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        PHOENIX

        Their screams haunt me.

        I’ve tried to drown them out,

        But now I’m forced to fight my demons.

        Shackles remind me I’m a hostage.

        That my pain isn’t a nightmare.

        This time, the screams are my own.

        Only one thing gets me through it all.

        Brown Eyes.

        She is my strength and my downfall.

        But does she want to be rescued?

        I used to be haunted by my nightmares.

        Now the monsters are real.

        I don’t know if she’s a villain or my savior.

      

      

      

      
        
        CALLIE

        Her death haunts me.

        I’ve tried to fight for justice,

        But now I’m losing myself in this hell.

        I got in over my head and now I’m trapped.

        This place is a nightmare.

        And I have to escape.

        Only one thing can stop me.

        Prisoner 813.

        He is my weakness and my salvation.

        But does he deserve to be rescued?

        He’s haunted by his nightmares.

        Maybe he deserves them.

        I don’t know if he’s a villain or a savior.

      

      

    

  







            A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

          

        

      

    

    
      Atoning Conviction is a forced proximity romantic suspense with legal, military, and mature themes. It is the fifth book in the Conviction Series, wherein all the books contribute to an overarching plot, but there is no cliffhanger for the couple in their respective story. Please consider reading this series in order for best enjoyment. HEA guaranteed.  

      This series takes place in Ashland County, a small, fictional, southern county somewhere in the mountains of the Carolinas. Ashland County is full of steam and legal intrigue, and some characters may appear in other stories written in the same universe.

      

  




TIMELINE

      Atoning Conviction intertwines with other books in the Conviction Series. Phoenix and Callie’s story begins immediately after Breaking Conviction (Conviction, #3) ends, and carries on throughout the Healing Conviction (Conviction, #4) timeline. There will be references to events in those books in relation to this one, therefore this book is best enjoyed after reading both Breaking and Healing Conviction.

      

  




TRIGGER WARNING - PLEASE READ

      While the Conviction Series as a whole is not considered “dark romance,” Atoning Conviction definitely qualifies as a dark romance. It should only be read by mature readers (18+).

      
        
        Full list of triggers + synopsis of Chapters 5, 15, and 16 can be found here or the QR code below.
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        Protect your heart, friends. Reader discretion is advised.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THIS IS IMPORTANT

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        For information on human trafficking, go to humantraffickinghotline.org. 
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        * * *

      

      
        
        If you or a loved one needs help, there is hope. Call the National Suicide Prevention Lifeline: 800-273-8255, or go to suicidepreventionlifeline.org and save a life, maybe even your own. 
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Never, ever forget: You are loved. You are wanted. You matter.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      To every “damsel in distress.”

      Never forget you’re a fucking fighter.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PREVIOUSLY IN THE CONVICTION SERIES

          

        

      

    

    
      The BlackStone Securities Team, an elite security agency of former special forces operatives, has been unraveling an insidious sex trafficking ring over the past year. They’ve begun to figure out the major players in their hometown, Ashland County, and beyond. While investigating an annual party, the Ashland County Elite Scholarship Fundraiser, they found out that it was actually a front for the trafficking ring. The team also discovered that four women went missing two years ago after attending the party. 

      The man behind it all has realized BlackStone is catching up to him, and sent one of his men to bomb the BlackStone Securities facility… with the help of someone on the inside. 

      That day, surveillance footage revealed that one of the BlackStone men, Phoenix Santori, was there during the attack. Not only was his entry code used by the bomber, but from the video, the BlackStone team witnessed their teammate willingly leave the facility with the attacker and one of the suspects in the trafficking ring in tow. Now the team questions everything. 

      

      But this… is Phoenix’s story.
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      The screams hurt the most. 

      It didn’t matter if they were all in his head, like they had been all day every day since that goddamn mission in Yemen. Or whether they were the cries coming from whatever fucked-up torture room existed in this hellhole. Either way, the ache became a tangible grip around his heart, twisting until it was worse than any physical pain he’d ever experienced, making him want to end it altogether.

      Phoenix would’ve, too, if he wasn’t such a pussy. And if his chains weren’t hooked to the ground. 

      Back home, he’d have drowned the voices out with booze and fucking. He lacked both in the shitty cell he’d been in for God knew how long. Maybe a week? The gnawing pangs in his stomach were the only indicator of the time passing by. 

      In the far-right corner of the room, an uncomfortable metal table was the sorry excuse for a bed in his six-by-nine-foot box. Comfort level didn’t matter, though. He’d tried sleeping on it once, but his arms had been stretched awkwardly thanks to the length of his chains. To sleep, he had to lay at an odd angle on the cold concrete. At least his captors stuck him in a room with a stainless steel toilet and sink combo.

      Small favors, I guess.

      Other than the screams, his barren surroundings were the only thing he’d been able to focus on for days since he’d been without food, light, exercise, and any social interaction. 

      Of all the deprivation, the lack of real human contact was the worst. He’d always needed to be around people. It was one of the reasons why he thrived in the Army. Cutting up with, and fighting beside, his fellow soldiers gave him a sense of belonging and purpose he craved. 

      Those feelings only deepened when he signed on to MF7, the special ops team of seven men, dedicated to fighting human trafficking all over the world. Even though MF7 had disbanded, they still worked together at BlackStone Securities, and fuck, did he miss his team.

      My team.

      Fear for his friends kept him up at all hours, despite his tired, bored, and starving body begging him to sleep just to pass the time. When he’d last seen any of them, the facility they called home, BlackStone Securities, had just been attacked and partially blown up. Thankfully, no one was injured by the blast… that he knew of. He wished more than anything that he’d gone with his teammate, Snake, when the guy fled the building. But of course, his own bleeding heart insisted on securing the prisoner, Andrew Ascot, in the basement first. 

      Phoenix felt sick to admit it, but before their last mission in Yemen, he wouldn’t have given two shits about Andrew Ascot. The rich asshole deserved much worse than his teammates did to him, that’s for sure. When the Russian bastard who’d captured them both had threatened the man’s life, the old Phoenix would’ve shrugged and said good riddance. 

      But ever since those goddamn screams broke something inside him, Phoenix hadn’t been able to stomach hearing them in person, and he couldn’t bear to have another death on his hands. 

      That last mission in Yemen had gone all kinds of wrong. Their target had somehow been warned that MF7 was coming, and the enemy booby-trapped the location, with all the victims his team had meant to be rescuing trapped inside. Snake manned the communications and drones back at their base. Phoenix flew their helicopter and remained in the Bird with Devil and Draco, while Jaybird, Eagle, and Hawk went in to take down their target, a notorious human trafficker. 

      His three teammates found the trafficker, along with several of his victims. When they’d scouted the place hours before, there’d been no women there. It was supposed to be clean and quick, but their enemy had piled innocents in the same room with him, surrounding him and the bomb strapped to his chest. The motherfucking psycho set it off as soon as Phoenix’s team had stormed in. Only his teammates were able to escape that room and in their retreat, Eagle’s headset fell off his head. 

      That’s when the screams began.

      Snake claimed he doesn’t know what happened that day to the comms, that he’s clueless as to how everyone’s headsets broke, only allowing static in. Everyone’s except for Phoenix’s… and Eagle’s. 

      Eagle’s headset worked perfectly, giving Phoenix a surround sound experience to the agony those dying women suffered in their final breaths. He’d listened in horror as the wails rose to a deafening crescendo until the chorus faded out, voice by voice, leaving him with a sickening silence. He fucking hated silence.

      Phoenix and his team had lost a lot that day. Their leader, Eagle, their jobs, their mission, those women. But he couldn’t get rid of those cries of pain no matter how hard he’d tried. And he’d worked at that shit harder than anything else he’d ever worked for in his life. 

      Granted the way he coped with things wasn’t exactly by the book. Phoenix and his friend, Henry Brown, coped at the local strip club. The phantom screams were worse at night. Fucking and drinking until he passed out was the only sure way Phoenix had found that would quiet the noise.

      And now he got to hear them in person again. 

      Yay for me.

      As if to emphasize the sarcastic thought, another long, tortured wail crashed through the steel door and into his senses, louder than any other before it. His rocking movements stilled as he focused on every little minute sensation around him. Why had that particular shriek seemed closer? 

      When he opened his eyes, the pressure in his eyelids released like water from a balloon after being squeezed shut for so long. His chains clinked as he slowly lifted his hands away from his ears. 

      For the first time since he’d been thrown inside the dim cell, the small confines were illuminated, revealing the steel walls, metal bed, and concrete floors he’d felt but hadn’t been able to see properly. The light source blazed through the new rectangular opening at the bottom of the door. 

      Just as soon as he identified the reason for the louder screams, a small box shot across the concrete. Fear took over his body at the oncoming foreign scraping sound from the unknown object. He scrambled against the corner of the room, extending the length of his chains to avoid getting hit by whatever it was. 

      The box stopped inches away from him, making him wince. His blood pumped in his ears as his heart raced and he tried to catch his breath. But nothing else happened.

      “It’s food.” 

      The soft voice drifted in like a gentle breeze. His gaze shot to the door to see a woman with dark-olive skin and deep-brown eyes peeking through the small hole. 

      “What?” His voice cracked from disuse. 

      “It’s food. I-It won’t hurt you.”

      His focus shifted to the rectangular box. He squinted, finally able to make out the carton with the Ensure logo. Half a second passed before his stomach clenched in anger, forcing him to fall to his knees and snatch the meal replacement up. 

      The seal broke as he twisted it open. Before he could stop himself, he’d guzzled half of the thick milky contents. His dry throat spasmed against the texture, and he choked back the need to spew the only sustenance he’d had in days. 

      After a few more sips, he finally pulled the drink from his lips to breathe and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. He watched the woman at the door, still staring at him with curiosity. 

      “Are you a prisoner, too?” His hoarse voice sounded less strained thanks to the food.

      She bit her full bottom lip and hesitated before nodding. When he realized she wasn’t going to speak he cleared his throat. 

      “My friends, they’re gonna be comin’ for me. They’ll be able to save you, too. It’s what we do.”

      The woman’s expression became thoughtful, like she was trying to figure him out. He felt oddly naked under her scrutiny, even though he still wore the same clothes from home. After another moment, he couldn’t take the silence anymore. 

      “What’s your name?” 

      She released her bottom lip and opened to answer. But a noise echoed off the concrete and her lips snapped shut. Her eyes widened in fear at him before she looked down the hall. 

      “What is it? Are you okay?” Phoenix crawled quickly toward the door. His chains clacked against the concrete as he reached for the hole, but the woman disappeared from his view.

      No.

      His heart began to race again, and cold sweat pricked his brow. He wanted to yell after her, but steps sounded from the still open slot. 

      As quietly as he could, Phoenix scooted back to his place in the corner and waited. Black boots paused outside of his door. 

      That hole is big enough for me to get my arm through, but are my chains long enough? Maybe I could grab his ankle and pull. Make him fall. How far up is the keyhole? Would I be able to reach keys if he has them? Or a weapon? 

      The urge to break free was strong, but he knew he was too weak and exhausted to fight. Not to mention, he had no game plan whatsoever. He didn’t want to waste any potential chance to escape on a half-baked scheme. 

      Finally, the boots continued down the hall. The air he hadn’t realized he’d been holding, deflated from his chest as he collapsed back against the wall and unclenched his fists. 

      The fuck am I supposed to do now?

      He closed his eyes and tried to clear his mind to come up with some sort of strategy. If his friends couldn’t find him soon, hopefully he’d be able to cook up something better than “trip a guy through a hole.” 

      His sensory-deprived ears went on high alert at a scuffling sound, and he looked back at the door again. Those beautiful brown eyes met his, pulling him in like a lifeline and giving him hope that someone else could be with him in this. He opened his mouth to try to get the woman to talk again, but she beat him to the punch. 

      “Callie… my name is Callie Castellanos.”
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      The carton skittered across the floor, bumping into Phoenix’s foot. A smile formed on his face, despite the fact that this was his fourth Ensure in so many days. He reached for the box and turned it over to see the grid outline with Xs and Os, along with seven blank spaces left for letters. The beginnings of a stick figure hung from gallows drawn in ink.

      “Have you ever thought about how fucked up it is that we play this game? Tic-tac-toe ain’t so bad, but hangman? That’s gotta win some kinda dark humor award.” He marked his X beside an O in the grid and looked at the answer she’d left him on the other side. “No As or Is, huh? Shame. Maybe an E then? Hm…” He waited before teasing her. “If only you would, I don’t know… talk to me? Just give me a lil’ hint, brown eyes?” 

      Her lack of response made him sigh, but didn’t take away his hope. She hadn’t spoken a word to him since she’d told him her name, but she’d communicated with him in other ways. 

      The second time Callie delivered his food, she’d once again left the slot open, giving him light to see the two games written in pen on the carton. Starving and bored out of his mind, he’d downed the drink before using his thumbnail to etch in his answers. They’d been carrying on with the routine ever since.

      He carved in an E and hissed as his shackle scraped against an open blister. It wasn’t the worst pain, but it still stung like a bitch. With nothing else to think about for hours on end, annoyances like that were hard to ignore. 

      “What’s it like out there?” 

      And… silence. 

      “They treatin’ you alright?”

      More silence.

      He didn’t expect anything different. He’d been trying to initiate a conversation, to figure out her place in all this. She’d nodded yes when he’d asked her if she was a prisoner, but considering she wasn’t wearing chains, she certainly wasn’t a prisoner like he was. So what did that make her?

      “Do you know what they want me for? Or who they are? I don’t really see the point in keepin’ me here just to starve me and deplete my vitamin D, ya know?”

      He brushed his hand through his hair for the millionth time, only remembering last minute that he didn’t have his ball cap. His fidgeting settled on twirling the empty Ensure carton in his hands. Callie wouldn’t leave until he gave her the remains of the sole container that’d been his breakfast, lunch, and dinner, and he didn’t want her to go yet. Any social interaction was better than none, even if the other person was silent. 

      “Speakin’ of food. Are they really only gonna give me this shit? It does the job, obviously, but I’d kill for a burger. Once I break out of here, I’m gonna—”

      A hissing sound on the other side, along with Callie’s slender fingers slapping the inside of his cell made him pause.

      “Callie?” Phoenix whispered. “Is everything okay?”

      Heavy footsteps resounded in the hallway and his heart stopped.

      She’s tryin’ to get me to shut up. 

      “What are you doin’ here? You’re supposed to feed the prisoner and get back to your room,” a gruff voice yelled in a Southern accent, and Callie’s hand quickly withdrew from underneath the door. Shuffling feet and a yelp made Phoenix pop up onto his knees. “I asked you a question, whore… What? Do you only open your mouth for dick? That can be arranged.”

      A whimper shocked Phoenix into action, and anger unlike he’d ever felt erupted inside him. Before he could stop himself, he leaped toward the door. The chains snapped taut, yanking him off balance and to the floor. He slapped his hands against the concrete, inches from the door, as he growled out at the fucker who’d just signed his death warrant. 

      “Leave her alone!” 

      A laughing cough and a soft groan made Phoenix fight harder. The clink of keys sent a flush of hope and anxiety through his body. The door flung open, forcing him to jerk backward as blinding fluorescent light blinded him. His hands shot up to protect his eyes until they finally adjusted. 

      The large man in the doorway had dirty-blond hair, faded hazel eyes, and an evil smile. But the woman in his grasp captured Phoenix’s attention. 

      Her wild, raven-black hair spilled down her long white shirt. The thin fabric barely covered her ass as her long legs tried to ineffectually kick her captor’s shins. Her dark-olive cheeks had reddened from the guard choking her, making the thin scar on her cheekbone stand out. A frightened groan escaped her as she clung to the man’s hands around her neck, trying to scratch him away. 

      But her dark-brown eyes were anything but afraid. They held the same rage that boiled inside Phoenix. 

      “Let. Her. Go!” Phoenix yelled. “Or I swear to God, I’ll—”

      “You’ll… what, exactly?” The man squeezed tighter and Callie’s smooth face mottled with purple. 

      Phoenix gritted his teeth against his helplessness. Still, he kept straining against his shackles, ignoring the blood dripping from his ruptured sores. 

      “That’s what I thought,” the man gloated before swiveling back to Callie with a lecherous grin. “And as for you…” 

      “He will not like that, durak.” 

      The man shoved Callie away like she was poisonous. He did an about-face toward the deep voice with the Russian accent at the other end of the hallway. Phoenix would’ve bet his next Ensure bottle it was the same guy who’d taken him at BlackStone Securities. 

      “Like what? Nothing’s g-goin’ on here,” the man stuttered and his tan skin paled to a sickly green. 

      Callie covered her throat in a protective gesture as she scrambled backward closer to Phoenix. His heart beat out of his chest as she closed the gap between them. Why she hid inside his cell with him was a mystery, but Phoenix didn’t give a shit when her movements brought her to nearly touching him.

      He reached out and closed his hand over hers on the ground. She gasped and swiveled toward him, like she hadn’t realized how she’d gotten there. Those wide, dark-chocolate eyes bore into his and for a second, he thought she would snatch her hand away. To his surprise, she left it underneath his and returned her attention to the asshole in the doorway. 

      “I do not care.” The Russian man’s voice grew louder as he approached. “But he cares. Do not touch his things.” 

      “U-understood, sir.” 

      “You have a task to do, da?” 

      “Y-yes. I’ll, um, I was comin’ to pick the prisoner up.” 

      “Good.”

      Phoenix counted the footsteps as they faded away. A chirp echoed down the hall and a mechanical whir sounded like a door opened and shut. 

      The man’s shoulders slumped as a breath escaped him, but he quickly straightened and glared down between Callie and Phoenix. 

      “You better be glad the boss likes you, slut. Now leave.” 

      She hesitated for a second too long, and the other man snatched her ankle and tugged Callie into the hallway. Her shirt rode up to her waist and she cried out as she tried to twist away from the man. The guard’s move even caught Phoenix by surprise, preventing him from tightening his grip on Callie’s hand in time.

      “Motherfucker! Let her go!” he yelled, his chest aching while he watched her crash into the wall.

      Callie groaned before rolling into a fetal position and the man sneered. “Get out of my sight before I don’t give a fuck what he thinks anymore.” 

      Phoenix railed against his chains and shouted at the man, but remained helpless as Callie gingerly got up on all fours. 

      “Hurry up. I don’t got all day.” 

      After a few hissed breaths, Callie finally stood. The man had given her his back, seemingly searching down the hallway, so he missed the murderous glare that took over her pretty face. Phoenix’s heart unclenched slightly at the fire in her eyes. It gave him hope that she wouldn’t be broken. 

      Her gaze shifted to his. She swallowed and dipped her head toward him. After a quick scowl back at the man, she pivoted and walked away with quick footsteps. 

      Phoenix stared at the space where she’d once been, counting each nearly silent footfall until he heard her knock on metal. A chirp echoed before the door opened and closed. 

      The anger building inside Phoenix grew as the man tugged a black bag and handcuffs from his back pocket. The evil smile on his lips made Phoenix’s stomach churn. 

      “You ready for some fun, jackass?”
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      “You’ve got some powerful enemies, you know that? Well, one in particular. And he’s not someone you wanna fuck around with.”

      Who is he talkin’ about?

      The man took a step inside Phoenix’s cell, apparently trying to intimidate him. Phoenix stood upright, thankful there was enough slack in his chains. His fingernails dug into his palms and his clenched fists ached with the need to fight back. 

      But what would be the end goal? 

      He couldn’t leave Callie, not after what he’d just seen. And not knowing where they were in the world, how to get out, or how to get to her, it was best to sit tight, gather information, and figure out what the fuck was going on and who the hell was in charge. 

      “On your knees and turn around.” 

      Phoenix scanned the man up and down but didn’t find any weapons. Granted, the guy was big all on his own. His fists wouldn’t be a light caress, that was for damn sure. 

      The man’s eyes narrowed. “I said. Turn. Around.” 

      He gritted his teeth and slowly rotated before kneeling. The chains crossed on the ground as he twisted. The painful blisters were all but forgotten as he braced himself for whatever the man was about to bring. 

      Phoenix’s muscles and veins tightened as the man shoved the pillowcase-like bag over his head. Using what felt like a practiced move, the man wrenched Phoenix’s arms into the center of his back and cuffed him with the thin metal.

      “You a cop?” Phoenix asked, wondering how forthcoming this man was and how to play him.

      “Used to be.” The gruff voice had an edge of some emotion Phoenix knew intimately. 

      Regret.

      A tiny clink sounded behind him, like keys on a ring, just before his thick shackles fell to the ground. With the weight gone, an odd floating sensation rose up in his arms, despite still being cuffed.

      “Get up.”

      The floating feeling disappeared immediately as his arms were snatched upward. Phoenix used the momentum to stand up quickly, barely preventing his arms from getting pulled out of the socket.

      He stumbled to his feet, led by the man pushing him from behind. His legs tingled underneath him as the blood rushed down them from so many days of sitting on his ass. After his captor ushered him into the hallway, they turned left and Phoenix began to take mental notes. How many steps they took, where the air blew gently against his skin in one section, the lack of any other noises. He strained his eyes through the thick black fabric, but couldn’t see anything, not even the fluorescent lighting he heard humming above him. 

      A blow to the back of his head made Phoenix trip and nearly fall. He hissed at the unnatural stretch in his rotator cuffs, thanks to the bastard’s hold on his arms. 

      “Move, fucker.” 

      “I don’t exactly know where I’m goin’.” Phoenix swallowed back the rest of any retort as he tried to keep up. 

      “You don’t need to. All we’re doin’ is goin’ straight ahead and then right at the end of the hall. I even left the door open for you, princess.” 

      End of the hall. Good to know. If he’s dumb enough to keep providing information, maybe he’ll be more helpful than I thought.

      A few more steps and their movements confirmed his jailor’s directions. As soon as they rounded a corner, he shoved Phoenix from behind, hard enough to send him to the ground this time. 

      He rolled midair, trying to make sure he didn’t land on his face, but his shoulder, ear, and temple crashed into what felt like a metal chair. A ringing in his head made him blink several times to see past the sound.

      That… doesn’t make any fucking sense. 

      Shit, do I have a concussion already?

      Before he could even groan, his captor slung his body up and forced him into the chair, his arms still behind him. With his head inside the black bag and completely disoriented, it took Phoenix a second to understand that his legs were being cuffed to the chair. He tried to kick and move, only to realize that even his hands were cuffed to a rung on the chairback. A door shut on his left, making his heart stall with dread. 

      Now sitting up and with the rest of his body on high alert, the darkness around him stopped spinning. Another blow to his head remedied that bit of fortune. Phoenix literally bit his tongue and clenched his fists, but the restraints against the metal chair made it impossible to move without detection. A ferrous taste seeped into his mouth.

      Up to that point, Phoenix had let his captor have his way, all in the name of strategy. A backhand against his cheek and lips made more blood flow onto his tongue.

      Yeah, I’m regretting the fuck out of that ‘strategy’ right about now.

      The fabric covering his head was suddenly yanked off, tugging his stinging ear as it was removed. Artificial light blinded him. He squinted his eyes and hissed at the pain in his head from the small movement. 

      “You see those mirrors right there? He likes to watch.” 

      Phoenix peeked out from under his eyelids to see a room much like his cell. Small, with metal walls and concrete floors. Except this one had more furniture, so to speak. 

      A metal crate, about four feet by two and a half feet in length, width, and height, sat with an unlocked padlock in the southeast corner. In the opposite corner stood a tall, skinny steel cabinet, also with a lock on the door. On the final corner opposite the door, there was what looked like a gurney that could be situated so the person on top could either be vertical or prostrate. And just like the guy said, half of the walls had large glass windows that, from Phoenix’s limited knowledge, both looked like two-way mirrors. Underneath his bare feet was a large drain in the middle of the damp floor.

      “Sucks to have rich enemies, huh?”

      The metallic taste concentrated into a pool of saliva before Phoenix spat it to the side. What he would’ve given to spit it at his captor, but to be honest, he didn’t feel like getting coldcocked again. 

      “And who are my enemies?” he asked instead, careful not to catch his swollen lip on his teeth.

      “I ask the questions here.” The man circled Phoenix’s chair, so he didn’t get the benefit of seeing Phoenix’s rolling eyes.

      “Okay, well then ask questions, man. I don’t got all day.”

      The man growled before reeling around on Phoenix again, using his momentum to propel a right hook into his jaw. 

      Easy to rile up. Check. 

      Granted, I probably could’ve guessed that one. 

      Whatever. It’s always good to be sure.

      “You don’t tell me what to do.” The man sneered before leaning against the opposing wall and taking Phoenix in. “And I don’t have an agenda today. All I’m supposed to do is warm you up. So, I’m gonna get back the blood I’m owed since y’all decided to take my girl.”

      Confusion fogged up Phoenix’s already cloudy brain. “Your girl? What the hell are you talkin’ about, my dude?” Phoenix went through the—albeit long and hazy—list of women he’d fucked recently. He stuck almost exclusively to the ones at the only decent strip club in Ashland County, Original Sin. “Unless your girl’s a stripper, I don’t know what you’re talkin’ about.” 

      “My fiancée! Naomi. Your Snake brainwashed her into thinkin’ I’m the enemy.”

      “Wait, you’re Dean? Wow, you are delusional.”

      Naomi fled to BlackStone Securities to escape this guy, her abusive ex-fiancé. Anyone around could see that she and Snake were falling head over heels for each other. Honestly, it was almost laughable to think a guy like Snake would steal another man’s girl. He was the team golden boy, and wouldn’t have even approached Naomi if it weren’t for the fact that the golden boy was a sucker for damsels in distress.

      “Yeah, I’m Dean, Naomi’s fiancé. So whenever you go back to your little friends, and they ask who gave you a concussion…” Thwack. Phoenix’s head slammed forward at the punch to the back of his head. “Tell them I was the one who did it.”

      A strike hit his uninjured ear and the world rang and spun, but it didn’t matter, because Dean had given him more information than the idiot could possibly know. 

      Phoenix already knew the asswipe was obviously not in charge. From the conversation in the hallway, neither was the Russian bastard who took him and Ascot from BlackStone. And from Dean’s taunt about going back to his friends, that meant the person who was actually in charge, hadn’t decided to kill him yet. 

      Maybe only a matter of time, but a guy can hope. 

      Phoenix had been trying to figure out how to play this guy to his advantage. After finding out that his shitty interrogator was the same man who nearly put Naomi in the hospital, his decision was easy.

      “Got it. I’ll go right up to Snake and tell him that. I’ll also tell him that now I know why Naomi left you.”

      Dean straightened and his dirty-blond brows narrowed as he sputtered. “What? What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Well, a woman wants to be protected, right? With the way you hit…” Phoenix tsked. “You can’t even protect a little girl when you hit like one.” 

      “Shut the fuck up!” 

      Dean kicked him in the shin so hard the back of Phoenix’s chair hit the wall, and he barely had the wherewithal to tighten his neck muscles to prevent his head from slamming against the steel. The new wound in his leg sent fire through his veins, and he nearly passed out on the spot. He wouldn’t have been surprised if the thin bone had fractured. 

      But Phoenix wouldn’t let the urge to vomit slow him down. A lazy smile spread over his face and he soaked in the blotchy-red anger rising up Dean’s cheeks.  

      “Did you have to tie your fiancée up to hit her too?” Phoenix shook his head and snickered. “I mean… what kind of pussy has to tie a man up to hit him?” 

      “Shut up! Shut up, shut up!” A roar exploded from Dean as he barreled toward him. Phoenix tightened his stomach for impact just before Dean began to pummel him in the gut.

      With every blow, Phoenix calculated the way Dean hit him, taking into account the direction, speed, and fortunately, how quickly it took to tire him out. He hoped when it came time for a reckoning, he’d still be capable of getting the job done.

      After an embarrassingly few number of hits, Dean punched him square in the face, causing another burst of blood to invade his cut-up tongue. Dean stumbled back against the opposite wall and brushed his hair away from his face as he huffed and puffed, obviously already exhausted. 

      The ache in Phoenix’s stomach could’ve been worse, but his teammate, Devil, had taught their team how to take a hit. Even though they practiced daily, Phoenix had never been struck so many times in one area, so he still had to breathe through the pain. Unfortunately, it felt like the strike to his face had broken the cartilage in his nose, hindering his ability to breathe. He’d had his nose broken a few times, but any more bone breaks would be a bitch to fight through whenever he escaped.  

      As Dean collected himself, Phoenix did the same with steady inhales and exhales through his mouth. 

      “How’s that for bein’ a pussy?” Dean coughed. “Pussy.” 

      Phoenix didn’t answer at first, but when he finally looked up, he spat and smirked at Dean. “Last I checked, I’m still strapped to a chair. What do you say you uncuff me and then we can see how you hit for real?” 

      Steam practically blew from Dean’s nose as he raged toward Phoenix again, but the sound of the door opening on Phoenix’s left had Dean stopping midstride. 

      The air immediately thickened with tension. Dean’s red face bled white as his eyes shot to the new person in the room. Phoenix shifted and his heart halted at the sight of the big Russian bastard who’d gotten him into this mess.
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      The Russian loomed in the doorway, his pale skin reminding Phoenix of a dead body as it seemed to suck up the fluorescent lighting. He was bigger than Phoenix’s six foot two and judging from the way his light-blond buzz cut nearly scraped the ceiling as he ducked into the room, even larger than his six-six teammate, Draco. As if that wasn’t intimidating enough, black eyes set in a face that had no emotion at all. Absolutely none. 

      Phoenix resisted the cold chill that threatened down his spine, but Dean couldn’t do the same. His teeth nearly chattered with fear as the Russian bastard continued to stand in front of the entrance like a fucking robot. 

      “V-Vlad… I w-was just gonna come get you. I’m not d-done yet—I mean I’m a-almost done.” 

      Vlad.

      He was the same guy who kidnapped Phoenix and Ascot, but it was the first time he’d heard the Russian’s name out loud since he’d left BlackStone. It was the same name that his BlackStone team knew of thanks to their human trafficking investigation. He’d been nothing but a shadow up until then. None of them had ever seen Vlad in person, and Ellie, the woman who learned of his cutthroat role in the organization, hadn’t gotten a good look at him the night she’d found out about him. Granted, they probably knew who he was now with BlackStone’s cameras after the bombing at the facility and Snake’s computer hacking abilities. 

      Dean is goddamn terrified of this guy. Shit.

      The robot silently stepped farther into the room. MF7 had been trained by the best, but he still wondered how a man that massive could move without making a sound. Phoenix watched carefully, attempting to catch every subtle movement, and hoping to find out some weakness. 

      “You are wasting time with him.” Vlad glided around the room until he ended up in front of Phoenix. Those black eyes settled on him, making his stomach twist. “It is time to ask questions now.” 

      Phoenix steeled himself for a strike, but Vlad just kept staring at him. He half wondered if the Russian was asking him the questions telepathically until his deep voice began. 

      “You are a BlackStone Securities agent, da?” 

      “You know I am.” Phoenix narrowed his eyes. “That’s where you got me from.”

      “Why was Andrew Ascot your prisoner?”

      So all this was about Andrew Ascot? Phoenix had known the pervert was trouble, but he hadn’t realized just how much. 

      The pompous jerk was a big-shot lawyer in Ashland County by day, and balls deep in a human trafficking ring by night. Phoenix’s teammates had thought he was one of the ringleaders they were trying to bust. That was up until Ascot’s buddies started dropping like flies. BlackStone Securities had captured Ascot to find out who was actually in charge before he was picked off, too. In exchange for information, they’d agreed to keep Ascot safe until they figured out how to turn him in to authorities without getting all of them assassinated, too. 

      Phoenix’s lips tightened. There was no way he’d rat out his team’s hard-earned information. 

      “You wanted information from him, da? Do you know who he worked with?”

      Does that mean they don’t know? Or is he only asking to see what I know?

      “Who is your team after?” Vlad asked again, seemingly unfazed by Phoenix’s lack of response. “What do you know about the party?”

      The Ashland Elite Scholarship Fundraiser, no doubt. Over the past few years, the party had been thrown for high school seniors and potential scholarship recipients. A very noble cause, if it wasn’t also a cover for the trafficking ring. 

      At past parties, traffickers either kidnapped a woman as a victim, or used the hotel as a rendezvous point to hand off their kidnapped victims. Phoenix and his teammates busted the last one wide open. They’d caught two traffickers in a hotel room guarding several kidnapped and drugged women, and one of the big-shot lawyers, Mitchell Strickland, raping one of the victims. 

      It’d taken all of Phoenix’s willpower not to shoot the disgusting fuckers point blank. But ever since Yemen, he’d developed a debilitating aversion to violence, which sucked hard for his chosen profession. He’d knocked his guy out to keep from having to fight him, and his teammates had held the other two at gunpoint until the feds came to apprehend them. 

      Not a single damn word of that was going to come out of his mouth, though. They could beat him into a bloody pulp, ready for a casket, but he’d never reveal anything. He’d never break. It’d only put his teammates in more danger. His team needed more time to find the ringleader before the guy hid like a coward. And if Phoenix was lucky, they’d rescue him, too.

      Maybe that’s what I can do. Figure out who’s behind this shit. Then I’ll either capture him myself, or find a way to escape to the authorities with the information. 

      Throughout all Phoenix’s thought processing, Vlad never wavered in his eerie stare. Finally, the Russian tilted his head at him before speaking again to Dean. 

      “It seems you did not do a good job, durak. He is not ready to speak.” 

      “I did what y’all asked me to do! Rough him up a bit before questionin’ is what you said the General wanted—”

      The General… who the fuck is that—

      “Quiet.” Vlad’s low voice had a heavy air of menace weighing the command. “You say too much and think too little, durak. I will show you how to do this thing. Release him.” 

      Dean stood paralyzed, looking like his body warred between exploding with objection or spewing his guts in fear. Judging from the green pallor of his skin, there was a solid chance it could go either way. 

      Vlad seemed to be at his wits’ end with the idiot. “I do not ask two times.” 

      Dean collapsed to his knees immediately, hurrying to unhook Phoenix from the chair. Phoenix had been free for half a second before Vlad grabbed his bicep and half dragged him by his cuffed arm from the chair. Before Phoenix could object or fight back, the Russian chucked him inside the crate he’d seen when he’d first gotten there. 

      The metal edge cut into him as he landed, but the inside was surprisingly padded, already muffling the noises around him. He hissed in pain before maneuvering to get onto his knees and climb back out. 

      A swift kick to his face dazed him completely. Disoriented and absolutely concussed now, it took him a second to realize Vlad was walking back from the now open cabinet with two syringes in his hand. Phoenix blinked back into focus just before the Russian plunged one of the syringes into his neck. The urge to fight back immediately quelled and Phoenix felt himself drift into a fetal position inside the crate as a familiar wave of sensation flowed through his body. 

      This feels like the same meds they gave us in MF7, to make us heal quicker. 

      That was good, except the drugs would knock him out soon and he’d be completely helpless in the meantime. 

      Despite his brain trying to get his body to flee, the cooling feeling in his veins soothed him into closing his eyes, encouraging him to sleep so he wouldn’t have to feel his bones and skin knit back together. 

      Another stab near the back side of his upper thigh had his mind racing with confusion. 

      They’d only ever had to use one syringe of the government’s experimental drug. As long as the injuries weren’t life-threatening, it’d healed him and his teammates within a matter of hours, making sure they were back to top-notch health to find human traffickers and save women all over the world. 

      A new burn mixed with the icy healing in his veins, sending his heart into a panic. Every muscle tensed and air shot up his nose as he breathed in heavy spurts. 

      “What’d you do?” Dean’s voice came in like a shout and a distorted whisper all at once. 

      “One heals him. The other is adrenaline. It will keep him awake. He will feel everything.” 

      The lid slammed down. If they said anything else, he couldn’t hear. The padded crate blocked out all sound, light, and feeling. But the final sentence echoed in his mind. 

      No.

      Almost as if his body got the memo just as his mind did, lightning-hot agony shot through his bloodstream as every cell caught fire. His mind begged to go to sleep, but the adrenaline mix made his chest feel like it pounded against an elephant that lay on top of him. 

      At least if I have a heart attack, I won’t have to feel anymore. Death will be better than this pain—

      A scream erupted from his lips as he shattered from the inside out.
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      Callie’s heart stuttered in her chest as she navigated the narrow halls. 

      It was a wonder it even beat anymore after all these months. Being the General’s chosen fuck toy was a nightmare, but it was better than being anyone else’s. She knew that for a fact.

      Still, she hadn’t gotten used to his summons. Every time he called for her, that twisted, nauseous feeling in her stomach flared up. The sick fuck was a mastermind at manipulation and physical torture, and even though she’d rarely been the direct victim, she’d still had to watch it happen. 

      Thankfully, the General thought her feminine mind was so weak and pliable that she didn’t require drastic measures to convince her to do his bidding. He never took into account that aiding his agenda, helped hers as well. 

      She’d only started to worry about her position a couple of months ago. The General kept making comments that “things had run their course.” With how distant he’d been, she wasn’t sure if that was in relation to her, or something else. 

      Lately though, something had given the General some pep in his step. She had a feeling it had to do with prisoner number 813.

      Eight one three.

      Eight hundred and thirteen. 

      What an ungodly number of prisoners that’d come and gone in the underground. 

      That meant eight hundred and twelve bodies had seen the inside of the facility’s crematorium. Her left hand drifted to her hip out of habit, but she flexed her fingers to keep them from moving. She could have those little shows of weakness in the comfort of her own cell, but not in the open for anyone to see. Weakness was deadly, inside and out. She didn’t want to be body eight hundred and fourteen. 

      Granted, few—if any—of the General’s victims were innocents. They were typically men who’d crossed the General, or competitors against his human trafficking ring. What was 813’s crime?

      Who cares? You have a job to do, and 813 is not on the agenda.

      She shook her head from her thoughts and hustled her bare feet down the concrete floor toward her destination. 

      From what she could gather, the underground compound was more or less a large rectangle. The front half was built for pleasure, and the back half was designated for pain, although the line between the two often blurred. The back rooms and hallways were where the General’s captives were kept, including her, but it also held the kitchen, the barracks for his guards, and his office. That meant that every step away from her own cell was a potential encounter with one of the General’s men. 

      There’d only been one guard who’d insisted on playing with her right there in the hallway. Most of the guards were too afraid to have fun with the General’s toy, even with his permission. Even more so after what happened to that guy. At least the General had given him the time to finish before shooting him in the head. Dying mid-orgasm had to be a hell of a way to go. 

      Instead of instructing her to shower afterward, the General had punished her too, refusing to let her clean herself up. Like it was her fault that one of the guards had mistaken her for an easy target. She’d had to live covered in the dead guard’s various fluids for a week before she was allowed to wash off again. When she was clean and tested negative for diseases, she was given yet another birth control shot right before the General had called her to his office. He’d used her that day until she’d passed out.  

      After that, no one else had attempted to play without the General’s permission. 

      The thick wooden door to the General’s office came into view, along with the guard stationed beside it. Every atom in her body seemed to tug her backward, slowing her down with the urge to flee and run away. 

      Calm down, drama queen. It’s just a little playtime.

      The General was always in a better mood when he’d taken down another one of his trafficking competitors. Was that what number 813 was? She’d been trying to figure him out for days. Statistically speaking, the prisoners were overwhelmingly the General’s competitors. 

      There was something about 813, though, that made her question that assumption. It was why she talked to him, why she did that stupid little hangman game with him. If he was different, she’d continue the game to maybe help them both. It was a much more… wholesome pastime than she normally had to endure, so it was a little breather as she tested him out. 

      She stopped in front of the wooden door, and the guard raised his hand to the sensor pad. 

      “Wait… just a second.” 

      The guard paused to scan her up and down. His assessment ended on a snort. “What’re you afraid of, whore? It’s not like you have a choice.” 

      Ignoring the guard, she stared, unfocused, on the wooden door’s striations, getting into that zone that helped her survive. She found a knot in the wood, the one that looked like a butterfly, and let it blur in her vision as she drifted away.

      A wooden door among all the steel, concrete, and firearms should seem out of place. Idiotic, even. But if you knew the General, which, by this point, Callie certainly did, it made sense. 

      The man was calculating, yes, but like most men she’d had to entertain in the underground, he had an ego that could easily get him killed. The General enjoyed the finer things and wanted everyone else to know he could afford them. The fancy door had to be less pricey than the solid steel, computer-powered ones that locked the compound down tight, but it looked more expensive. More powerful. And that was all that mattered to him. 

      It was what would help her leave when she finally decided to.  

      “Come in, toy.” 

      “That’s your cue.” The guard chuckled before finally setting his hand on the security pad. Once the whir and chirps of the door signaled it’d unlocked, he opened it for her. 

      “Such a gentleman,” she muttered under her breath, earning a scowl from the guard. It always felt good to get under these guys’ skin.

      Before the General could see her small triumph, Callie hunched her shoulders and lowered her chin, making herself small. The stuffy, cedar-and–Pine-Sol scent of his office made her stomach heave. She swallowed and ducked her head farther, making sure the General didn’t see what effect he truly had on her as she walked toward him. 

      “There she is, my sweet little girl. Come and sit on Papa’s lap.” 

      Revulsion made her shudder. She hated this game the most. Unfortunately, it was his most common pick. She’d have to grin and bear it while he played whatever recurring sick fantasy he had in his mind this time. At least, she prayed it was just a fantasy. 

      He seemed not to notice her disgust as he tugged her hand to force her to straddle his lap. His fat fingers immediately found his toy and she bit her lip to keep from wincing. He liked it when she did that and she’d made sure a long time ago that it was up to her how much fun he’d have. 

      “Did my little girl wear her panties? What a good little girl.” He gripped her chin while he slipped his other hand underneath the blue nightshirt he forced her to wear around him. His fingers greedily dug past the simple white cotton panties, into his toy.

      It was only then that he ever wanted her to look at him. His rheumy blue eyes made the sclera look yellowed. His thick head of jet-black hair was comical for his age, but of course he thought the plugs and dye job looked good. The curtains certainly didn’t match the drapes or any of the other hairy parts of him. The work he’d done over the past few months further disguised the outer facade to keep up the youthful illusion. But she knew for a fact that it took decades to earn military honors like the ones displayed all over the General’s office. 

      “Answer Papa, little girl.” His warm voice returned to its normal gravelly, angry timbre. “Or I’ll have to treat you like the nasty toy you are.” 

      Nope. Not in the mood for that this time.

      “Yes, Papa.” The two words left a bitter taste in her mouth. “I know you like them.” 

      “That’s right, precious. You’re not like my whore mother, or your whore mother. You’re an innocent little thing, aren’t you?” 

      “Yes, Papa.” 

      Thank God I actually had a good dad or this delusional role-playing could screw me up more than I already am.

      “You know what I also like? I like when people get what’s coming to them.”

      Her eye twitched, but she kept a blank face. 

      You and me both, asshole, but what’re you getting at?

      “I have plans for you today. Now… take your medicine.” She relaxed at the mere suggestion. Being out of it during these sessions made them so much easier. 

      The General shifted with her still straddling him to grab a dixie cup of water and a small tablet from a dish on his desk. She concentrated on making sure her eyes didn’t stray too long on the files next to it.

      Did he use thumb drives? Even though the man could barely type on a keyboard, she doubted he’d keep important documents lying around. She’d been memorizing the faces of guests at each party, the traffickers captured, and the women coming in and out, for a long time, but it still wouldn’t be enough. A flash drive could be a game changer.

      Her gaze nearly drifted to his painted portrait behind his desk. Not for the first time, she wondered if that stupid picture hid the proverbial smoking gun. 

      He presented the drug and water to her like he was truly giving her medicine and she swallowed down each. From what she’d gathered, the General not only ran a human trafficking ring, but he also dabbled in the drug trade as well. He’d explained once that his drug of choice for her was a potent “sextasy,” as he called it, his personal concoction of Viagra and MDMA. There was something a little extra in there she couldn’t identify, but it definitely did the trick. 

      Forever ago, she fought the pills. Her sense of self-preservation hadn’t overridden her righteous sense of justice yet. It took only a few playtimes to realize that they were a lot more fun high. 

      Very quickly, the drug began to work its magic. Every sharp corner melted in her vision, like looking through a gauze curtain. Her blood pumped strong in her chest at a lazy pace, but her core was where she felt her heartbeat the most. It was only a matter of time before her body would be ready. She couldn’t wait anymore, both because of the instant need that overwhelmed her, and because she wanted to get the hell out of there.

      She tugged on the General’s collar and immediately began to kiss down his thick neck as she unbuttoned his crisp white shirt. He never made her kiss his mouth. Even drugged, she knew it would be like licking furniture polish. Instead she tongued her way down his chest toward where he was already stiffening inside his pants. She had no idea whether he took the drug, too, but she doubted it. He didn’t need the incentive. 

      “Such an eager little girl. Papa’s got a special treat for you. Here, stand up and face the window.” 

      Every fiber of her being revolted, stilling her as dread sent a chilly wave through her body inside and out.

      No. Please not again.
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      She paused in unzipping his pants. The drug was powerful, but it didn’t knock her out and unfortunately, memory loss wasn’t a side effect. Everything that happened to her while she was high, burned into her brain like the brand on her hip. 

      “Do… do I have to?” Callie hated how weak her voice sounded, and she knew the consequences of defying, but at this point, she’d do a lot of things willingly. This wasn’t one of them. 

      Even though she’d braced herself, the sting against her face sent her into a daze. Scalding hot pain heated her cheek. 

      That’s for sure going to leave a mark. 

      She refused to bring her hand to check it, already knowing from the warm liquid trailing down her clammy skin that he’d split open one of her old cuts. 

      I wonder what 813 will say when he sees. 

      What the… where’d that come from? I don’t care what some lowlife sex trafficker thinks.

      But in her addled mind, the way he’d stuck up for her against the guard barely an hour ago came to mind. It’d been a long time since anyone had her back like that. 

      No. No one has.

      “You’ll do as you’re told, toy. Now get up and face the window.” 

      Her lips tightened but she gingerly climbed off his lap and slowly pivoted on her heel toward the intercom beside the glass pane. It was actually a run-of-the-mill two-way mirror, but the interrogations that happened on the other side were straight out of hell. And of course, the General got off on them. 

      Sick bastard.

      She reached for the speaker button on the side of the window—

      “No, not this time. I want a silent movie today.” He chuckled at his own morbid joke and she rolled her eyes as she turned to the curtain. She pulled it to the side and barely contained her gasp as it opened. 

      Inside the stark torture room was the new guard, Dean, who’d she’d had sweet dreams about knocking out with a single punch to the jaw. He was worth breaking her knuckles over. 

      Her eyes widened as the man solidified that thought by slamming his fist into 813’s face. Despite the fact that 813’s large form looked ready to break through the restraints at any second, his biceps straining, his shirt tightening around his strong chest… his injuries looked brutal. 

      From the sheer amount of them, it was obvious the guard had been torturing him ever since they’d been interrupted earlier. She should’ve connected the dots, realized he was the next show, but her mind had been on surviving playtime later so she hadn’t been able to put two-and-two together. 

      With another savage strike, 813’s head lolled back and she ached to help him. His thick, dark-brown hair was plastered to his ear by blood. Those handsome amber eyes of his were already swollen so much there was no way he could see clearly. Her fingers drifted to her own lips at the sight of his usual sexy grin butchered beyond all recognition. 

      The sound of a foil packet being ripped open made her swallow back bile, but gratitude loosened some of the anxiety tightening her chest. Since the General decided to have her, she’d performed for many men, but other than that one guard, she’d never had to endure them inside her. The General had always made sure she was up to date on her birth control, had her tested between their playtimes, and never allowed anyone else to play with her the way he did. Toys don’t get sick or pregnant. Either one for her meant death. 

      Her nightshirt lifted up her back, and she placed her hands on the lip of the desk in her usual spot, steadying herself. Her fingernails immediately found the small divots they’d created in the wood varnish, and locked in. She hung her head to keep from looking through the mirror, mentally preparing herself to zone out for as long as it took. Unfortunately, the General tended to last longer when he liked the show, and she had a feeling this one would be one of his favorites. 

      She bit her lip as the General pulled down her panties to reveal his toy before forcing her to spread her legs. Without any prep other than the pill, he inserted in one go and began to move. Ignoring the grunting behind her, she tried to keep from getting slammed into the desk and focused on 813, wondering more about his story. 

      Was he one of the General’s competitors? If he was, he deserved every ounce of pain he got. The way the guard wailed on him still made her grimace, though. She glanced at the small black butterfly inked on her left wrist and thought of the blurry one her sister had just like it.

      Think of Annie. You’re here for her. If another trafficker bites the dust, would that really be so bad? The objective could still be accomplished. 

      But fewer men like 813 means the General gains even more power, which would be catastrophic. Plus, fewer witnesses would make any trial harder to win. Is it better to have many small traffickers, or one large ring picking the smaller ones off to take their toys for themselves? 

      That last question kept her up at night, and she desperately wished she knew the answer. It could be the difference between going home with a clear conscience and a plan… and dying. 

      The General began to work harder, and she had to engage the muscles she’d developed in her arms to prevent herself from banging against the wood. Just as he picked up speed, the door to the torture room opened and Vlad entered. 

      It was obvious why everyone was scared to death of Vlad. With his ominous, tall stature, stern face, and ability to ruthlessly torture and murder people, it was safe to say he gave her the creeps, too. 

      But, he never played with her. Hadn’t even tried. She had to take the small mercies when they came. When she got back home, she might even light a candle for the man in her parents’ church, just for the simple fact that he left her alone.

      Eh… probably not.

      The grunts behind her got louder, and she fought the urge to give in to her own release. The drug made it nearly impossible to fight, sending her stomach fluttering and tightening in anticipation, but she always challenged herself to keep from coming. She’d been subjected to so many torture sessions while the General played that it made her sick to admit they were beginning to turn her on too. 

      That couldn’t happen. She wouldn’t let them taint her like that. They could control her, but she’d never let them control her pleasure… when she could help it. 

      Instead, she tried to read everyone’s lips on the other side. She glanced at the intercom beside the window and wondered why he didn’t have it on this time. This was his favorite way of obtaining information. Maybe he wanted to make this one suffer more first? It wasn’t really the General’s style. He had a tendency to be vindictive when he really hated someone, but normally he was methodical, logical, and quick to the point. 

      The guard in the torture room uncuffed 813. The prisoner’s head lolled to the side as he fought to stay conscious. Why that twisted something in her gut, she didn’t know, but she watched in horror as he dragged him to—

      No. Not the box.

      She’d been forced inside the padded metal crate too many times to count. The box cut off all sensation to the outside world and was barely big enough for her to shift inside. With 813’s height and bulk, he wouldn’t be able to move at all. Whenever she’d been locked away, it’d only taken one thousand seven hundred and eighty-four seconds for her to begin to hallucinate. How long would it take 813? Would he survive at all? It was hard to kill yourself in the box, but she’d imagined plenty of ways it could be done. 

      Prisoner 813’s battered and bruised face winced as his lax body slammed against the edge of the crate. She couldn’t help but admire him as he attempted to fight back, despite his handcuffs. But he went out of sight inside the void underneath the window and the new guard kicked him hard. 

      Jesus Christ, maybe he won’t have to kill himself. Maybe they’ll do the job for him. 

      Vlad walked toward him with the healing syringes she’d seen them use for torture. Only the larger male prisoners, like 813, were able to live through them. The General had explained that women were too feminine to survive. While she’d barely been able to contain that particular eye roll, she had gathered that he was right about them being powerful. She’d seen plenty of small male prisoners die instantly. The General had only ever given her a low dose after a near-deadly playtime when she’d first arrived. The one he’d injected had knocked her right out. Prisoner 813 wouldn’t have that same luxury.

      The combination of both drugs rushed through and animated the victim’s body. If the prisoner survived the torturous healing, he always woke up sexually frustrated. Of course, the General was nothing if not resourceful. He used even that as another torture tactic. She’d been played with while prisoners got raped by another prisoner who’d just survived torture and was trapped in a drug-induced sexual daze. Would that be 813’s fate? Would he care? Or would he be subjected to the excruciating urges locked in the void?

      Her hair was suddenly wrenched back, hard enough to tear several strands out, and she moaned in agony and pleasure.

      “Yes… this is my favorite part. Turn on the intercom, toy. I love hearing my enemies succumb to weakness.” 

      Her body shuddered around him. She shut her eyes, angry and embarrassed at the way she responded to the abuse he inflicted. 

      It’s not me. It’s a toy. The toy is responding. Not me. I can stop this anytime I want.

      “Yes, Hannah, yes. Papa’s little girl.” 

      Hannah? Oh, God, he’s fully into the delusion now. At least it’s only a few more seconds.

      The General’s thrusts grew sloppy, and a long, disgusting groan of satisfaction sparked the drug running inside her. Her own release threatened and she fought it back, trying to think of before, to remember why she was there, letting all this happen in the first place. 

      A scream of pure anguish reverberated through the intercom until Vlad slammed the box shut, silencing 813. His pain ripped through her soul, and she finished 813’s cry as she fought against succumbing to her own weakness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIX

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Phoenix had never been awake for the healing medicine to work its miracles, and after hours of torture where his own screams rivaled the fake ones in his head… fuck, did he wish it’d killed him instead. 

      Stop wishing your life away, brother. 

      His friend’s deep voice echoed in his mind. Hawk had been their second-in-command in MF7, and was their team lead at BlackStone Securities. He was the only one who knew about Phoenix’s damage from Yemen and how it affected him. 

      Once, during a mission, the gunfire through Phoenix’s headset had made him go ballistic. He’d had to tear his headset off and nearly compromised the mission. Explaining the reasoning to Hawk had been terrifying and humiliating. Phoenix should’ve been kicked out of the team back then, but Hawk had actually been understanding about it. 

      If our team is a warrior, you’re the shield, man. You’ve taken a lot of hits over the years, protecting us and being there when anyone needs you. You’re going to have some dents, but that doesn’t mean you’re no good. 

      Phoenix’s best friend Henry helped him lose himself when the world’s noises got too loud, but Hawk was the man who picked him up when he fell too deep in his hole of misery and self-loathing. 

      “Where the fuck are y’all?” he whispered to his team softly in his empty cell. There was no point in speaking loudly, and even if he wanted to, he couldn’t. He’d lost his voice screaming. 

      At some point, he’d passed out in the box. He didn’t know how many hours it’d taken, but he was sure it hadn’t been days. Afterward, Dean had dragged him from the crate, muttering about not wanting to clean up shit, and thrown Phoenix back in his cell. 

      Phoenix was still out of it, the last remnants of the medicine working its magic on his fractured shin, no doubt. But at least he was able to move around. The ability to lie flat on his back and stretch his limbs felt like heaven. Even with the chains on his wrists, the small space felt goddamn palatial now. 

      Swiping down his face, a wry chuckle and cough escaped him. “God, how sad is that?”

      “How sad is what?” 

      Phoenix jackknifed into a sitting position, ignoring the ache in his still-healing concussed head to face the open slot on the door. A small hand shoved an Ensure carton through the hole.

      He caught it with reflexes he was surprised he still had, and cracked open the drink before guzzling it down. As if being starved didn’t suck enough, the rapid healing took an extreme caloric toll as his body flash-healed, converting any available fat and food into repairing bones and muscle. 

      When he finished, he turned his attention back on the door where gorgeous chocolate eyes peeked at him. 

      Callie.

      He imagined the door opening and her crawling on her hands and knees to straddle him, staring into those dark pools right before he slammed his lips to hers. His spine tingled and blood rushed to his cock in a really fucking disturbing way. 

      What the hell is wrong with me? 

      “Brown eyes.” Phoenix adjusted himself inside his jeans and cleared his throat. “You’re talkin’ to me, now?”

      Silence. 

      He looked at the carton, where two blank spaces, followed by two Es, and three more blank spaces lined up below a hanging head and stick-drawn spine. 

      “Two Es, huh? I knew I’d get it at some point. Let’s see… what about an O?” He used his thumbnail to mark the letter next to the E below the unfinished word, trying to ignore his completely inappropriate erection, and thankful she couldn’t see it. “Here you go.” 

      He slid the carton back through the hole, where she caught it, but she still didn’t respond.

      Fuck. Are we back to radio silence?

      He decided to try again. “Are you okay? No one hurt you, right?” 

      There was a snort on the other side of the door before soft words drifted in again. “I don’t let anyone hurt me anymore.” 

      That confusing declaration was lost in the fact that her quiet words clutched something inside his chest. His cock hardened to a painful degree, snapping the emotion free.

      “Shit.” He lay on the ground, his head near the door, and his chains twisted across his chest. Covering his face with his hands, he did his best to keep from making obscene moans at the need suddenly driving through him. Goddamn, did he want to rub one out. But how fucked up would it be to do that with her right there? He’d have to wait. Use willpower and resist temptation for once in his life. 

      “Are you okay?” she asked.

      His cock pulsed inside his jeans. He grabbed it through the fabric and squeezed, trying to get it to calm down.

      “Yeah, um… fuck, Callie, maybe you should come back later.” A groan escaped him and he hissed back the urge to somehow break through the door and keep her from leaving. “Uh, thank you… thank you for dinner… or whatever meal it was.” He tugged so hard he was surprised his dick didn’t pop off in his hand. 

      “You’re feeling it… aren’t you?” 

      “F-Feelin’ what?” 

      “That crap they dosed you with. I think if you’re asleep, it doesn’t hit you. But if you’re awake, all that healing blood in your system rushes to, erm, one specific place.” 

      His eyes widened in the dark before he whipped his head to the side to get a better look at her. 

      “How… how the hell do you know that? How do you know they drugged me?”

      A beat of silence stretched between them before she finally answered. “It’s what they do.” 

      “Do they do it to you?” From what he could remember, the drug was too strong for someone smaller than men his teammates’ size—

      “No. Not with that stuff.”

      Not with that stuff…

      So they drug her with something else.

      “Fuck, we gotta get out of here—” His dick tensed and he snatched his hand away to cover his face again. 

      Tentative fingers brushed through his hair. He stilled, holding his breath, not wanting her to stop. As if his reaction had made her braver, her hand delved into his hair, seducing a moan from him. His body warred with jumping out of his skin at how sensitive he was or coming on the spot at the surprising touch. The contact soothed his craving for human interaction and he was thankful she risked it at all. As good as it felt though, each gentle swipe through his scalp made his balls tighten up, threatening to explode, and holding back might literally kill him.

      “You won’t feel better until you give in.” Her soft whisper caressed him. 

      He huffed at her cryptic words before her advice actually hit. “Goddamn, I hope that’s not your motto here.” 

      Those glorious fingers jerked away, but he captured them in his hand before they could leave his cell entirely. He rolled onto his front, ignoring how the cold cement felt through his jeans. The world grew hazy, making it hard to see straight, but he could still make out her face. 

      “Listen, brown eyes, I need you to leave. I’ve got, uh, a little situation in here.” 

      “I can… help. If you want.” 

      Phoenix felt his eyebrows crash together. “The fuck? Callie, is that… is that what happens to you here?”

      The silence between them felt more pronounced than ever. 

      “Answer me.” His hoarse voice sounded more like a growl. Her dark-brown eyes sparkled with—

      Holy shit, did that turn her on?

      As soon as he thought it, fear, quickly followed by anger, swirled in those depths instead. She yanked her hand through the hole with a startling amount of dexterity. 

      “You don’t get to talk to me like that, 813.”

      “Eight… one… three? What’s that mean?” Panic shot through his heart as he heard her get up and bare feet appeared in the slot. “Wait, no, Callie. Where are you—”

      “I may let others tell me what to do, but you won’t. Have fun being alone.” 

      Alone. 

      He’d just endured his personal hell for who knew how long, he couldn’t do it again. 

      Sputtering, he tried to think of something, anything, to get her to stay, but his mind still swam from the sinister cocktail in his blood. 

      “Callie, wait!”

      Nineteen nearly silent footsteps grew softer as they traveled right. A fist pounded on metal before the door chirped and slammed shut. She’d had to knock again. Did that mean she had to be let through? Was she guarded? In a cell like him? Or did she have free rein? From what Dean said, she’d been ordered to feed him. But had she been ordered to sit with him or talk to him? After scaring her off, would she ever do either again?

      He rolled onto his back again before reaching to adjust his ball cap, remembering too late he didn’t have one on and having to settle for swiping his hands down his face. As the silence settled over him, the screams from his past invaded his thoughts again. To make matters worse, his cock throbbed painfully. Something told him that finding release in this silent cage wouldn’t have nearly the same dampening effect the strip club provided. 

      But he knew from experience that if he didn’t do something to take his mind off the past, the noise would become unbearable. 

      The shrieks tore at his brain as he snaked his hand into his jeans to find some relief. Like the perverted sick bastard he was, Phoenix’s damaged mind couldn’t help but imagine gorgeous brown eyes gazing back up at him as he moved inside her. He hated himself for it, fantasizing about fucking a woman just as trapped as him. The only consolation he could give himself was to silently promise them both a way out soon.
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      Officer Henry Brown twirled the dead phone in his hand and lay farther back in his worn couch. The baseball announcers talked about jack shit on his small TV. He loved baseball, but goddamn, those guys could talk about absolutely nothing. Another player struck out. He rolled the phone in his hand again. With his eyes unfocused, the picture on the case looked more like a black and orange blur than the car depicted there. 

      It’d been two weeks since Vlad bombed BlackStone Securities to get to Andrew Ascot, subsequently stealing Henry’s best friend, Phoenix, in the process. 

      This is my fault. I should’ve never gotten this close.

      Henry massaged his eyes, making sure the moisture wouldn’t escape. It’d never been his intention to befriend Phoenix, but growing up the poor kid with holes in his shoes, getting picked on all the time on the playground, he’d always craved a friendship like what he’d had with Phoenix. 

      He’d tried to keep his distance in the beginning. As a police officer, he knew how emotionally draining it was to get emotionally involved with a case. With all the baggage dumped on him, though, it’d been nice to party and hang out with the guy. Sometimes it was the only thing that got him through the week. 

      The only other person he'd ever gotten close to was his field training officer. They still talked business, but after the guy had nearly cost Henry his job, their relationship was more than strained. 

      If it wasn’t for the compassionate defense attorney who fought for his second chance, Henry would’ve been SOL. In fact, she’d been more helpful than she could ever know, since she’d been the one who lined him up with the BlackStone crew in the first place.

      He caught the phone midair before talking to it like a lunatic. 

      “What to do with you?” he murmured. 

      He should throw the phone away, he knew that. But for one, it felt like finally letting go of a past he felt responsible for. He wasn’t sure he deserved to forget yet. And second, he wasn’t sure whether it’d be smarter to sneak it back into BlackStone. One thing was for sure, he definitely couldn’t turn it on or their resident computer geek, Snake, would find it in a heartbeat. Snake might even be able to keep track of it anyway. He was the head nerd for a security company, it’d make sense. 

      The thought made him pause. 

      Holy shit. 

      What if they were tracking it right that very second? 

      Fuck… why didn’t I think about that before?

      Three firm knocks on the door made his eyes widen. 

      Who the hell is that?

      Holding the phone like it would burn him, he searched around the room and cursed his bachelor lifestyle. A dude didn’t need much else other than a couch and a TV, but at the moment it left nowhere to hide the phone and he already had his in his sweatpants. 

      Another knock on the door had Henry jamming the dead phone between the couch cushions. When he’d sufficiently hidden the damn thing, he leaped from his seat. Each slow step over the threadbare carpet sent his pulse climbing. Afraid—no, paranoid, he reminded himself—of who could be on the other side, he peered into the eyehole. 

      What’s he doin’ here?

      He carefully unlatched every lock and dead bolt before opening the door, his nerves skyrocketing through the yellowed popcorn ceiling. There, on the other side, stood the BlackStone Securities leader, Hawkins Black, or “Hawk” to everyone at BlackStone Securities. The guy had encouraged him to do the same, but Henry still felt anxious about calling him anything other than sir.

      Even then, the dark-skinned man looked relaxed in simple jeans and an army-green T-shirt. On anyone else, the outfit would’ve been casual. But with Hawk’s naturally commanding presence, Henry had the odd, unnerving sensation of returning to his first day of the police academy and meeting one of his sergeants. Hawk didn’t need to try to appear formidable, it was a byproduct of his demeanor and physicality. 

      Why the fuck is he here?

      Does he know?

      No. He couldn’t. 

      It’d been nearly two weeks since he’d spoken to anyone on the BlackStone team. After the facility was bombed, the team scattered, and frankly, he’d been afraid to check in. The only communication he’d had was two brief email updates from Snake, and those were cryptic as fuck. The bombing was an Ashland County Sheriff’s Office case, and the team had to keep real details out of the departments’ hands until they could figure out who to trust. 

      Henry understood. He was a cop, and not everyone thought cops could be trusted, especially not with BlackStone’s track record. But it still stung. 

      “Officer Brown, sorry to drop by unannounced.” The corner of Hawk’s lips lifted as he pointed inside. “Mind if I come in?” 

      “Oh… uh, yeah. Sure. Come on in.” 

      As Hawk entered his apartment, Henry’s eyes widened slightly at the man’s heavily tatted arms nearly bursting his T-shirt. He’d never seen Hawk in casual attire and the full sleeve tattoos down both arms were a surprise.

      “Um… make yourself comfortable.” He closed the door and gestured at his lackluster living room setup. “Sorry, it’s not much—”

      Hawk waved his hand. “Don’t worry about me, man, I just need a chair and a TV and I’m straight.” 

      “That’s what I think, too. You, uh…” —fuck, I’m so awkward— “You want a beer?”

      Hawk tilted his head at him before sitting on the couch and surreptitiously glancing at his watch. Henry did the same and mentally cursed himself. 

      At ten a.m.? He’s gonna think I’m a goddamn alcoholic. 

      Henry’s thoughts raced to cover up his blunder, but Hawk chuckled and shook a finger at him. “Good one. Got any tea?”

      Henry grinned, thankful the guy hadn’t dwelled on his comment or given him hell for it. “Yeah, I got tea.” 

      He headed to the kitchenette, poured a glass from the jug of tea and grabbed a Coke for himself.

      “So you like cars, too, huh? No wonder you and Phoenix got along.” 

      “What?” Confused, Henry stepped out of the tiny kitchen and back into the living room where Hawk held a phone up in his hand and wiggled it before placing it on the couch arm. “Found your phone in the couch. The car on the back of the case made me think of Phoenix.”

      “Oh, uh yeah… love cars,” Henry muttered before handing Hawk his drink. His nerves were going to wreck him, but every word felt like an interrogation, accusation, and friendly conversation all in one. It was exhausting. “Drivin’ Phoenix’s Camaro was a fuckin’ dream.” 

      Hawk’s brows raised. “He actually let you drive that thing? It was his prized possession.” He shook his head with a smile. “Man, he must really love you.”

      Henry winced but covered it with a laugh. “Phoenix loves everything when he’s drunk.”

      “Touché.” Hawk tipped his cup toward Henry.

      Not sure how to respond, Henry settled awkwardly on the far end of the couch. He stared blindly at the TV, racking his brain for why this man was in his apartment.

      “Ever play?” Hawk asked, nodding his head at the screen. 

      Henry opened his mouth to answer, but the sound of a ball cracking off a Braves player’s bat drew Hawk’s attention back to the screen. It streaked into the outfield and over the fence, earning a single, subtle fist pump in celebration from Hawk. When the player finished rounding the bases, Hawk glanced at Henry again.

      “I used to watch it with my pops. The ol’ man wanted me to go pro right out of high school, but after the towers went down, I realized my country needed me more than I needed the game. Sure miss it though.” 

      “Yeah, 9/11, I hear ya.” Henry nodded, taking a sip to hide the fact that he didn’t know what else to say. 

      “That why you became a police officer?” Hawk asked. “To serve?”

      Henry squirmed under the directness of the man’s intense, all-seeing gaze. It was friendly enough, but Henry had never really been good at the whole emotions, male-bonding thing. The most he and Phoenix ever talked about was which lay was best at Original Sin, and Phoenix was his damn best friend. 

      But something about the openness and sincerity in Hawk’s question had him answering. “I grew up poor. It was a steady job. Community college didn’t open too many doors in this small town.” 

      Hawk nodded and rested farther into his couch cushion. “Phoenix got into the Army for similar reasons.” The mention of his friend had Henry’s ears perking up. “It wasn’t really until MF7 that he started believing in our cause.” 

      Henry waited, hoping Hawk would give him more insight, but the conversation unfortunately turned introspective again.

      “How’re you holding up? I know we haven’t been very forthcoming with information. We’ve been trying to figure out our next steps. You know, since Phoenix…”

      “Betrayed you?” Henry finished, trying to put vehemence behind the question. Being on Hawk’s side would open so many doors for him. It was the first time he’d been able to talk to anyone on the team at length about what happened without some bullshit email redaction, and he wanted to make sure they knew he stood behind them. “I’m doin’ fine. Good riddance, I say. Played me for a fool. As soon as I saw him and Vlad walkin’ out of BlackStone, I was done with him.” 

      When Vlad had attacked the BlackStone facility, Henry had been the first to realize Phoenix had been kidnapped. When the team looked over the footage, Snake had emailed to tell him that the cops didn’t need to keep looking for Phoenix. 

      “The traitor left willingly.”

      Those four words had been a total shock to him that his own teammates would actually believe that. 

      Snake eventually sent Henry the tapes with only a curt “See for yourself” subject line. They were fragmented beyond repair, and in Henry’s opinion, there was room for interpretation. But if the team saw a willing accomplice, then a willing accomplice was the line Henry would tow to stay on their good side. It was shitty, but it felt good to be part of a team anyway he could.

      Hawk narrowed his eyes in concern. “How’d you know he went with Vlad?”

      Panic shot through his spine before he realized Snake must not have told him he shared the videos. Hopefully he didn’t get the guy in trouble, but better his ass than Henry’s. He shrugged. “Snake sent me the footage. It’s plain as day Phoenix walked away with the bastard.” 

      “Right.” Hawk nodded once. “That’s right, sorry. The past two weeks have been hell. It’s why I wanted to check on you, since he betrayed all of us.”

      “I’m fine,” Henry scoffed. “He betrayed you guys more than me. He and I were practically acquaintances.”

      “Really?” Hawk leaned back and crossed his arms. He crossed his ankle over his knee, spreading out on the couch. “The way he told it, you were his best friend.” 

      Guilt twisted the knife in Henry’s heart and he pressed the heel of his palm against the phantom pain.

      Phoenix is your fault. What happened is your fault. What happens to him is your fault.

      You can fix it. 

      It physically hurt to shake his head. “Nah, just a good drinkin’ buddy. We spent more time fuckin’ strippers than talkin’.” Unfortunately, that was the truth. There probably could’ve been more depth there, but they weren’t talkative guys. 

      “Damn.” Hawk chuckled. “With your Southern accent, though… if I closed my eyes, I’d swear I was listening to a drunk Phoenix. It always got deeper like yours whenever he’d had a few.” 

      Henry grunted, unable to argue that one. They’d joked about it a few times themselves, but dwelling on the past now could get him killed. 

      “In my opinion, the sooner everyone stops talkin’ about Phoenix like he died, and more like the traitor he is, the better.” 

      He sipped his drink, watching the game with only the hushed tones of the announcers to break the silence. 

      A vibration in his sweats pocket made him dig in to retrieve it on reflex. Just as he pulled it out, another phone entered his periphery. 

      “Oh, my bad. I thought this was yours,” Hawk offered before analyzing it in his hand. Henry grabbed it from him, his actual phone in his other hand.

      “Yeah, that’s an old one,” he muttered as he shoved the dead phone into his pocket, wondering why he didn’t go with that thought in the first place.

      Goddamn nerves.

      He fiddled with the phone in his hand before recognizing the name. Once he did, he immediately ignored the call and silenced the phone before putting it back in his pocket.

      “Got it,” Hawk replied.

      Another awkward moment and Henry felt like he was about to combust. He needed a drink—a real drink—and to know why on God’s green earth Hawk was watching baseball in his living room.

      “So I guess you’re wondering why I stopped by.”

      Finally.

      “Hey, what’s watchin’ a game with a new friend?” Henry raised his can with forced cheer.

      A small grin grew across Hawk’s stern features. “Exactly… I thought I’d ask you this in person. I’d love for you to come work with our team.”

      Coke crashed down the wrong pipe. Henry coughed and hacked, trying to get his bearings even as Hawk slapped his back to help. 

      “W-what? Your team? Like come be on your team? BlackStone Securities?” At Hawk’s good-natured laugh, Henry still couldn’t wrap his head around the offer and sputtered. “Why?”

      Hawk lifted a shoulder. “One of our men betrayed us both and is who the fuck knows where, doing whatever the hell he is doing. Another one of our teammates just woke up from a coma. He’s in better shape than worm food, but he still needs R&R. And as for the other three” —Hawk chuckled somewhat ruefully— “their priorities have changed quite a bit the past year. Never thought I’d see the day when all my men doted on women. They’re happier than I’ve ever seen them, though, so I can’t fault them for it. Can’t go back, can only grow up. So what do you say?”

      Hawk held out his calloused, sturdy hand to shake. Stunned by the gesture, Henry stared at it dumbly before returning his gaze to the kind, inviting smile of the leader it belonged to.

      “Will you help our team?” Hawk asked. “Help us figure out who is behind all the human trafficking and who stole Phoenix away from us?” 

      Hawk must’ve seen the question on Henry’s face at the word stole. “Metaphorically, obviously.”

      Henry nodded, still looking at the offering. It was a chance to be a part of something greater. He thought it would’ve been like that at the sheriff’s office, but that was long ago, before shit hit the fan and he returned to his outcast status. 

      What would he do if that happened again? 

      But that’ll only happen if they find out.

      His phone vibrated in his pocket as he made his decision, grabbing Hawk’s hand. 

      “I’m in.”
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      Agony ripped through Phoenix as his head pounded into the wall again. It’d felt like he’d been in the torture room for days, but it might’ve been half an hour for all he knew. He’d admittedly lost track of time after Dean punched him in the nose so hard he’d seen goddamn supernovas. A gleam sparked in the bastard’s eyes every time he pushed his palm against the new fracture, using that leverage to repeatedly slam Phoenix against the hard steel and concrete. 

      Dean shoved him back one final time, and Phoenix barely caught himself from colliding again. 

      “You ready to talk, fucker?” he huffed as he obviously tried to catch his breath. “I mean, I can do this all day, but at some point good ol’ Vlad will come in here. Or do we need to put you in the crate again?”

      Phoenix relaxed his face to keep from wincing, but it wouldn’t have mattered even if he had. Judging from the two-way mirror beside him, his face was a wreck and impossible to read. At this point, he almost wanted Vlad to come and change shifts. Vlad’s method of torture could involve physical pain, but he mostly relied on mental stressors. Dean, though, it was almost like the guy was trying to prove himself to Vlad and whoever this general was. He never pulled any punches. Literally. By the time Dean was finished with him, Phoenix was internally begging for the Russian mobster. Then of course the mental torture, or the crate would come into play, and he’d immediately wish for another beating instead. 

      Dean leaned into Phoenix’s blurry vision, forcing him to meet the man’s dead hazel eyes. “What’ll it be? More of this?” 

      Before Phoenix could brace himself, Dean’s fist met his face again. His head whipped to the side on impact. After Dean so graciously gave him a second to catch his breath, Phoenix spat out the pooled blood from his mouth. 

      Dean grabbed him by the collar. “Or should I call Vlad in?”  

      Who cares?

      The torture would be easier to endure if he wasn’t starving. For food, light, social interaction. Surprisingly, he slept fine in the underground. Back home he’d wake up nearly every night in a cold sweat with screams in his head. But lately, they’d been nearly silent. Maybe since he was getting tortured in real life, his brain had finally decided to give him a break and let him sleep. 

      But even with a good rest, he wasted away physically and mentally every day. And it’d been weeks since he’d last seen Callie, which meant he was lonelier than ever. 

      Oddly enough, the Ensure still arrived in his cell regularly, with a game on the outside, but no sign of Callie. It made him wonder if she was the one he was playing with at all. And Ensure could only go so far before he needed more sustenance. 

      Not to mention, the only water he got came from the dribbles in the sink and small pools in the ground after buckets were thrown into his cell. In an extremely low point, he’d thought about drinking from the small amount resting in the toilet, but the last thing he needed was to get sick in this place. He wasn’t sure if the medication would work with that, but he didn’t feel like shitting his brains out in his off-hours from torture.

      But not seeing Callie kept him on edge. Was she okay? Was she hurt? Was she punishing him for yelling at her? All the questions made him realize he knew absolutely nothing about her. The dependence he already had on her, a complete stranger, terrified him. Was she another type of torture his captors were using?

      “Answer me!”

      Answer me, brown eyes.

      “Where’s… Callie?” 

      A creepy smile stretched across Dean’s face as he backed up. “Callie, huh? That slut’s got you wrapped around her nasty little finger, too?” 

      “Don’t talk about her like that,” Phoenix sneered but Dean only laughed. And why wouldn’t he? Double cuffed to this metal chair, bleeding and broken, Phoenix was less menacing than roadkill. 

      The overwhelming sense of helplessness was one he hadn’t felt in years. The first time he experienced it—in Yemen, when he couldn’t help those women—had sapped him of all the bloodthirsty tendencies Phoenix ever had. 

      But after weeks—or months, for all he knew—of feeling powerless over the constant torture, and being broken countless times only to suffer every agonizing stitch as the meds knitted him back together, his violent nature was back in full force. 

      Phoenix daydreamed of killing Dean like a goddamn hobby, planning it out in as many slow and creative ways as his mind could come up with. This time, what was getting him through the asshole’s condescending laugh was imagining taking Dean’s face and crunching it against his knee before wrapping his chains around his neck and feeling him asphyxiate.

      Fuck, that would be nearly as satisfying as all the orgasms he’d ever had combined. 

      “I’d be careful if I were you.” At Dean’s cryptic warning, Phoenix’s concussed brain tried to focus back on their conversation. “That bitch is nothin’ but trouble.” 

      Before Phoenix opened his mouth to speak, Dean held the phone up to his ear. “I think he’s ready for you. He’s at least askin’ about the General’s whore.”

      After a silent moment, Dean blanched at whoever was on the other line. He pulled the phone from his head and looked at it before stuffing it back in his pocket and clearing his throat. 

      “Who’s the General?” Phoenix asked. 

      A shadow appeared in the doorway on his left, almost spooking him, and sending Dean jolting to the opposite corner of the room. It was gratifying to see how terrified Dean was of his own boss. 

      “You do not need to know who the General is,” Vlad answered in that creepy as fuck deep, monotone voice. 

      “I think I have a right to know who’s orderin’ me to be tortured, don’t you?” 

      Dean’s pale face bloomed red as he puffed up his chest and pointed at Phoenix. “You don’t get to make demands around here.” 

      “So I’ve heard,” Phoenix muttered. 

      “What was that motherfuck—”

      Vlad veered his deadly gaze on Dean, stopping him midshout before settling back on Phoenix. “You do not have a right here. Today or tomorrow, or a different day, you will answer our questions or you will be no use. Who is your team after?”

      Phoenix pressed his lips together and resisted hissing at the sting. What godforsaken general would do this to an Army veteran? Granted his team had been discharged for psychiatric reasons. The reasons were bullshit for the other guys, but probably accurate for him.  

      “What do you know about the Ashland party?”

      “I’m not answerin’ any questions if I don’t know who’s askin’.” 

      Vlad’s eerily neutral face remained expressionless as he replied. “That is not possible—”

      “We can make that happen, Officer Santori.” A familiar voice made Phoenix flinch in shock. Despite his blurry vision, he found the intercom next to the mirror that he hadn’t noticed before. 

      It can’t be.

      He opened his mouth to ask who the voice belonged to when a pained feminine cry made him still. 

      “Leave, toy,” the General’s gruff voice commanded on the other end of the speaker. 

      “Callie?” Phoenix yelled. His ears pounded as he tried to hear more. Cold sweat mixed with the drying blood all over his body. “Goddamnit, if you’re hurtin’ her—”

      “Dose him. Box him. Then clean him up.” 

      “Da, ser.” 

      “And as for you, Phoenix. We will meet soon enough.”

      The intercom clicked off, bringing back awful silence.  

      “He gets to meet him? I haven’t even met him.” 

      Phoenix lifted his head to see Dean literally pouting. Vlad’s face never changed, but Phoenix still felt the disdain rolling off the Russian grim reaper as he studied Dean. 

      “You do not want to meet him, durak. This is not an honor. It is a punishment.”

      “Why?” Dean asked. “What do you mean? He’s the boss, ain’t he? Wait… is he behind the glass all the time?”

      “Da, he likes to watch.” 

      “W-watch? I thought that was a rumor.” Dean’s brows knitted together before his eyes widened. “H-has he been watchin’ when I’ve been, uh, w-workin’ on him? This whole time?” He jutted his chin toward Phoenix, but his terrified gaze never left Vlad. “Does he watch anyone else?”

      “Da. He makes his girl watch with him. He likes to have this and her at the same time. The last prisoner was Andrew Ascot. But now he is gone.” 

      Phoenix’s stomach churned as he pieced all the information together in his concussed daze. Vlad instructed Dean to uncuff him, and even though Phoenix knew what was about to happen next, he couldn’t think straight enough to balk. His addled mind tried to understand and digest everything Vlad had said and the prick of the first shot was a distant pinch he barely noticed.  

      “Who’s his girl? Is it Callie?” he finally slurred, one-million-percent sure he didn’t actually want to know. “What do you mean, he likes them both at the same time? And did you murder Ascot?” 

      Vlad tilted his head at Phoenix before he plunged the second syringe into his thigh. The realization that Phoenix had let himself get dosed up without putting up a fight shot like an arrow of disappointment through his thoughts. His heart raced as his worst fears eroded the sanity he was trying so desperately to hold on to. 

      The screams he’d heard nonstop the first week he’d gotten in that hellhole came to mind. He’d tried so hard to keep Ascot from getting murdered, sacrificing himself to prevent it. But it hadn’t mattered in the end. Phoenix should’ve known the outcome. Maybe if his home hadn’t just gotten blown up that day, he’d have been able to think straight and realize that trying to protect Ascot was a futile task. 

      Who was this General though? And more importantly, who was the general’s girl? Phoenix had only seen and heard of one woman since he’d been captured. Every time he was being tortured… was Callie being tortured as well? 

      His stomach seized as it tried to vomit the idea out of his body, but there were no real contents to empty. Rage filled him as the medicine and adrenaline began to rip his body apart. He’d already been deposited into the box, but the fight that had been beaten from him came barreling toward the forefront. 

      Only it was too late. The silent Russian bastard reached for the lid and finally answered, confirming his nightmare was a reality before locking him in the tiny prison. 

      “Ascot is dead. And the girl… you know the answer.”
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      Callie lifted the Ensure carton and shook it at the guard in front of the door to the prisoners’ corridor. Another scream of agony echoed from inside. 

      He entered the security code on the keypad beside the door, making it chirp open before he nodded for her to go through. As she passed him, he grabbed her shoulder to halt her. “Hey… if you don’t get him to shut up, I will.” 

      What a heartless asshole.

      For the millionth time, she wished these men had nametags. It’d make everything so much easier. She bit back a retort and instead refused to answer him, pretending like he wasn’t even there. 

      After all her time as a toy, she’d found that ignoring men was a much more effective tool in punishment than fighting back, physically or verbally. Nothing hurt a man more than wounding his precious ego.

      The heavy steel door slammed behind her, locking her in. The prisoner’s hoarse cries pierced her ears along with her already bloody heart. 

      Officer Phoenix Santori. That’s what the General called him. But is he different? Less… culpable, maybe? Whose side is he on? 

      Why she cared, she had no idea. Whenever she tried to analyze it, the cliché that prisoner 813 seemed different than all the other prisoners made her roll her eyes at herself. 

      For the love of God, I can’t go soft now just because I’m attracted to him. How pathetic would that be?

      A particularly painful sounding shout twisted her heart and her bare feet sped up to a jog across the cold concrete down the secluded halls. No one ever came down this way unless they were ordered to, so every chance she got, she made sure 813’s food slot was open. She knew better than anyone what that lonely darkness could do to a person. 

      She skidded to a halt outside the only cell with a hole at the bottom and immediately kneeled down to see underneath. Prisoner 813 thrashed and wailed in the corner, too far for her to reach her hand in and soothe like she usually did. He fought some unseen force, and from the sounds of it, was losing. 

      She opened her mouth to call for him before remembering she wasn’t supposed to know his real name. 

      “Psst! Hey! Wake up!” She flattened herself against the chilly, rough floor and stretched her hand in as far as her arm would go. “Hey!” 

      She slapped the concrete several times but it didn’t work. He still writhed and wailed like he was being tortured. A quick glance at the Ensure carton confirmed that she’d clearly marked her message. She blew out a breath before calling to him again, promising herself that she’d only use his name just this once. Names held power and she didn’t want his to have any over her. 

      “Phoenix, wake up!” She slid the Ensure carton across the small cell, slamming it into 813’s head. That did the trick and 813 shot up, eyes crazed and chest heaving. Her own heart skipped when his eyes met hers.

      No… because of the silence. Her heart stopped because of the sudden, soothing silence. 

      Definitely not because his amber gaze shone on her like sparkling sand on a Mediterranean beach. 

      “Brown eyes,” he huffed. Phoenix—no—813’s large body was both relaxed and tense as he slowly came back to life.

      “Hey… um… you’re awake.” 

      Her breath and adrenaline escaped her like a flood from her chest. She carefully rested her sore cheek on the ground, thankful for the way the cool stone felt against the swelling. 

      Prisoner 813 looked down at his shackled hands before taking in his surroundings. She knew that look. It was the same one she woke up to every night for a month after first getting to the compound. 

      Where am I? Underground. Locked up. I’m a captive. It wasn’t a nightmare. The pain is real. This kind of evil is real. Everything is real. 

      He lifted the carton like a toast before downing it in one go. The way he drank like he’d been starved for years made her wince. That was her fault. 

      When he’d ordered her to answer him the last time they were together, it’d scared the hell out of her. Not because he’d borderline yelled at her. But because she’d felt a thrill of excitement jolt through her body. 

      In a flash, her imagination had brought up one of the more intense and excruciating playtimes she’d experienced, except 813 was in charge and it felt good. In all of a fraction of a second, 813’s low command had gone straight to her core, making her feel things she’d never felt with a sober mind. 

      To fend off the way she’d ached for him, she’d snapped back at him instead. Afterward, she’d reminded herself that he was not someone from the outside, not someone safe. He was one of the General’s competitors and she’d used that as an excuse not to feed him regularly. The thought had fueled her resolve to stay away, only faltering whenever she heard his screams. 

      Not facing her demons made her a coward and she knew it. But limiting her time with him to tossing him food and comforting him through nightmares was what she had to do to keep her wits about her. She’d done a lot fucking worse for a lot fucking less. 

      He pulled the carton from his lips and looked from it to her and back again. “Th-thanks for the brunner.” 

      Brunner. His made-up word for breakfast, lunch, and dinner. It’d only taken a few meals before he’d told her he was tired of guessing what time it was. She’d had no clue either, only bringing him the carton whenever she was fed by one of the guards, or when she heard him having a nightmare. 

      “Eight letters this time, huh? Let’s see… I.” 

      Callie snorted as she watched him carve the letter. He always chose I first. If they were ever going to finish the game, she was going to have to figure out synonyms with Is in them. At least in the meantime, she could decide whether he was worthy of winning at all. 

      He crawled toward the door, reaching the end of his chains before handing the carton to her with a smile. Her core clenched at his undivided attention and her hand drifted to her lower belly. 

      Although the medicine they gave him was obviously agonizing, it worked actual miracles. Prisoner 813 didn’t look at all like he’d been brutally tortured every forty-eight hours for weeks. But she knew for a fact he was. The General had never been more insatiable. 

      She’d had to close her eyes and imagine anything else while the General played with his toy. She didn’t want those visuals of 813 in so much anguish, especially not while her body was out of her control. At some point—she wasn’t sure when exactly—she’d begun to imagine herself in his position instead. That she was the one taking on his abuse. Then the vision began to morph even more. Whenever the General hurt her, in her mind it was actually 813 delivering the pain. Prisoner 813 turned her nightmare into a delicious dream. 

      That kind of perverse reaction terrified her. Those were the times she nearly gave in to her release. She’d blamed the drugs, but seeing 813 smile at her just then… she wasn’t sure anymore. 

      His dark-brown hair fell over his forehead and his chained hand brushed through it. They’d cleaned him up since she’d last seen him, no doubt giving him the ice-cold bucket of water and a rag treatment. A short dark beard partially disguised his strong jawline, making him look even more rugged than before. His broad shoulders rose and fell with each breath, tightening his damp shirt over his muscles and showing off his abs through the thin material. 

      How the hell am I getting even more twisted? I shouldn’t be looking at him like this. He’s a prisoner. 

      She shifted, trying to pull her arm back from inside the cell, but his hand snatched hers, holding tight. 

      “Are you the one playin’ the game with me or is it someone else? I haven’t seen you in forever, but the games keep comin’. I’ve been worried about you.” 

      Why does he care? Why do I? God I’m getting in too deep with him already. 

      She huffed out her confusion and shook her head. “Why are you here, 813? You seem… too good for this place.” 

      His forehead wrinkled. “813? You’ve said it before. What’s that mean?” 

      “That’s your name here. It’s what you are.” 

      “That may be what I’m called, but that’s not what I am. I’m a person, not a number. My name is—”

      “Shh! Don’t tell me,” she hissed even as his name whispered across her mind. If he didn’t realize she already knew it then she didn’t want to tell him. The more space they had the better. “I don’t want to know your name.”

      I can’t know you, Phoenix Santori. My escape doesn’t include you, and I won’t feel guilty about leaving you behind. 

      “You don’t want to know my name?” Hurt replaced the emotion on his face before it went blank. “Why not? I know yours.” 

      Sort of.

      Even though he was half right, and even as much as she hated identifying with this human trafficker, his pain spoke to her, and she couldn’t help but try to make him feel better. 

      “It’s just… it’ll be easier to forget you than to mourn you. Knowing your name makes things difficult.” 

      Resolve set in his jaw. “You won’t have to mourn for me. I promise you that. Even if my friends don’t get us out, I will.”

      Jesus, he really believes that. 

      She bit her swollen lip, caught between wanting to break it to him that he was trapped, and asking him more about who his so-called friends were. But when 813’s eyes drew to her lip, her breath stalled in her chest again at the swirl of emotion taking him over. 

      How does he survive here with such an expressive face? 

      “What the fuck happened to your lip?” He strained against his shackles, his chains clinking with his movements as he shifted so close she felt the waves of heat and fury suddenly rolling off of him. 

      She tried to tug her fingers from his hand to scoot away but he pulled her close, nearly flush to the door. The position gave him just enough room for his other hand to surge through the opening. His shackles had to be cutting into him, but he seemed to ignore the discomfort as he grabbed the base of her throat, keeping her in place. A shiver rolled through her, feeling like a release of its own. Her eyelids drifted closed and a moan escaped her at the warmth in the calloused embrace. 

      “Holy shit.” At 813’s reverent whisper. She opened her eyes again and watched his Adam’s apple move underneath his short beard. His eyes burned with an emotion that made her sick to her stomach when she saw it on anyone else in the underground. But a swarm of butterflies took flight instead. 

      Desire. 

      As soon as she identified the feeling in both of them, another, less recognizable emotion, clouded his expression. His fingers lifted from the sensitive skin of her neck to give her jaw the lightest of caresses. The soft graze of his fingertips sprang tears to her eyes. It’d been so long since someone touched her like that. He tilted her face gently, analyzing the bruising on her cheek.

      The day before when the General was playing with her, he’d turned on the torture room’s sound and moaned every time the guard struck 813. Actually hearing 813’s torture had been physically heart-wrenching. Her chest had tightened until she couldn’t breathe and her eyes stung with sympathy. Eventually, she couldn’t bear it any longer, and covered her ears instead of complying with the General’s directions. 

      At first, she chalked the feelings up to the smidgen of compassion she’d been able to maintain in this hellhole. But truthfully, she’d never felt that way for any other trafficker. 

      When the General activated the two-way speaker to interrupt the torture. She’d pulled away without his permission, anxious to be out of there. He hadn’t been too happy with her insubordination, as he always called it.  The man loved an enthusiastic sex slave, and she hadn’t delivered. He’d slapped her cheek with his large hand before commanding her to leave. As she’d slowly gathered herself from the floor, 813 had actually shouted out to defend her. She’d had to widen her eyes to prevent herself from tearing up right there, and left the office as quickly as she could. 

      The steel walls she used as a mirror in her cell didn’t allow enough detail to properly see how bad the injury looked. It definitely felt worse than the usual playtime wounds, which made her nervous. Routine playtime, performing at parties, being confined to a cell day in and day out, all that she could deal with. Any subtle change though, even in the air quality, made her apprehensive. Nothing makes you think about the air you breathe more than getting choked by an enemy. 

      Trembling fingers against her skin brought her back to the rage coloring 813’s tan skin. “Who hurt you, brown eyes?”

      The depth of the emotion in his hoarse voice made her breath quicken. She swallowed before she answered. “Don’t worry about it. It’s nothing I can’t handle.” 

      “Even if you can, it doesn’t mean you should.” 

      She scanned his face for any signs of deception. “What would you do about it, 813?” 

      “Kill them.” 

      The conviction in his voice made her pause. He was serious. More than anything she wanted to spill all her secrets and point blindly until she had to swim through blood to escape, but could she trust him? Or was he so casual about killing because he was exactly the kind of man who couldn’t be trusted? 

      “So who was it, Callie? Who hurt you? Who do I need to kill?” 

      “Everyone.”
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      The answer had escaped her before she could stop it, but she wouldn’t take back the truth. Everyone in that goddamn facility was guilty of something, and every single one of them had either hurt her directly, or indirectly by doing nothing to stop it.

      Her would-be savior nodded once and stroked her skin with his calloused fingers. His resolute anger reignited her own, mixing with all the feelings boiling inside her. As if her body was drawn to his, she scooted closer to the door, now pressing her body against the wall, and let this man explore the sensitive skin of her throat, face, and hand within the limited space of the small opening in the door. What she would give to free them both. Maybe he was worth it after all. 

      No.

      Move on. 

      She looked down the empty halls, thankful that the General left her alone during the day. After all, he did have a real job. 

      “Where are you from?” Phoenix—shit, no—813’s question startled her from her thoughts. She had gotten lost in his touch. Fucking dangerous. She’d been doing this for too long to get derailed now. 

      “I don’t know where we are in the world,” he continued. “But accents are kind of a big deal where I’m from.”

      “Yours isn’t too strong. The South though, I take it?” 

      “Wait until I get drunk.” He laughed harshly before clearing his throat. “Anyway, your accent doesn’t sound like you’re from there. It’s light, but I can’t place it, and I’ve been all over.”

      He’s been all over. Of course he has. He’s a trafficker.

      But my parents were nomads. Maybe he moved around a lot, too.

      She desperately wanted to ask more questions, but she was afraid of the answers. None of it mattered anyway. It was better to pretend and hold her own cards close to her chest.

      Thinking over his question, she tried to analyze it for any potential warning signals. It seemed innocent enough. Why not answer him? 

      “Callie?” 

      “Yeah, sorry. Um… we lived everywhere, but my mom’s Spanish. Like from Spain. My dad was born and raised American, but he’s Greek through and through. Their accents got all twisted with the American ones my sister and I heard most of our lives.” 

      “You have a sister? How old is she?” 

      “Had.” Her heart twisted painfully at the word in past tense. “I had a sister. She and I were barely two years apart.”

      “Shit, Callie, I’m sorry.” 

      She didn’t answer as she absentmindedly rolled her wrist in his hand, a habit every time she thought of Annie. 

      He glanced down at her black butterfly tattoo, tracing its outline with his thumb. “What’s this?” 

      Her lips tightened and her eyes burned, but she answered. “I got it for my sister. She had one too. It reminds me of everything she went through and gives me purpose.”

      Annie was the reason for everything. This pointless conversation with a trafficker was only biding time, a break in her day to make sure her own mental health wouldn’t suffer like her sister’s had. Annie had been strong, so much stronger than Callie ever could hope to be. But in the end, the world was too much for her. Callie prayed every day that it wouldn’t swallow her up too.

      “You okay, brown eyes?” 

      Callie sighed and shook away her depressing thoughts. “Yeah… it’s just been a while since someone’s asked me… anything.”

      His lips thinned. “How long is ‘a while?’” 

      “I… I don’t know. Months, definitely. I’ve lost track and it hurts to think about,” she answered honestly, surprising herself.  

      “Have you been the General’s girl the whole time?” 

      The question startled her and a flood of anger washed over her like an icy wave.

      “I’m no one’s,” she hissed. 

      She pushed against the concrete with her free hand to get up, but 813 tightened his grip on her other. More than that, the panic in his voice made her pause.  

      “No, don’t leave. I didn’t mean it in any way. Vlad said… he said that the General liked to watch when someone gets tortured. And he liked to do it while he… while he’s with ‘his girl.’” His explanation made her stomach threaten to revolt. Her skin became clammy at the thought of him knowing they’d been at their weakest with just a two-way mirror between them. “I take it from that look on your face that he was right.” 

      He let her slowly pull her hand away this time. She rotated onto her back, focusing her eyes on the ceiling instead of him. 

      I don’t have to answer him. 

      Warmth leaked down her cheek and 813’s coarse finger wiped the shameful tear away. 

      I did this to myself. I can get out anytime I want. I don’t deserve to feel sorry for myself. I don’t need anyone’s pity.

      Her mantra sounded weaker every day. 

      “I won’t apologize,” she whispered fiercely. “You can’t judge me for what I’ve had to do.” 

      “Never.”   

      His simple answer was a promise and just as fierce as her declaration. It washed over her, like a soothing balm on her wounded soul. She’d allowed herself to get more worn down than she’d thought. 

      Not knowing how to reply, she shifted her head to the side to see him again. He lay on his stomach while still reaching toward the slot to touch her. He’d never stopped, she realized. 

      He’s taking comfort too.

      She slowly moved her hand inside his cell again and let him capture it. As soon as his skin met hers, heat flooded through her, warming her chest. She tried to mentally shake off the foreign feeling of comfort. This man made her think way too goddamn much.

      “Who is the General?” he asked. “He said I’d meet him soon… but I’m guessin’ from that shiner I heard you get yesterday that you already knew that.”

      An ache lodged in her throat and she had to clear it before she could speak. He had no idea what he’d gotten himself into. “You shouldn’t want to meet him, 813.”

      “Why not?” 

      She sighed. “Because the General sees everyone as a means to an end. He puts people in categories. Liabilities, loose ends, products, opportunities—”

      “Toys?” 

      He must’ve heard the General over the intercom. So now he knew the truth, and fuck if she didn’t hate that. She had no privacy in the underground, but it’d been nice that—even for a short period of time—at least one person had been oblivious of her role there. 

      She swallowed past that same lump but didn’t acknowledge the word. “When you meet the General, he decides your fate. He uses you or he decides not to use you. But, you’re used up either way.”

      A silence rested between them for so long she almost fell asleep to the sound of 813’s deepening breaths. Knowing he was on the verge of sleep, too, made that tense knot loosen.

      From what she could tell, he’d been restless every night he’d been there, tormented by nightmares. They were apparently worse than anything he experienced during the day since he never screamed like he did in his sleep. The closest thing she’d heard was when he was thrown in the box. 

      Her cell wasn’t too far away from the prisoners’ corridor. The General loved to hear pain, and had built the back of the compound—the part the guests didn’t see—in such a way that screams echoed down the hallways. The few nights she’d kept away from 813 had been excruciating for them both. 

      Most of the time she succumbed to the need to soothe him, claiming that she needed to get him his food. If she could reach him, she’d gently stroke his hair like her mother used to do during her nightmares, or talk softly to him. Both worked like a charm, settling him down. After that, she’d go back to her cell and revel in the peace she’d been able to give him.

      She’d have to leave soon. Nothing good would happen to her if people caught on to how much time she spent with him, but the potential impact on her plan could be devastating. The guards changed posts every fifteen minutes, all except for the guy watching the cameras. He was a slacker who loved to get high on the job. The General’s clout and reputation had made it so no one under his employ was brave enough to cross him. Yet. 

      That lazy guard was going to make that much easier to do when the time came. She couldn’t get him in trouble before she needed him. 

      A soft snore rumbled beside her and she looked to see 813 sound asleep, his hand still gripping tightly to hers. A sense of satisfaction and relaxation settled deep in her bones, keeping her in place, not wanting to wake him. 

      If holding her hand helped Phoenix rest in the midst of this awful world, then she’d lay there for as long as she could.
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      “Rise and shine, asshole. Time to meet the General.” 

      The light from the hallway blazed into his cell, and he held his hand up to block the intrusion. The days had started to run together. 

      Get woken up from a restless sleep by freezing water, torture from the sadistic fuck Dean—for what only felt like his own enjoyment and for seemingly no reason other than the guy was a goddamn psychopath, Vlad coming in at the end and asking him questions he never answered, ending up drugged and in agony in the box until he passed out and waking up in his cell with a raging hard-on that only calmed down after jacking off to the fucked-up vision of a certain fellow prisoner underneath him, then crashing back to sleep. 

      Rinse and fucking repeat. 

      As if to punctuate the thought, freezing cold water slapped against his skin, bringing him out of any leftover fatigue as effectively as if he’d actually been attacked. Another bucket of water came at him and he wished he could cower in the corner, anywhere away from the icy pellets hitting him. 

      But other than his tiny sink that barely put out enough water to call a trickle, bucket showers were his only opportunity to bathe. If his captors wanted him alive they had a really weird way of showing it. No hygiene, no water, and the only food he got came from Callie. 

      Every time she fed him, she rarely stayed longer than a few minutes, fleeing from him as soon as she could collect his empty carton, making him wonder how sanctioned his meals actually were. He wanted to ask, but he didn’t want to scare her off. Even with that defiant fire flickering in her eyes, she seemed so skittish and helpless sometimes, he was always afraid of spooking her.

      He kneeled to the ground, immediately finding the divots in the cement he’d discovered after the first wake-up shower. His dry tongue slurped down whatever moisture he could find in the grooves. It was never nearly enough, but he had to work with what he got. Thankfully, whether by design or luck—considering his situation, luck was doubtful—the small decline in the floor of his cell made all the water flow into the corner closest to him at the back of the cell. Whenever he woke up from being tortured, and right after alleviating that problem the healing medicine always left him with, that corner of water was always the first place he sought out.

      All that broke up the daily monotony were his sporadic workouts. Movement-restricted calisthenics like endless sit-ups, bicycle kicks, and push-ups kept his muscles working when his brain started to come up with creative ways on how to off himself. He usually loved working out, but in the underground complex, there was only one bright spot in his day. 

      Callie. 

      She not only filled that need for human interaction he craved, but she also gave him purpose. His emotions were wildly hopeful after last night’s encounter. Granted it could’ve been noon for all he knew. He’d taken to calling any time he slept “night” and the time when he’d woken up after “day.” From what he could tell, he’d been there at least a month—give or take a week. 

      When she’d woken him last night and stayed with him until he’d fallen asleep, she’d shut down a fear he’d developed whenever she disappeared for a few days. He’d worried that he was her obligation, just a daily job of feeding the prisoner. But when she’d woken him up last night with another Ensure, the whole encounter had felt… different. Like she’d come to check on him, rather than only feed him. 

      For one, she’d let him touch her. He’d finally felt those soft, dark-olive cheeks, completely free of any makeup. The small dip under her cheekbone confirmed she was much too thin. Did she “enjoy” the same Ensure diet, too? How was she being treated? 

      He’d learned more about her in that one encounter than he’d learned about any woman he’d ever spent time with. Maybe even collectively, as tragic as that sounded. 

      She had a younger sister, loving parents, was well traveled, liked hangman and tic-tac-toe. Her seductive yellow-jasmine scent had drifted in through the slot and lingered on his fingertips, telling him she was at least able to shower, even though she seemed to only have one long white T-shirt she was able to wear. She’d stayed with him while he fell asleep—a peaceful, nightmare-free sleep. Like so many he’d had there. Did that mean she’d been battling them off since the beginning? 

      Unfortunately, he’d also learned last night that someone, probably this bastard General he was about to meet, was hurting her. 

      She wouldn’t tell him who, but there was no doubt in his mind that as the General’s girl, she might get special treatment, like showers, relatively free rein, and sadistic punishments. He’d been in the Army and spec ops for nearly a decade before BlackStone Securities, and he’d seen and experienced a lot of fucked-up shit. But getting raped while watching someone else get tortured had to be one of the more horrific things he’d ever heard. 

      He honestly didn’t know which would be better. His situation, or hers. He had a feeling the box was a lot less scary than the General’s office. 

      I’m about to find out.

      Who was this bastard that’d taken him for fuck knew why? He needed answers. Whatever he found out would build the first stepping stones to his path out of there. Once he found out the General’s identity, Phoenix would create a solid plan of how to escape with Callie by his side.

      He’d finally sucked down all the water he could find. Then, hovering over the toilet to make sure he didn’t get any on the floor he drank off of, he wrung out a section of his shirt that looked less soiled than the rest and used it to wipe off the excess moisture on his skin. 

      “Less soiled” was relative, of course. His own blood, sweat, and tears stained the fabric almost completely. At least where there was still fabric left.  

      “Hurry up, princess, we ain’t got all day. Don’t wanna keep the General waitin’. He’s impatient.” 

      “I’m sure he is.” Unable to resist needling the man, Phoenix tilted his head at his torturer, letting a sly grin lift his lips. “But how would you know, though… right? I mean, this is the first time you’ve met him too. Isn’t it?” 

      Dean scowled. “That ain’t none of your business.” 

      He chuckled and shrugged. “Ain’t yours either, apparently.” 

      “Shut up. At least I’m not a fuckin’ prisoner.” 

      Keep tellin’ yourself that, asshole.

      The urge to argue more with Dean made him practically giddy, but Phoenix bit his tongue. He put his hands behind his back, waiting for his captor to cuff him and lead the way to the leader of the trafficking ring. His team would throw a damn party when he finally got back to them and shared everything he’d found out. 

      The ex-cop had all the gentleness of a gorilla as he yanked the black cloth over Phoenix’s face and nearly wrenched his arms out of the socket to cuff him again. When his shackles clinked to the ground, Phoenix leaped up to stand on his own before Dean could jerk him around anymore. As Dean led him through the hallways Phoenix had already memorized, his mind wandered. 

      In the past few weeks, something even as simple as that would’ve gotten him out of breath. But Callie had been feeding him more cartons of Ensure, helping him get his strength up—not to mention the recovery drug keeping him able to do small bouts of stretching and strength work in his cell—as much as the chains allowed. 

      The hangman game they’d been playing together gave him a boost of morale, even though the poor woman had obviously been there too long. She lost literally every game of tic-tac-toe and was terrible at picking out words. It was almost like she could only think of whatever she saw around the facility at the time like doors, numbers, right and left. ‘Freedom’ had been a good one, though. 

      Every little thing she did brought him life in this prison. Especially the moment they had last night. Talking to her, touching her, gave him a spark of energy and hope he’d never felt before. Women had become a means to an end for him, something to pass the time or silence the screams. People thought he was a player, and maybe he was. But they had no idea how much he depended on his vices to forget. 

      He’d never let Callie see that side of him, the one that couldn’t get past his own shit, and ruined every good thing he had going for him. The only people close enough to see the cracks in his armor were his team and his best friend Henry, and they still seemed to think the fucked-up facade was all he was. 

      His team had been through hell and back together. They were the only ones who could possibly know where his nightmares stemmed from, and they still didn’t get it. Their resident techie, Snake, used to be one of his best friends, a mentor like their leader, Hawk. But after Yemen, Phoenix couldn’t trust that Snake was innocent in all that had happened. 

      The guy had been safe and sound back at the base, and it’d made no sense how the comms went down right when they needed them most. And why were Phoenix and Eagle’s the only headsets that worked? Phoenix had been on a wider channel for air support, but why was he able to hear Eagle’s station and no one else was? Shouldn’t the tech guy—whose sole job was to monitor that shit—know the answers? 

      And as for his best friend, Henry was the best strip club buddy a guy could have, but man was he as fucked up as Phoenix. First responders and military had a strange sense of humor to get through everything they were subjected to. Every trauma, every case, every mission made the person either funnier, crazier, or—if you’re really lucky—both. Officer Henry Brown was no exception. It wasn’t fair, but Phoenix couldn’t help but think that anyone who could keep up with his own partying every night, had to have something seriously wrong with them, too. 

      Phoenix could tell that wasn’t the case with Callie. She was still too pure. Whatever was happening to her here, hadn’t broken her yet. And she’d somehow mustered up the courage to begin to let him inside her walls, he could feel it. If they were going to get out of there together, he needed her to trust him. His bleeding romantic heart wouldn’t stop imagining the possibilities of an after with her. He’d always been a sucker for romance novels, but his happily-ever-after dreams had always been just that. After all they’d been through, maybe Callie Castellanos could give him that reality.

      Or maybe not… 

      She didn’t even want to know his name, for fuck’s sake.

      That stung, but maybe it was for the best. At least she was still helping him. Knowing that Callie probably put herself in danger every time she fed him made guilt creep in every time a new carton slid through the slot. Although he was afraid of the answer, he was too selfish for their connection and starving too much to allow chivalry to intervene. 

      The closer they got to the torture room, the harder it was to stay inside his mind. The familiar sense of dread made the contents of his stomach harden. It’d only taken a few sessions before his brain became trained about what would happen to the rest of his body in that torture room. It knew that it only took seventeen steps and a door opening before the pain would begin. 

      His body tensed as they got to step fifteen, readying to pivot right. Dean gripped his arm as if he alone was holding Phoenix up. But on the next step, Phoenix realized they weren’t slowing down. On seventeen, he quickly recovered, finally figuring out that he wouldn’t be meeting the General in the torture room. 

      They took five more steps this time before they stopped. There was a pause wherein Dean made movements beside him. The man was likely working on a security padlock for the door. But was it one with a code? Or a key card? Phoenix strained to listen until soft beeps of what must’ve been a pin code almost made him jump. 

      The locking mechanism on the door clicked. A chirping sound sent a twisted thrill of anticipation and anxiety down his spine, making him sweat. The sound was one he’d heard echo down the hallway, day in and day out when Callie left the slot to his door open, but the close proximity after all the silence that’d plagued him for days, caught him off guard. 

      I’m so off my game. Gonna have to pull it together if I’m gettin’ us out of here. 

      Dean pushed through the door as Phoenix gathered himself, trying to concentrate on this new territory. 

      A right turn, and eight paces later, they stopped. Dean grunted as he forced him into a position Phoenix assumed was facing the door. 

      “Here to see the General,” he told someone. 

      There’s a guard at the door.

      A rustling of fabric told Phoenix the guard was turning, but there were no soft beeps of a pin code, nor was there a swipe of a key card. What opened the door then?

      The same sounds that signaled the opening door repeated again. 

      “No, uh, funny business in here,” Dean whispered under his breath with an awkward laugh. “D-don’t wanna make him mad.” 

      Dean’s audible gulp told Phoenix all he needed to know. In the torture room, Phoenix had allowed Dean to have some false semblance of security that he wouldn’t fight back. It would only help Phoenix’s element of surprise when he actually needed to escape. But apparently the torture room was the only place Dean could pretend that he was in charge. The man was just as trapped as he and Callie were. 

      Interesting. Another bit of leverage.

      It’d be fun to capitalize on that when he used the idiot to get out of there. 

      “Come in,” that familiar voice barked. 

      Dean let go of him, tugging the dark fabric from his head. Thanks to all the light deprivation he’d experienced, the jarring fluorescents pierced into his skull. It took Phoenix a second to orient himself, but he gained his bearings just as the door guard—standing in front of the handprint security pad—pushed the door open. Dean led him inside, making no move to sit, and Phoenix studied his new surroundings.

      The room was stuffy with rich carpet and full of mahogany bookcases, a globe, and two leather chairs in front of an expensive-looking wooden desk. A window took up most of the wall to his right, and it took him a second to realize it was the torture room he’d spent so many days in. Which meant… was that where he made Callie— 

      No. 

      He couldn’t let himself think about that right then. There would be no way to hold back his fury if he thought about what this so-called General did in this room. 

      One slow blink allowed him to pull out of that dark place in his mind that’d gotten so easy to get lost in. But when he finally focused on the man in front of them, he stilled, and it took every ounce of mental willpower not to dive into that darkness headfirst.

      A large man with the body of a former bodybuilder, sat comfortably in his Army uniform behind the desk. A smug smile lifted the man’s face. It seemed oddly preserved after all the years, almost like he’d aged in reverse. Blue eyes, yellowed with age and liquor, settled on Phoenix. Realization chained him to his spot. 

      When Phoenix had first heard the voice over the speaker, he hadn’t let himself believe it. But here was the worst-case scenario, in the flesh.

      Both analyzed the other, each second of study feeling like a stark eternity. 

      Finally, the man sat up in his chair and spoke, his voice fogging Phoenix’s brain like remembering a nightmare. 

      “Phoenix.” General Richard Smithers, founder of MF7, the organization that Phoenix had devoted a third of his life to, smirked as he used his call sign in a mocking tone. “You’ve been causing quite a stir since you arrived. I hear you wanted to see me.”
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      “Sir.” Phoenix could barely contain the anger and confusion inside him, carefully keeping his face expressionless. General Smithers had always been good at picking out people’s weaknesses. “It’s been a long time.” 

      The man tilted his head as if he was trying to figure him out. Phoenix counted it as a win against good ol’ Dicksmith. The guy had always been a tool, irritating everyone on MF7, and the nickname had been an outlet for their disdain and frustration. They’d been in MF7 despite the General, there for the cause and not the leader. So… what had Dicksmith been in it for? 

      “It has.” Dicksmith relaxed his position in his chair, his eyes still narrowed on Phoenix standing in front of him. “You’ve been playing house with that security firm for long enough. I thought I’d pull you in.” 

      General Smithers was talking like he’d invited Phoenix in for goddamn tea, not dropping a bomb that blew up everything he ever thought he knew. Nearly a decade ago, the General had ordered Eagle, their former team lead, to recruit for MF7. He’d scouted them all out, and convinced each one of them to fight against human trafficking. 

      None of this made any sense. On the inside, Phoenix boiled, on the verge of exploding. On the outside, anyone would’ve thought the General hadn’t just laced every word with subtext. 

      Smug bastard. “Pull” me in from BlackStone… like finding me after blowing up the BlackStone facility to kidnap Ascot was all part of some master plan.

      The thought tripped a wire in his brain. 

      Was it? But how? Did the General coordinate with someone at BlackStone?

      Dicksmith frowned slightly, showing his disappointment at Phoenix’s refusal to take the bait. Phoenix for the life of him couldn’t figure out what to say back. Meeting with the fucker in charge had been something he’d wanted to do since day one. But now that he had a face to the name—this face—he knew even acknowledging the General would just give him what the egomaniac wanted. At least now Phoenix knew who was behind the curtain, literally. Although it sparked more questions than answers at this point. 

      The General’s lips quirked up again, as if he was about to tell a joke. 

      “Are you comfortable?”

      You piece of shit. 

      This time, Phoenix couldn’t hide the way their subtle tit for tat got to him. Comfortable? When he was tortured every single day? Broken, only to be put back together again in the most excruciating ways? 

      The healing medicine was part of MF7’s success. They’d gone up against evil people and taken on more than a few injuries—they had the scars to prove it. Without the meds, they would’ve all been dead from bleeding out at least twice over. Now it all made sense how his torturers had gained access to it. The drug had been manufactured in the Middle East, and the man who had the connections to the government scientists who created it, sat right in front of him. 

      Thanks to that medicine, Phoenix’s jaw didn’t ache because of all the times Dean had broken it. Instead it ached because of how hard he ground his teeth together at the General’s question. 

      Am I comfortable? Nah… I won’t be comfortable again until every person in this place is twelve feet in the ground, motherfucker. 

      But he couldn’t say any of that. Biding his time was quickly becoming one of the most difficult things he’d ever had to do. He’d never been good at bottling up his jackass comments, but keeping his cool was more important now than ever.

      “Perfectly,” he finally answered. 

      Dicksmith grunted and shifted in his chair to face the rat standing beside Phoenix. “And you, Jones. I trust your accommodations are better than the cell we liberated you from?”

      The cell… like a jail cell? Or one like mine? 

      “Um…” Phoenix felt Dean’s eyes dart to him in his peripheral vision, as if he was asking Phoenix to give him any sort of reprieve from the General’s scrutiny. “Y-yes, sir. Thank you for posting my bail.”

      Posting bail… Definitely a jail cell. I guess when Snake’s girlfriend, Naomi, reported him the last time he beat her, he finally got locked up… Until Dicksmith freed him. 

      “It was a pleasure, I’m sure. I always do love solidifying business relationships. But remember, you went behind my back when you hid Ascot from me. You’re lucky I’m keeping you alive, let alone bailing you out of jail.” 

      So Dean was part of hiding Ascot. He was not only his sadistic torturer, Dean was also one of the reasons why Phoenix was caught up in this mess in the first place. Murderous rage made Phoenix’s skin grow hot. He barely fought back the need to wrap his handcuffed hands around the man’s throat and wring his neck. 

      He saw the gruesome vision play so vividly in his mind, it shocked him. Phoenix had never been one for causing pain or killing people. It came with the trade, but it’d never been something he enjoyed. But the idea of making Dean suffer practically turned Phoenix on.

      What the fuck is wrong with me? 

      Focus.

      Dean trembled beside him, clearly terrified of the General. But with the disturbingly realistic thoughts in Phoenix’s head and the giant Russian motherfucker in the corner, the other two men in the room were way more terrifying than Dicksmith. The General was the pansy ass who never stuck up for MF7 when things went south in Yemen. 

      Then again, all that makes so much more sense now. If General Smithers was a human trafficker, himself, then it was no wonder he so easily threw MF7 under the bus. What if Yemen was all part of some sick plan of his?

      The General sat up and propped his clasped hands up with his elbows on his gleaming desk. “The reason why I called you here is because, as both of you know, we’ve gotten rid of Ascot. He was our final loose end in that ridiculous society we worked with, and I abhor loose ends.” 

      Dean must’ve been employed by the security firm that initially protected Andrew Ascot and his other rich buddies who exploited women… Not really sad about that loss. But what other loose ends have you snipped, Dicksmith? 

      And why is he even tellin’ me this? To gloat?

      Phoenix’s mind raced at the possibilities. They’d lost their original leader, Eagle, in Yemen. Was that the General’s doing, too?

      The room remained quiet and Dicksmith made a small noise of frustration, likely because he wasn’t getting the reaction he’d no doubt wanted. 

      “Both of you have… attachments on the outside.” My team… Henry… fuck. What if he finds out about how much Callie has helped me, too? “I wanted you to know that you won’t have to worry about them for much longer.” 

      Phoenix worked hard to keep his face completely placid, not showing the panic stabbing into his heart. Unfortunately, Dean gave the General exactly what he craved. The glee on Dicksmith’s face was nearly manic as he watched Dean’s face contort.

      “Sir? B-but my kid?” Like you care, abusive fucker. “And my fiancée—”

      “From what I understand, she’s in bed with one of the BlackStone boys.” 

      How does he know that? We were protectin’ her, but it’s not like Snake and Naomi have gone around town datin’. 

      The fear of having a mole in BlackStone sparked in his head again, but he quickly doused it. There was no way one of them could do that to the other. Right?

      Goddamnit, Dicksmith’s gettin’ into my head.

      “Honestly,” the General continued. “I’m surprised you’re objecting to her getting her due. The disrespect she’s shown you. She had to have known how whoring herself out to AIE Securities’ number one competitor would make you look. Do you know how that makes you look, Jones?” 

      Phoenix could feel Dean vibrating with emotion, and his face bled red with either embarrassment or anger. Probably both by the way his fists clenched at his sides. “Yes, sir.” 

      “Tell me, Jones.” 

      “Like a goddamn fool.” 

      Those fists tightened so hard they tapped against Phoenix’s leg. He didn’t want the guy to touch him, but he sure as hell wasn’t going to relent and step sideways to get away from his temper. Although the idea of fighting Dean right then sent a thrill down his spine. 

      When did beatin’ a man up start feelin’ like such a rush?

      “Precisely. Now Vlad, here, knows his orders. The BlackStone boys have gotten too comfortable in their arrogance. I don’t want them to just be taken down a notch. I want them to be wiped off the map.” Fuck, fuck, fuck. My team… How can I warn my team? “I’ve given them too many chances thus far, and I’ve spared their lives already. Well… most of them.” 

      Who is he talkin’ about? Eagle? Or was someone hurt by the bomb at BlackStone? Both? Shit—Snake?

      The General’s power-hungry eyes focused on Phoenix, no doubt satisfied at seeing Phoenix’s jaw tic again at the boast. 

      “Anyway. That’ll be all. Thank you very much for your cooperation.” 

      Phoenix smoothed his face again, careful not to show that the General was getting to him.

      Taking those words as a dismissal, Phoenix turned toward the door, not bothering to wait for Dean, who scrambled—whether in fear or compliance, Phoenix didn’t know—to reach the door before he did. All Phoenix could think of while Dean opened the door was that he didn’t have that black fabric on his face. He’d be able to see the hallways and maybe potential escape routes. 

      What a careless idiot… but, hey, thanks, fucker.

      Phoenix kept his back straight, careful not to draw attention to what was no doubt a mistake. He was about to enter the hallway when Dicksmith’s gravelly voice stopped them.

      “See that he gets back to his quarters safely.” 

      Dicksmith’s voice grated against Phoenix’s spine. He held his breath, hoping the command didn’t remind Dean to put the fabric back on his head. Thankfully, the man just nodded and closed the door behind them before leading him down the stark hallway. 

      One… Two… Three.

      Phoenix noted each and every door along the way, wondering which one he and Callie would use to escape.
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      “Wait… we’ve done this one before. Are you losin’ your touch?” 

      Guys are so dumb, Jesus. 

      Callie couldn’t help but roll her eyes at 813’s observation, though she didn’t dare answer him out loud. By playing the game at all, she was already taking a major risk. Cameras wouldn’t be able to pick it up, and it wasn’t like the lazy camera guard would notice. But in case someone decided to actually do their job around here, she needed as little incriminating evidence against her as possible. 

      “If I’d picked O first, I probably would’ve guessed it on the second try.” 

      Yup. But for some dumb reason, you always pick I.

      Was there a psychological metaphor for 813 always choosing that specific letter first? Did it mean he only ever thought of himself? Or maybe he was a creature of habit. 

      I’ll have to keep coming around to find out. 

      She still hadn’t figured 813 out, whether he was someone like her, or a monster like them. He’d at least shown he could keep his mouth shut. From his torture sessions that she’d been subjected to—which had been nearly every other day—he had refused to say anything at all. 

      It seemed the General didn’t give two shits about what 813 had to say, but Vlad sounded like he actually wanted to know. What was interesting though, was that he always asked how much 813’s team knew about the General’s operation, not his own team’s trafficking. Vlad already knew everything about the General’s operation, so what did it matter what 813 knew? Were they competitors or saboteurs? 

      One thing for sure was that the General wasn’t going to get any answers from him. At this point, she was surprised they hadn’t cut their losses and burned him. He had to have been providing some utility other than information. If she had to guess, the General had a personal vendetta with this prisoner. But the details were still something she needed to figure out, and soon. 

      The General had told her a few days ago that there would be another party, where she’d be the main attraction again. How many more parties could she take before leaving became a lost cause? How much more of herself would she have to give away to entertain monsters? 

      She closed her eyes and lifted her chin to allow the fluorescent lights to pierce her eyelids. 

      There was no point in thinking that way. Wondering what would be left of her when she finally got home would only make this nightmare worse. 

      “Callie?”

      She jolted at the sound of her name in 813’s rough voice. The smooth baritone she’d first heard had changed drastically over weeks. All his time screaming through his healing in the box had no doubt damaged his vocal cords to create something much deeper. It made her cringe to think it was sexier. But hell, after everything she’d been through in the underground, she was proud of herself for even being able to think that way in the first place. 

      “Yeah?” she finally responded, rolling her head to the side where she’d lifted the slot window, meeting his golden eyes. 

      “I think it’s been a couple of weeks since I met the General, but this is the first time we’ve been able to talk since then.” 

      Word in the underground was that the General had gotten damning information from the outside. Someone—she didn’t know who—was looking for someone—again, she didn’t know who—and the General didn’t want that person to be found. 

      She inwardly groaned at her own thoughts. It was depressing how little information she was able to get when it actually mattered. 

      Whatever the intel was, it’d spooked the General, and the guards had been skittish ever since. She had a feeling it had something to do with 813. He was a threat to the General, but whether it was a physical or business threat, once again… she didn’t know. 

      She hadn’t been able to stay for any length of time because of the heightened security, only leaving her cell when she knew the lazy guards were on watch or the coast sounded clear. Despite not being able to sit and talk with him, she’d managed to leave her cell at least once a night, making sure to wake him from nightmares, but leaving before he became fully aware. It was best he didn’t know what she’d been up to, at least not until she was sure he was safe to confide in.

      “You shouldn’t have asked to see him,” Callie finally whispered.

      “Why not?” 

      She sighed. “Because… now you’ve seen his face. Once you know your captor’s identity, they have no plans of letting you get out alive.” 

      “How do you know that?” he asked, surprising her. 

      “Hostage 101.” She shrugged. “Haven’t you ever seen a true crime show?” 

      There was a pause and she imagined him thinking it over. Did what she said worry him? It should. No one but guests ever got out of this place unscarred. 

      And I’ll be the first. 

      She absentmindedly itched the brand on her hip. 

      Sort of.

      “Does he… does he treat you okay?”

      Alarm bells rang in her head. Was he asking as a trafficker or a… friend? He was obviously asking about the General, but not knowing the motivation behind the question made her pause. She could go with the truth, or a lie, and find out from there why he asked. 

      She finally calmed her mind to give him a half-assed answer. 

      “I’m okay.” 

      “That doesn’t answer my question.” His growl emanated from behind the door and made her lower belly flutter, catching her off guard. 

      Before 813 there were months on end when she hadn’t had a physical, sexual response without the help of the drugs the General gave her. Shock and anger made her skin heat, knowing that this man beside her could elicit any kind of physical response from her at all. 

      “What do you care, 813?” she lashed out. “You gonna save me or something?” 

      “That’s the plan, yeah.” His indignant tone made her snort. “What? I’m tellin’ you, Callie, this is what my team does. If they don’t come for us soon, I’ll get us out of here myself.” 

      God, how rich. Coming from the guy who can’t even guess at hangman. Sure, go ahead, buddy. Get us out of here through the right door and head straight toward the second door. Oh you don’t know how to get out past that? Well, maybe you should’ve stopped picking I first, damnit.

      At least if he’s one of the monsters, I know he’ll never get out without my help. 

      She cleared her throat, remembering that she was talking to an actual person who was waiting for her reply, not just herself in her own room. 

      “I’m not the damsel in distress you seem to think I am,” she finally muttered. 

      After a second of silence, 813 finally spoke again. “You know… I bet you’re right. You’re a little fighter. There’s no other way you could’ve survived in this hellhole for as long as you have without fightin’ for it.” 

      Oh, 813, you have no idea what I am.

      She’d had the urge to tell him from the moment she’d met him, from the moment she’d told him her name, but uncertainty about his intentions still held her back. 

      “Speaking of this hellhole,” she began. “How’d you get here?”

      He huffed from behind the door and chains clanked as he moved, closer from the sounds of it. She could almost feel his desperation for human contact. It matched her own. Letting him touch her that night had been a mistake, but god, it’d felt so good. Her fingers tingled to reach through the slot, to hold his hand again, but she tightened them into a fist. All she had in this place was her sanity and sense of self-preservation. Letting 813 in would take everything she had left. 

      “The General was after a man… Andrew Ascot. My team was protectin’ him,” he finally answered.

      “Your team… protected him?” 

      Bile rose up in her throat at the thought of that despicable man. He was one of the worst of the General’s “customers,” and saw women in the underground as fruit to be discarded. Literally, that’s what he called them. Ascot, his Russian partner, and his other partner, the General’s half-brother, all headed an organization that was another chain in the General’s trafficking ring. 

      His team protected someone involved with the operation. Fuck, he’s just as evil as the rest of them. 

      Why that realization cut her to the core, she had no idea, and no brain power left to analyze. She pressed her hand into her chest until the ache on the outside rivaled the one on the inside. 

      “Yeah. Wasn’t my choice, but the General was having people connected to his traffickin’ ring murdered left and right, and we couldn’t lose Ascot. He was too valuable after his two partners were offed.”

      Couldn’t lose Ascot? What does that mean? Her fingernails pierced the flesh of her palms as her mind went wild, accusations and anger mixing with all the things she’d known but had refused to believe. 

      Fuck the General. Fuck Ascot. Fuck his partners. Fuck you, 813. And fuck your trafficker-saving team.

      God, I’ve been so stupid. And to think I was going to try to take this man with me when I finally leave.

      “Anyway, Vlad blew up our facility and threatened to kill Ascot if I didn’t come with him. I couldn’t stand the thought of another life on my hands, so I went with him, hopin’ my teammates would be able to figure out where we went.” 

      Great… a trafficker with a conscience about murder. Too bad he doesn’t have one for anything else.

      He sighed. “But it’s been weeks, and there’s been no sign of them.”  

      “Maybe they’re not looking. Have you thought of that?” Her voice was even harsher than the accusation, but she didn’t care anymore. This man was scum of the earth as far as she was concerned, and it was best to cut her losses now. 

      But he only laughed while she seethed inside. “Nah, they’re a bunch of assholes sometimes, but they’re definitely lookin’ for me. No man left behind and all that.” 

      She scoffed. “Military, huh?” Of course. Just like the General. How did I not see this shit?

      I did… I just didn’t want to accept it. 

      “I was a Night Stalker in the Army. Then recruited by General Smithers for an off-the-books paramilitary team.” 

      Disgust clouded her vision. Yet another man who was supposed to be serving his country, serving women as cattle to rich bastards instead. 

      After a few moments, she realized he was still talking, but she’d completely tuned out. Disappointment, rage, and fear all swirled together and she was going to be sick at any moment. 

      “I’ve… I’ve got to go,” she interrupted. 

      “You okay, brown eyes?” 

      She hopped from the ground. He called through the door, but she sped off before answering. It’d been nice to have someone care for her in this place, and she’d even considered taking him with her when she busted out. 

      But now that she knew he could’ve been one of the men who hurt her sister? That he was just like the rest of them? Maybe worse since he’d almost fooled even her. No fucking way. She’d be damned if she let a trafficker break through her walls.
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      Henry blew out a breath as he waited for the Stronghold Consulting and Defense firm elevator. Despite the hot secretary who always smiled at him when he visited, the place always made him nervous. 

      When the elevator doors dinged open for him, he entered and pressed the down button. As soon as they closed again, he stepped back and nervously flipped his phone around in his pocket. He resisted the urge to bring it out. The General didn’t like phones. The only reason why the compound was so secure was because Vlad had made sure of it. 

      How a man who hated technology got to be so influential in the military was a mystery. Henry only wondered about it occasionally, though, not really caring until he walked through the main hall of the man’s underground human trafficking headquarters. His “home office,” as the General called it. 

      The doors opened again and a hulking figure appeared suddenly, making Henry physically jump. 

      “Jesus!” He pressed his hand to his chest before confronting the giant Russian in front of him. “You scared the shit outta me, dude.”

      Vlad stared at him with impossibly dark eyes, wholly unnerving in his pale face, strong features, and buzzed blond hair. The lack of emotion in his demeanor always made Henry wonder if death itself would alarm the guy. Then again, maybe the reaper left Vlad alone since the guy didn’t have a soul to take anyway.

      Without even addressing Henry’s statement, Vlad turned and glided down the remainder of the hallway to stand in front of an expensive-looking wooden door. “The General will see you now.”

      Henry’s boots sank into the thick carpet as he walked down the dimly lit corridor. The sensual decor and mahogany paneling made the whole place feel like a seventies porno with a shit ton of money backing it. The porn vibe didn’t do it for him, but the shitload of money sure did. Jealousy reared its head, but Henry shooed it away.  

      Only a few more jobs and I’ll be set up for life.

      Vlad entered the pin code before opening the door at the end of the hallway to reveal another. The new corridor was nothing but clean steel and concrete, like a bunker. Henry knew from past visits that the guards’ barracks were at the end of the hallway across from the prisoners’ quarters. 

      Phoenix, are you back there still?

      No. He couldn’t think about that. This was a quick update with the General and getting back home. The BlackStone team had lain low lately, trying to figure out their next move, but the General always wanted to know every single minute detail.  

      Henry would do what he always did. Pick and choose what info to give to who. It was a delicate balance that made him feel on the verge of falling to his doom at any time, but he had the best of both worlds right now. If BlackStone defeated the General, then he had a team, friends, a home in Ashland. And if the General annihilated BlackStone? Well, then, Henry would make his home in Mexico.

      Maybe I’ll buy a yacht, too.

      A raven-haired woman in a long blue shirt emerged from the General’s office, following the wall with her hand as she walked unsteadily toward them with a blank stare. She didn’t seem to notice their presence. From the way she nearly tripped over her own feet multiple times, he would’ve bet every field sobriety test he’d ever given that she was under the influence of something. 

      And in pain, if her stiffness was any indication. She rounded the corner between them and by the time he and Vlad had passed it, she’d disappeared. 

      Queasiness settled in his stomach but he pushed the feeling away. Henry wasn’t an idiot. He knew what the General did to women, but seeing it was a different thing. There was nothing he could do to stop it, though. Not really. Not unless he was willing to give up everything he’d worked so hard for.

      They came to a stop outside yet another expensive wooden door, guarded by one of the General’s goons. With one look from Vlad, the guard stepped hastily to the side. 

      What I wouldn’t give for that kind of respect.

      He thought he would’ve gotten it by becoming a police officer, but if he heard the name “Rook” one more time he might go postal. After two years in the force, where turnover is high, being called a rookie was becoming more and more of an insult.

      This time, instead of a pin code, the guard slid his hand onto the security pad and the door clicked open. Vlad walked into the office with Henry right behind him. 

      Grunts and the unforgettable thud of flesh on flesh echoed from a speaker. Henry glanced around the office to find the source, quickly locating the two-way mirror where some poor fucker was getting the shit beat out of him in the room next door.

      “Ah, gentlemen, welcome. You’re just in time. I’ve already finished my… afternoon delight, shall we say.”

      Henry’s gaze peeled away from the window to the General as he zipped up his pants. The woman… she’d been drugged and hurt because this sick fuck had used her to get off on torture? Henry had known this man was a monster, but goddamn. 

      “Have a seat, boys.” The General sat down heavily in his chair and gestured toward the chairs in front of his desk. 

      Henry quickly took a seat farthest from the window. The General grinned an odd smile, a mirror image of the portrait of himself hanging behind him. After a second, Henry realized they were waiting and the General’s lip twitched as he spoke.

      “Vlad… won’t you have a seat?”

      “I stand. It is safe if I am ready, da?”

      The General’s face blushed red as he cleared his throat. “Right, yes, of course. I was going to suggest that.” He turned away from Vlad, summarily dismissing him as he faced Henry. 

      “Officer Brown, it’s good to see you again. Your work at BlackStone was instrumental in getting our hands on Andrew Ascot.”

      Henry nodded. “What, uh, happened to him?”

      The General guffawed. “That turncoat? He sang like a canary at the mere implication of impending pain.” 

      “So you let him go? After he told you everything?”

      The General laughed outright, somehow in tune with the rhythmic blows coming from the speaker. “No, of course not. We had to make good on our promises of retribution. And it never hurts to interrogate a willing victim, for good measure. After that, I’m afraid we were unable to keep him alive. He served his purpose, though. Not many can say they’ve aided a cause bigger than themselves, and what better way to go? Don’t you agree?”

      Henry nodded absentmindedly as the General continued. “Although, he had a much quicker exit than our guest in there. He has not fulfilled his purpose. Not yet, anyway. I’ve got plans for him. He’ll deliver soon enough and then we’ll burn him like the rest.” 

      The General indicated the scene next door, and despite Henry’s better judgment, he allowed himself to look into that abyss.

      One man with dirty-blond hair stood with his back to the glass, bloodied fists clenched at his sides. His crazed posture and heaving breaths reminded Henry of violent junkies he’d seen on duty. Oddly, he looked familiar to Henry. When the man stepped to the side, he revealed more than one surprise. 

      Dean Jones. The man was a friend for a little while there, and had been Henry’s contact before he’d gotten himself arrested for domestic violence. After that, he’d disappeared over a month ago, leaving Vlad to be his contact to the General. The shock of seeing Dean had nothing on the horror coiling in Henry’s gut when he realized who he’d been beating. The man bound and handcuffed to the chair in the center of the room, glared up at Dean, his amber eyes containing more rage than Henry had ever seen in his friend.

      Phoenix.

      His torturer reared back again, driving a right cross into Phoenix’s cheek, splitting it instantly. Blood splattered on the floor from the new cut. In fact, they all looked like new cuts. Which meant they’d just started beating him that day. What did that mean? Was that good news or bad? 

      Henry’s breath began to come quicker and he swallowed back the bile rising in his throat. Maybe he could do something to stop them.

      “Worried about your little friend?” The General’s gruff voice snapped Henry’s attention away from the horror scene to his right.

      “W-what?”

      A mocking look of pity twisted the General’s lips, but he couldn't hide the glee there. “I know Phoenix was your friend. Did you have the same sort of” —the General gave Henry a disgusted once-over that made him squirm— “proclivities as Phoenix?”

      A hazy memory of Phoenix flirting with one of the male bouncers at the strip club crossed his mind. Phoenix had always been fluid with his sexuality, but Henry wasn’t. He shook his head. 

      “No sir. I, uh… wouldn’t even say we were friends. He and the rest of BlackStone are just a job that needs to be done.”

      Better to establish that distance.

      “Good.”

      Why the hell did it matter?

      “I wouldn’t be able to work with that sort of perversion.”

      Perversion.

      It was laughable, a fucking riot. This asshole thought Phoenix being bisexual was worse than anything he did. What a trip. Thank fuck the General glanced down to his papers before looking up again, giving Henry a chance to compose himself. 

      “Well, there’s no need to worry about him, Officer Brown. Once Mr. Jones in there is done having his fun, Vlad is going to dispense a medication that will fix him right up. He’ll be good as new for another round in less than forty-eight hours.”

      What the fuck?

      So many questions blared in his head, but the General nodded to Vlad who turned off the loudspeaker and drew the curtains closed. The office was once again like he’d been in every other time and the General resumed business as usual. 

      It was all for show. To let me see what could happen to me if I step out of line.

      Then, more than ever, Henry resolved not to get caught. He’d do what he had to in order to stay on both sides. But if getting tortured was the alternative, then fuck BlackStone. He was team General all the way. 

      Being included in the BlackStone meeting earlier had been an honor, sure. But there was nothing like driving five hours in a coughing and sputtering Lincoln to reinforce his purpose. He’d been dirt poor all his life and when he’d managed to make any money at all as a brand-new officer, it—and his insurance—went to his mother. 

      When they’d found out his ma had cancer, he’d gotten her the best care he could. She’d taken way too long to get checked out because even with the state insurance, his cop salary didn’t go far enough to stay up to date on medical bills she’d already compiled with other health issues. 

      His ma was the reason why he’d accepted that first bribe. Unfortunately, by the time they’d realized how sick she was, not even MD Anderson, one of the best cancer centers in the country, could fix her.

      Henry had buried her only three months later. He’d lost his mother, his savings, and nearly lost his job all for nothing. At least the bribe had put him on the General’s radar. 

      “So Officer Brown, now that you don’t have your weaknesses to distract you, give us your report.”

      Henry nodded, clearing his throat before beginning the speech he’d come up with in his drive all the way there in his shitty beater. 

      Point by point, Henry filled the General in on BlackStone’s plans to take him down, which were admittedly few considering they didn’t even know the General was in charge or that Phoenix was being tortured for the General’s pleasure. Their latest scheme involved finding women who’d disappeared two years ago, but with everyone so busy, it looked like they weren’t going to get anywhere far anytime soon on that front. 

      “I mentioned before that the team’s workin’ with the FBI, so their movements are hindered by government intervention now. The feds don’t have much for them to do yet, so right now BlackStone’s searching for those women Ascot told you about. There’re four of them. The team thinks they might have information on the traffickin’ ring since they disappeared after attendin’ that Ashland County Elite Scholarship Fundraiser two years back. The one y’all used to coordinate all your dealings?” 

      “Four women?” The General’s question made Henry still, searching his memory to see if he’d made a mistake. “You’re confident they’re looking for four women?” 

      “Yeah…” Henry trailed off, unsure why the General was so damn interested all of a sudden. “Shanna Jacobs, Jasmine Thornton” —he rattled off the names, getting more creeped out the more brilliantly the General smiled— “Calianne Castellanos, and someone named H. Smith.”  

      “H. Smith?” The General’s eyes widened and he sat up in his chair. “That’s all they got on her?”

      “Yeah… not much else to go on there. But they’re gonna look and see what they can find anyway.”

      “Hm…” The General tapped a few irregular drumbeats on his fancy desk before speaking again. “We can’t have them finding her. Not before we do. You’ll tell me all their movements. Report to Vlad every chance you get.”

      Henry squirmed in his seat. “They still don’t totally trust me yet. It’s not like I’m on the team—”

      “So make them trust you, obviously.” He signed and looked to Vlad. “Honestly, I feel like I do everything around here. I might as well be running a circus.” When Vlad stared at him blankly, the General’s lips thinned before he looked back to Henry. “Between that idiot Dean Jones and that fool investigator, I shouldn’t be surprised that you’d be inept, too. After all, look who trained you.” 

      Henry bristled. He was getting sick and tired of having to prove himself. It wasn’t the first time he’d heard that accusation. His field training officer had been the one to get him into every mess he’d been in. Even though they’d been friends once, both of them getting caught taking bribes had soured their relationship. If it weren’t for the General assigning his FTO as his contact, he never would’ve spoken to the guy again. 

      “I’ll get it done. I’ll call Vlad every time I have an update. I should find out more this afternoon.”

      “Excellent. I will also have a present coming to them soon. It’s not ready yet, but I’m confident it’ll come to fruition. So, after I send it to them, let me know how they like their little movie night, will you?” The General laughed, but Henry only nodded, unsure of what the hell he was talking about.

      “Will do, sir.”

      “Very well, that will be all, Officer Brown.”

      Henry did his best to hide his frown at the condescending tone and muttered a thanks as he stood. The General made it no secret that he thought Henry and Dean were nothing but hicks, but the thought of the payouts going directly into his savings account was a balm to his burned pride. As long as he kept his head straight, it would be nothing but beaches, cold cervezas, and sexy señoritas.

      “As always, you will be rewarded for your efforts. Ten percent now, ninety when they’re out of the way. Although I might up the percentage. Vlad will see you out. Have a pleasant trip back to dear old Ashland County.” He nodded and Vlad reactivated the speakers and drew aside the curtains again.

      Henry sucked in a breath at the sight of his mangled friend, groaning as Dean kicked him. If Phoenix could get free, Dean would be in for a world of hurt. The coward had never been brave enough to fight anyone besides his fiancée. 

      The thoughts swam in his mind as Vlad entered the security codes and led him to the elevator that would bring him up to the first floor of the General’s consulting firm front. Vlad’s thick finger pushed the button, chiming the doors open immediately. 

      “I’ve got it the rest of the way. Thanks, Vlad.” Henry lifted his hand as a goodbye before entering the elevator, but Vlad held it open with his arm.

      “The boss said no more Dean. You call me, okay? Dean is no good.” His Russian accent was getting less thick over time, it seemed.

      “Yeah, you got that right. Y’all chose some goddamn unstable officers when you picked to invest in Burgess and Dean.”

      “Da, you do not think you will disappoint like the others.” 

      Henry stopped at the statement that ended more like a question. “No. I won’t disappoint. As long as I’m paid, I’m loyal.” 

      That answer seemed to satisfy Vlad, who moved his arm and allowed the elevator doors to close. On the way up, Henry’s mind raced at the tone the Russian had used. He’d never pegged him as cryptic, but those parting words had seemed to suggest otherwise.

      As Henry walked through the pristine lobby, he was so in his thoughts that he barely acknowledged anyone, not even the pretty secretary behind her circular desk. His ma’s Lincoln creaked as he got in and laid his head back on the beaded headrest. 

      I’ve got to keep my head screwed on straight.

      His phone vibrated in his pocket and he whipped it out, wondering if Vlad or the General was calling him already.

      Hawk.

      His heart pounded, fear convincing him he’d been caught and making his fingers sweaty as he answered. “Hey, Hawk, what’s up?”

      “Hey, buddy, we’ve got a debriefing via teleconference in two days. You want in?”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah I’m off that day too so it’ll be easy enough to connect to the call whenever y’all need me.”

      “Great, okay, we’ll see you then. We’ll probably have updates on Nora and Draco by then.” 

      An idea sparked in Henry's mind, remembering how excited the General had been about the name. “Have y’all found out more on H. Smith?”

      Silence sat heavy in the Georgia heat and panic made the summer sweat on Henry’s brow run cold. “Hawk?”

      “Sorry, brother, I was pausing the game. Today’s a nail-biter.”

      Relief flooded through Henry. “Oh right. I meant to catch that.”

      “Oh, yeah? Why didn’t you?”

      Stupid. Stupid. Stupid.

      “Um…” Henry racked his brain, cursing himself for saying anything at all. “Errands,” he finally muttered lamely. 

      “Ah. Sucks. Well, no. Nothing more on her. I don’t think we’ll find much about her. My guess is she crashed the party or something. Snake says we’re not worrying about her anymore.”

      Unease and confusion filtered through his mind, but Henry shooed it away as Hawk continued.

      “Hey, thinking of doing a cookout or potluck sometime after Nora and Draco come back. You in?”

      A whole new host of emotions rushed through him, and he felt a smile grow on his face. “For real?”

      “Yeah, it’d be good for the team to get to know you more.”

      Out of all the feelings nearly paralyzing him, excitement won out. “Alright, yeah. That sounds great. I’ll be there. Just let me know when.”

      “Sure thing, I’ll catch you at the next meeting.”

      Henry opened his mouth to reply but the call ended. He laid his head back on the headrest again and chuckled. 

      Hawk had actually invited him to hang out with the team. Like a real member. He kept grinning until another thought filtered through his mind. 

      And he was spying on them for the General.

      He pressed the heels of his palms into his eyes with a groan, immediately wishing he’d said no instead.

      But what would that do except work out worse for him with both sides? This was actually perfect for the General, so he should definitely go. Although, if he was caught by either side, he was done for. 

      After he started the car, he sighed on a long breath. He had over two hundred miles to figure this shit out, and he had a bad feeling that still wouldn’t be enough.
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      It’d been days… maybe weeks, since he’d seen Callie and his anxiety was through the roof. He still received Ensure cartons through the hole in the door, but whoever was sending them, wasn’t staying to chitchat. That very first carton after she’d run away from him he’d realized something was wrong. No tic-tac-toe game, and not even the simplest repeat word hint for hangman. 

      He’d never felt more goddamn alone.

      For the first time since he’d been brought into the torture room, he allowed himself to search the two-way mirror. Was she behind it, watching again? Or was the General’s office empty this time? 

      Searing pain on the right side of his neck made him grit his teeth against a groan, bringing him back into reality. 

      “There ya are. I was ’fraid we were losin’ ya, for a second. That there might leave a mark with or without that miracle drug.” Dean’s cackle ended in a cough, but when he finished, he still put his cigarette right back into his mouth. “Ya know, it’s kinda fun doin’ all this after we’ve dosed ya up. Might have to do it again sometime soon. Helluva good idea from the boss, if you ask me.”

      “Trust me…” Phoenix breathed heavily before huffing out the rest of his taunt. “No one cares enough about you to want your opinion.”

      Instant rage boiled over in Dean’s eyes, the only warning before he punched Phoenix square in the face. 

      Blood spurted from his nose and slid down the back of his throat. Instinct and training kicked in, and he held his breath and squeezed his eyes closed to keep from choking. A pounding sensation told him the cartilage was slowly healing back already. 

      The need to itch the already healing cigarette burn on the sensitive flesh of his throat nearly overwhelmed him. He used a technique he’d developed during the quiet moments inside his cell to train and condition his body to relax. Channeling the pent-up energy that always formed during the adrenaline and drug-fueled healing, he tightened and released his muscles in a soothing rhythm. That was the only thing he could use to keep from letting his worry for Callie burrow farther into the hole in his chest.

      Of course, fucking with his captor also helped pass the time. 

      “That all you got, Dean? Take it up a notch, asshole. I never liked bein’ tickled.” 

      “You little—” Dean shouted his rage before stabbing the rest of the cigarette right beside the other burn, stubbing it out. 

      Phoenix’s neck tensed and he grunted while Dean laughed like a madman. The scent of singed flesh filled his nostrils, making him lose almost all control on his gag reflex. Bile slid up his throat, mixing with the blood that coated his tongue. 

      The cigarette stub fell to the ground as Dean grabbed Phoenix by the hair and made him look into those dead hazel eyes. “You know, the General has plans for you today, but I’m thinkin’ I’ll just keep doin’ this—”

      “Let him go, durak.” 

      Dean cursed before flinging Phoenix’s head back, nearly toppling him over from the chair. Relief splashed over him like icy cold water on a burn, until he remembered that Dean’s physical torture was nothing compared to the mind games Vlad was so capable of playing. 

      The large, pale Russian stepped forward slowly, his dark eyes void of any emotion as he spoke. “The General wants you to make a video.”

      “A video?” Phoenix asked before spitting blood out at Dean’s feet. The man growled and lunged for him, but stopped midstride as Vlad cut him a look. It was expressionless, but terrifying all the same. Phoenix knew from experience that the scariest motherfuckers were always the ones who didn’t give a shit. They were the ones you weren’t sure were human anymore.

      “Da. The General wants you to say hello to your friends.” 

      “... Once you know your captor’s identity, they have no plans of letting you get out alive.”

      He gulped as Callie’s words echoed inside his brain. All the videos he’d watched over the years of prisoners of war kneeling on camera right before their execution knifed through his mind. He hadn’t let himself think too much about his teammates, hating that he hadn’t already figured a way out, and also embarrassed to admit that he was beginning to resent them for not finding him yet. 

      But if he kneeled in front of a camera, either to send a message or facilitate his own execution, he knew his teammates would be utterly destroyed. It was how he felt every time he saw one of those videos, without even knowing the POW on the screen. 

      After Yemen and before he was captured, he’d hated violence and death with every fiber of his being, but he’d forced himself to watch every single one of those videos of the soldiers. Seeing their pain, the depth to which they’d gone to hold out for their family and their country, bearing witness out of respect and honor was the least he could do. 

      With every torture session, he felt himself changing, becoming something he didn’t recognize. Thoughts of his teammates, and the gorgeous woman with the curious, dark chocolate-brown eyes were the only two things that got him through it all. He couldn’t subject his team to seeing him break down in front of a camera. 

      “No. Fuck that, I’m not doin’ it.” 

      Dean chuckled but Vlad’s face remained blank as he shrugged. “He thought you would say this.”

      The tall Russian silently glided to the wall to press a button. Suddenly, the two-way mirror changed into a window, revealing the inside of the General’s office. Phoenix’s old commander, the man he hated, leaned back in his computer chair, his fingers threaded behind his head as he turned toward the window. 

      “You don’t want to say hello to your team?” Dicksmith’s gravelly voice was tinny through the speaker. “What’s the problem, Officer Santori? Are you on the outs with them?” He laughed heartily as if he’d told the funniest joke. 

      What a fuckin’ psycho.

      “Is there anything I can do to change your mind?” 

      Phoenix’s swollen eyes narrowed, bracing himself for whatever the General would do to him before finally shaking his head. “Nope.” 

      Dicksmith nodded slowly before he eased up from his chair. “Let’s see about that… shall we?”

      Phoenix’s heart began to race immediately, and cold salty sweat droplets stung a cut already knitting back together on his cheek. Questions tainted his tongue, but he swallowed them down, afraid of the answers. 

      The General pressed a button on his desk before standing in front of the glass with his arms behind his back. “I’ve always loved a good experiment. But you already know that, don’t you? You’ve got one of them running through your veins right now.” 

      As if he’d called to the healing drug itself, his blood burned underneath all his cuts and breaks. He’d only sort of been joking with Dean when he’d taunted him about the wounds. The injuries were practically scratches from child’s play compared to all the other sessions. He’d be healed and horny as fuck in no time at this rate, thanks to the drug’s side effects paired with the adrenaline. 

      The General’s veneers glinted against the fluorescent light like he knew where Phoenix’s thoughts were going. “I also know your bleeding heart is going to get you killed one day, soldier. You’ve got a soft spot for your team, but I’ve noticed you’ve developed one here, too.” 

      Those same brown eyes that got him through the day, flashed like a warning sign in his mind. 

      “No.” The word whispered from his lips, unbidden, but the General must’ve heard anyway. His evil Cheshire grin to a horrifying caricature. 

      “Yes… that’s what I thought.” A knock on the door made him lower his voice. “Just remember, Officer Santori. It’s all up to you. You can make this good for her. All you have to do is say yes to making a video for your crew, as you call them.”

      Phoenix felt his head shake back and forth, even as his heart stalled and his mind sprinted for a potential solution. He couldn’t make that video. No matter what it was for, he knew in his gut it would be used for the worse and destroy his teammates in the process. Most people had no idea what it was like to get tortured, and still felt the urge to judge people for giving in. He knew his team would never do that, but it’d be worse. They’d feel guilty, torture themselves over the knowledge of one of their own having to endure any kind of pain. And if the General murdered him on the video, he knew for a fact that most of his teammates wouldn’t be able to come back from that shit. 

      The General shrugged, an almost gleeful expression brightening his face. “Suit yourself, soldier. It really makes no difference to me. No matter what, I always win.” There was another knock and the General watched him with a smile as he spoke over his shoulder. “Come in.” 

      As the door opened, the General reached for the button on the side of the window. A soft click in the speaker was his first tip that something about the connection was different, followed by a shift in the shading of the window. 

      “You called for me, sir?” Callie walked into the room in a blue nightshirt instead of her normal long white T-shirt. She didn’t look at the window as she shut the door behind her, and before she could take another step inside, the General snatched her by the wrist, making her yelp. 

      “Callie!” Phoenix shouted, but neither of them looked in his direction, telling him that while he could see and hear them, they couldn’t do the same with him. 

      “I did,” Dicksmith growled. “It’s been a while, toy. I wish to play.”

      Bile burned up Phoenix’s throat as he listened helplessly.

      “Y-yes sir,” Callie responded, her voice smaller than he’d ever heard it as she walked to the General’s desk, seemingly looking for something. “Do you have my medicine?” 

      Medicine? What the…

      The General laughed. “Not today, toy.”

      Callie’s beautiful brown eyes snapped up to the man’s face. “What?” 

      “You heard me, toy,” he growled before jerking Callie close to his chest again. “I don’t repeat myself.” 

      “B-but… but I can’t—”

      “You can’t what? Hm? Are you so used up that you can’t come unless you’re high? Do you want to feel good, toy? You think I give a fuck about you?” 

      Callie’s face shuttered as she tried to back away from him, but the General threw her against the window. Her hands barely caught her before her head slammed against the window. But it didn’t matter as the General shoved her into it anyway. 

      “Fuck, let her go!” 

      Callie’s fingertips lightened with the pressure against the glass and her thin cheek flattened, highlighting the paper-thin scar on her cheek. The General threw her blue shirt up over her ass, revealing cotton panties right before he tore them down her legs. Phoenix caught a glimpse of a red mark on her hip before her hem fell back over it. Callie’s slight body and long T-shirt prevented Phoenix from seeing what the General was doing until he removed a condom packet from his pocket.  

      Phoenix bit into his lip, tasting iron, but he refused to look away from the anger and fear behind her eyes, even while he desperately tried to ignore the growing hard-on in his pants. The thought that he was getting turned on over Callie’s pain made him nauseous, but the drugs overrode any willpower he had. Part of him wanted to beg her to fight back, but the other, rational part knew it’d only make it worse for her. 

      “It’s all up to you.”

      “Stop it!” Phoenix yelled, but the General couldn’t hear him. 

      His fingers tore at Callie’s hair as he tilted her head back, baring her throat right as he forced himself on her. 

      “NO!” he shouted again, begging this time. “Stop! Please!” 

      Furious tears filled her eyes as the monster picked up speed, and she cried out once before slapping her hand over her mouth. 

      “That’s it, toy. Cry for us. Let him see what he’s doing to you.” 

      Her eyes widened, obviously confused as to what he was saying, before she looked hard into the window. Phoenix knew she couldn’t see him, but he kept his focus on her eyes anyway.

      Deep thrusts made him and Callie both wince, but the General growled in frustration. He shoved her against the glass, pulling out of her before grabbing something on his desk. 

      What is… 

      “No! Callie, run!” he screamed helplessly.

      Oblivious about what was happening behind her, Callie’s fingers splayed on the window and she squinted into it, as if she was still trying to find him. The General pressed his forearm against her neck as he inserted into her again. This time, however, a knife shined in his other hand. 

      “Stop it, motherfucker!” Different words burned his throat, trying to claw their way out so all this would end. He already hated himself for not saying them in the beginning, but they still wouldn’t budge. Visions of his teammates’ faces while they watched him die, flashed in his head, but he shook it hard, ignoring the aching migraine pounding back. 

      Callie must’ve finally seen the knife in the mirror, but the look in her eyes was one he couldn’t identify. Her face blanked right before the General brought the knife to her nape and glided it down, cutting the T-shirt as he went. She cried out in agony as blood dripped down the falling shirt. Once the scarlet and blue fabric fell away, Phoenix watched as the liquid slid down her sides, outlining an angry-red star burned in her upper hip. Phoenix’s emotions finally boiled over, making him go out of his mind.  

      “Fuck, okay! I’ll do it! I’ll do it! I’ll make the video! Tell him to fuckin’ stop!”

      Vlad knocked on the window and both the General and Callie stilled. A maniacal laugh exploded from the General, making Callie jump. Without leaving her, he slammed his hand against the button beside the window. Callie’s teary eyes snapped to Phoenix’s. When her lip trembled, he couldn’t take it anymore, and a sob broke from his chest.

      The General’s voice traveled over the speaker. “So that’s a yes, then, soldier?” 

      “Yes,” Phoenix coughed before leveling all his hate at the General. “I’ll fuckin’ do it. Just let her go.” 

      “Aw… that’s sweet. But I’m afraid I can’t do that.” The General chuckled. “You caved too quickly and I’m not quite finished playing with my toy. But…” He pointed the bloody knife at him through the window. “Thanks to you, I can make sure she enjoys it now. I’ve had a special mix concocted. Works in seconds. Miracle drug, really.” 

      The man pulled something from his pocket before twisting her hair around his hand. 

      “Stop it!” Phoenix cried out with her as the General shoved whatever was in his hand down her throat. Her eyes pinched closed as she choked on whatever it was—pills maybe—before finally gulping them down. Almost immediately, her shoulders sagged, seemingly from a combination of relief and drugs.

      Finally, her eyes opened again, already clouding with whatever he’d given her. She found Phoenix’s gaze again, and the pain, embarrassment, anger, and confusion warring inside those big brown eyes, made his own sting. He vaguely registered that the General was moving behind her again, but Phoenix swallowed past his guilt and rage, focusing on the woman who’d been with him from the beginning. 

      “It’s okay, brown eyes. I’m here.”
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      Amber eyes shone back at her. She could’ve sworn she’d seen 813 shed an actual tear. It made no sense whatsoever, but his assurance somehow provided her more relief than the drug already coursing through her system. They were both stuck in the hellish situation and for the first time in the underground, she wasn’t alone to endure it all by herself.

      When the General had first opened the window, revealing 813 on the other side, shame had filled her down to her core. Her back burned like it was on fire, but inside flamed with embarrassment. The sliced-up shirt had already fallen to the ground in crimson tatters, baring her breasts and body to the men in the torture room, and an overwhelming sense of defeat had made her visibly shake.  

      But, she was stronger than that, goddamnit. This was playtime, right? She’d been through worse than the limp dick of a general playing with her from behind. That was her usual mantra, anyway. She’d thought that having 813 bear witness to her weakness would be more torture than anything else the General could do to her. That was before she saw the emotions swirling in his eyes. 

      “It’s okay, brown eyes. I’m here.” 

      She’d been so caught up in her own emotion, it’d taken her way too long to see how battered and bruised he was. What had they been doing to him? What had led to this? Was the punishment for him too? 

      Her mind wandered but she focused on 813. He kept eye contact with her, encouraging her without a trace of judgment, telling her everything would be okay. Damn, did she want to believe him.

      The General’s enhanced sextasy drug worked fast, burning in her veins. It sent liquid need to her core, just in time for the General to begin again. Her body moaned without her permission and she bit her lip so hard she tasted blood as she averted her eyes to the ground and shook her head. 

      “Callie, no. Don’t do that. Don’t look away. Look at me, baby. I’m here. You’re a fighter, right? You can get through this.” 

      His voice echoed over the speaker and her head jerked back up, her dazed eyes following behind with the motion as she met those amber pools. Hot spittle coated her ear as the General hissed behind her. 

      “Well, isn’t that cute. The toy has found a new playmate. Watch him, toy. I want that bastard to see you coming all over my dick. To see me fuck what he’ll never be able to have.”

      With her body growing more pliant by the second, she obeyed both of them, staring into 813’s eyes, the invisible connection between them a lifeline grasped desperately. Liquid gold captivated her as a droplet of moisture fell down his cheek. 

      Why did he care? He was just another trafficker like the rest of them, and she was just another vic—

      No. I chose this. I’m here for a reason. I’m not like the others. I’m not like Annie. This is for Annie, but I can leave whenever—

      Explosive, white hot agony blinded her as another slice dug into her spine. In front of her, 813 went mad as the General led the knife down her skin. The other guard grew pale as he looked on, and Vlad walked out to answer his damn phone like this was a regular business meeting.

      These people are fucking monsters.

      “Pay attention, toy, or I’ll do it again.”

      “I told you I’d do the video! Stop hurtin’ her, motherfucker!” Prisoner 813’s cries felt genuine in her foggy mind, and his angry eyes melted back to sincerity as they met hers. “Give in, Callie. Just let go and let whatever he’s given you work. I’m right here. Be where you need to be, and let go.” 

      The last thing she wanted to do was feel any type of pleasure, but she nodded lightly at 813. 

      Be where I need to be.

      She focused on those shining amber eyes and fell, getting lost in the moment, accepting the delusion and letting the haze take her and 813 away. 

      When she opened her eyes, Phoenix stood from the chair with ease, unbound and uninjured. He walked toward her as the harsh lights and hard lines of the room disappeared, leaving just the two of them. She blinked again, and it was Phoenix’s hands gripping her hips, pulling her toward his body with each stroke inside her.   

      “Phoenix,” she moaned, catching the slight look of real confusion on his face before she tipped her head back to chase the orgasm he was giving her in her mind. A twisted thrill rippled up her body and she cried out. 

      “That’s it, Callie, just give in. It’s okay.” His voice broke at the end, and she felt tears fall freely from her eyes.

      “It’s okay,” she repeated Phoenix’s hoarse words back to him and pinched her eyes closed to ignore the angry grunts behind her, securing the illusion. 

      She was going insane, allowing one trafficker to soothe the misery caused by another. Self-hatred and disgust threatened to cloud her vision, but she focused on Phoenix and his continuous string of encouragement. 

      Those calloused hands she loved so much were rough on the soft skin of her hips, and she imagined him tracing the brand there without a hint of shame on either side. He would dig his fingertips into her skin in a way that would make her clit tingle. She wanted him to mark her. To make every bruise and scar a promise of the future they could have instead of a reminder of her lonely past. She never used to like pain during sex, but being a toy, and being played with all the time by vile men, made her wonder if she’d be able to enjoy an orgasm without agony, or if the two were inexplicably entwined now. 

      Her back burned thanks to the fresh cut there. Warm blood dripped down her cold, clammy skin, and she couldn’t separate the sensation that it was all pooling deep in her core, mixing with the heated desire boiling inside.  

      Another cry escaped her. She opened her eyes again and moved her hands up to the window, pushing back into the force behind her so she could chase that high that was so close. 

      “That’s it, brown eyes. Just give in.” 

      Something in Phoenix’s voice made her really see him. It finally registered that he’d been talking to her nonstop, but now his raspy commands were being ground out through gritted teeth. His neck strained and every toned muscle was taut. Her eyes drifted down his body until she found the hard length pressing inside his pants. 

      Fuck, they dosed him before they tortured him this time?

      He was going to scar. What they did to people in this place was awful, but whenever they used the medication, at least there weren’t any physical reminders. Not that Phoenix needed to worry about reminders. Dead people don’t need to remember, and he’d signed his death warrant when he demanded to see the General. They were never going to let him out alive. 

      Still, knowing that his few final days in this hellhole would have that constant reminder of his torture, made her heart tighten. 

      “It’s okay, baby. Don’t cry, just let go.” Phoenix’s encouragement made her realize the heated streaks down her face were her own tears, and she wiped them away. 

      “You too,” she managed to mutter through the haze in her mind. The sextasy always made her brain foggy, a necessary side effect to make sure she didn’t think too much as her body betrayed her. “You can let go, too.” 

      He shook his head violently as her body rocked forward. Her hair was wrenched back as she was shoved into the window again. She barely caught herself in time before slamming her cheek against the glass. Phoenix cried out with her, both of their voices a strangled, confused yelp of rapturous misery.

      “It’s okay,” she whispered, holding Phoenix’s gaze, nodding and trying to encourage him to give in to the same fantasy she was allowing herself. His hands stroking down her skin, finding her clit and massaging it until it fluttered under his touch. Her sensitive skin blazed when Phoenix’s fingers twisted her nipple and his name escaped on a low moan from her chest. 

      At the same time, Phoenix’s gritted teeth couldn’t hold back her name as he shouted from deep inside. They both climbed that peak at the same time, and just as she reached the top, Phoenix’s body shuddered with hers. 

      “Fuck!” Phoenix trembled in his seat as he yelped out his pleasure, spurring hers on. Her pussy tightened and released around the invasion inside her, demanding satisfaction even while the rest of her wanted to vomit with every motion. 

      Finally, the movements inside and out slowed to a halt. There was another wheezing grunt before the man withdrew, leaving her emptier than she’d ever felt. A cavernous confusion ate into her soul, the same one that always threatened to leave her nothing but a husk, every part of her busted and used. 

      Like a broken toy. 

      Her eyes clenched shut. A sob clawed from her chest and she slapped her hand over her mouth to try to hide it. She stretched her fingers against the glass to keep herself from collapsing. 

      No. I will not feel ashamed of this. I am doing what I have to. I won’t feel guilty. I won’t. I— 

      A choking sound in front of her made her lift her face to meet those golden eyes. The ones that had just helped her through the fucked-up situation she was in. Tears flowed freely down Phoenix’s cheeks, washing paths through the slick blood, his stare still strong on her, as if he was refusing to let himself leave her side. 

      “It’s okay,” he promised. “Not every fight uses fists, Callie. And you’re a fighter. Remember that.” He collapsed back into his chair, just as spent as she was. “It’s okay.”

      His words were like a balm to her soul, reminding her of who she was meant to be. Who she fought for. She nodded and repeated his last words back to him, hoping they were enough. “It’s okay.” 

      “Enough,” the General growled right before slamming his hand against the wall, making the window go black again. 

      Her eyes never left the spot where gold had glistened back at her.
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      “Quit movin’, princess. They won’t let me cut you up before this stupid video, but that don’t mean I’ll be held accountable if you do it to your own damn self.” 

      At Dean’s warning, the straight razor blade smoothed down Phoenix’s cheek again. The dull razor sounded like sandpaper over dry tree bark. It didn’t feel much better thanks to the coarse beard he’d grown since he’d arrived, but Phoenix didn’t dare flinch a muscle. 

      “You know what I was thinkin’? What if you accidentally cut yourself so bad that you bleed out right here? Can’t make a video if you’re six feet under, though.” His tormentor’s chuckle made his cuffed hands clench and unclench behind him. “Wait, who am I kiddin’? You ain’t gonna be buried. That’s a waste of resources. You’d be burned up in our crematorium.”

      Of course the General has his very own crematorium. Sick motherfucker.

      He said nothing as he gritted his teeth. Something told him that Dean would get in much worse trouble than he would if he wound up on camera with a cut on his face, but he didn’t want to take the risk. One wrong move from this psycho could end him, and then how would Callie escape? 

      That mindset had been his sole focus ever since he’d been forced to watch the General rape an orgasm from her. The memory made his stomach tighten. 

      He logically knew the medicine they’d shot him up with was mostly to blame, but he couldn’t escape the fact that her pain had turned him on so much that he’d reached his own release without any other stimulation. Whether it was watching her in the throes of her own pleasure, the medicine, or her agony alone, he didn’t know. He hoped it was the drugs’ fault, but it was hard to know. He’d been enduring his own torture trying to figure it out.

      There was no way to know how long ago that was. All he knew was that he’d slept twice and had four Ensure cartons since then, so it could’ve been anywhere between two and six days. None of the cartons had any games on them.

      Which meant he had no idea if Callie was okay. That day with the General had been the first time he’d seen her in weeks, and the last time he’d seen her since. He’d demanded to know how she was, but no one was sharing—not even a single gloating taunt from Dean—which only scared the shit out of him more. All he knew was that he needed to be a good little soldier if he was going to see her again. 

      His only consolation was knowing that she was likely alive. He had no doubt that the General planned to keep her around, if for no other reason than to use her to torture Phoenix. He dreaded when that would be and hoped they wouldn’t dose him up beforehand. He couldn’t stand the thought of coming to her screams again. 

      “Whatcha thinkin’ about there, princess? Miss your little girlfriend?” 

      Phoenix bristled, resisting the urge to punch him in the face. Not that he’d be able to, of course, since he was strapped and cuffed to the metal chair he was beginning to actually get used to. He didn’t give Dean the satisfaction of answering, instead imagining what it’d be like to strip him of the razor and stab him through the eyes, or that gnarly circular scar on his neck. The thought drew a wicked smile for a brief second before he dropped it just as quickly.

      Fuck, I’m losin’ it.

      “What are you so happy for? Oh…” A disgusting, yellow grin curled on the man’s face as he stood upright and pointed the razor at him. The overhead fluorescent lights glinted on the blade. “Are you thinkin’ of your boyfriend, then?”

      Phoenix frowned and pulled back, unable to hide his confusion. “Boyfriend? What’re you talkin’ about now?” 

      The last guy he’d been with had been almost a year ago, a bouncer at Original Sin. He’d been nice and all, but he sure as hell had never been Phoenix’s boyfriend. 

      “You don’t think I know about your little gay bromance with a certain Officer Henry Brown?” 

      Of course, he’s a homophobe. What a trash human.

      Henry’s innocent face flitted across his mind. Ever since Yemen, Phoenix had been on the outs with his MF7 teammates at BlackStone. He’d depended on fucking and drinking to get him through and once his normal strip club buddy, Devil, found his own girl, Phoenix had befriended the officer who’d been helping their team out. Phoenix now considered him his best friend, and the realization that he was on this fucker’s radar made his protective instincts flare up. He kept his mouth shut though, fighting the temptation to headbutt the man when he leaned back over to continue shaving him. 

      “Yeah… I know all about Officer Brown,” Dean explained anyway. “A lil’ birdy told me y’all spend an awful lot of time together. I’d expect a pretty boy like you to be into both dicks and chicks, but I never woulda guessed ol’ Henry swang that way.”

      Phoenix breathed through his anger, refusing to take the bait. He was in no way ashamed that he was bi, but it got old real quick when motherfuckers tried to make him feel that way. And it wasn’t even like that with Henry. 

      Sure, the guy was good-looking, but Henry in fact didn’t “swang that way.” Phoenix had never wanted to ruin their good relationship by exploring something that’d just end up awkward. Besides, Phoenix was as fucked up as they came. It was better to stick to romance novels and casual transactions with the bouncers and dancers at Original Sin rather than add feelings into his bullshit. 

      He opened his mouth to defend his friendship as just that, until Dean’s wording hit him. “Wait, you know Henry?” 

      Dean chuckled. “Sure do. Best trainee I ever had.” 

      The world spun and Phoenix gulped despite the fact that Dean was shaving down his Adam’s apple. “You trained Henry?”

      “Yup. I was an FTO before I ditched that shithole. Leaving the Ashland County Sheriff’s Office was the best decision I ever made.” 

      This asshole was Henry’s field training officer? Why didn’t he tell me? Was he embarrassed? Ashamed?

      The realization sent Phoenix’s brain reeling so hard it made him dizzy. It took him a second to figure out Dean was wiping the shaving cream off his face with the towel that’d sheltered the uniform Dean had fitted over him. The guy had somehow still been able to button the top half even though it was draped around his bound arms. From the positioning of the camera, it probably looked sufficient. 

      The uniform felt much bigger than anything he’d worn in the Army, but he wasn’t sure if that was because of the starvation or if it was actually a bigger size. He’d been doing as many calisthenic exercises as he could in spite of the shackles. They not only passed the time, but they kept him ready for whenever he and Callie would make a break for it. Despite the workouts, he wouldn’t have been surprised if he’d lost muscle mass. 

      “There. All done, princess. It’s showtime.” 

      Dean strode to stand behind the video camera, flipping the pop-out screen to the side. “Gotta make sure you look all beautiful for your fag friends.” 

      Phoenix rolled his eyes. 

      “Now, now. None of that attitude, soldier.” The General’s voice came over the speaker just before the two-way mirror became fully transparent again. 

      The bastard sat behind his desk, stroking Callie’s hair while she sat on his lap in another long blue shirt. She stared at Phoenix, completely void of emotion other than her thin lips carving a grim line in her sallow face. 

      His heart stuttered with worry. Are they feeding you, brown eyes? 

      “We need you to be on your best behavior, soldier.” He tugged a wavy raven lock so hard she winced. “Or I’ll be forced to partake in a little incentive again.” 

      A nearly imperceptible shudder shook her shoulders, but the General laughed, obviously pleased with the reaction.  

      “I said I’d do it,” Phoenix gritted out, finally dragging his eyes back to Dean where he held cue cards up. “I won’t comply if you hurt her again.” 

      General Dicksmith chuckled again. “It’s always such a pleasure to work with men who think they have any negotiating power at all. Your confidence is nothing short of admirable, if not also pathetic. But don’t worry, soldier. I’ve already had my fill of her today…” His words drifted off as Phoenix’s eyes flitted over her body, checking for injuries. 

      Her blue shirt seemed new and relatively unmarred, as did her smooth, dark-olive skin. Except for the fingerprints on her neck and the deep bags underneath her eyes. Whatever these monsters were doing to her was finally taking its toll, sucking her soul dry. He had to get them out of there quick, or by the time they escaped there’d be nothing left of her… or him. 

      “You gonna talk, or are we gonna do this?” Phoenix growled out, still a little surprised by how low his ragged vocal cords could get now. 

      The General frowned but nodded once. “Very well. Proceed, Mr. Jones.” Dicksmith returned his gaze to Phoenix. “And don’t forget, soldier, one wrong move or word, and I have no problem playing with her again.” 

      Phoenix felt his jaw tic and immediately regretted the show of emotion when Dicksmith smiled gleefully. He blanked his face before jutting out his chin. “Understood.”

      It took every ounce of willpower he had left, but Phoenix drew his attention away from the woman being openly groped in front of him and stared at the cue cards Dean held up. When the red light appeared on the camera, he began to read. 

      “My name is Chief Warrant Officer Felix Santori. The BlackStone Securities team knows me by my call sign, Phoenix.” He glared into the camera, enunciating each word with hostility, hoping his team would be able to read between the lines. “I have a message from the General.”
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      “First… General Smithers wants to thank you for your service to him over the past several years in MF7. We’ve been instrumental to his plan—” Jesus H. Christ, at least there’s no way they think I’d say this on my own. I don’t talk like a fuckin’ robot. “Over the past several years, our help in taking down competitors was crucial in ensuring the growth of his operation. With MF7 in his corner, we successfully eliminated human traffickers across the world, allowing him to take the spoils and repurpose the product for his own profit…”

      Phoenix’s voice drifted off as he reread the cue card. “Wait… what the fuck?” 

      He whipped his head from the cue card to the General. Phoenix couldn’t read Callie’s expression, but the General’s was one of pure, unadulterated triumph. He whispered something into Callie’s ear before she nodded. 

      His heart thundered in his chest as he watched her silently leave the office, never looking back at him. “Where’d she go? Why did she leave? And what the hell did I just read?”

      The General stood and placed his hands behind his back, standing at attention with his smug face sending hot fury through Phoenix’s veins. 

      “You don’t need to worry about her, soldier. She’s serving her purpose, just like you’re about to. Keep reading.”

      “No, I’m not readin’ this shit without a goddamn explanation.”

      “Keep reading… and I’ll give one.” 

      Phoenix huffed through his nose, his heart pounding painfully. “No.”

      “Very well. Maybe you need incentive again.” He shrugged. “I sent my toy to go play in her room, but I can always call her back in… have a little fun with her. You saw how much she loved it last time—”

      “Okay!” Panic pricked cold sweat on his brow. “Okay! Okay… I’ll do it.” 

      A Cheshire smile spread across the General’s face as he remained standing. “Excellent. Proceed. And do give us a good show, soldier. I don’t want to have to bring her back in here. She’s a rather busy woman tonight.”

      And what the fuck does that mean?

      Phoenix shook his head, knowing he couldn’t ask that question either. Even if he got an answer, he was sure he wouldn’t want to hear it. 

      He brought his gaze back to the cue cards and breathed deeply before continuing. “Without us, General Smithers wouldn’t have the empire he does today. Politicians and billionaires eat out of the palm of his hand. He’s unstoppable. And that’s where this message comes in.”

      “General Smithers commands you to stop. You’ve been a thorn in his side for long enough. He thought you would’ve given up by now after Yemen and having a traitor in your midst.”

      A traitor? Who the hell is a traitor?

      A shadow approached his periphery, but Phoenix didn’t need to look to know Vlad now stood behind him. The addition of the Russian giant would no doubt deal the chilling blow the General intended with the following threat. 

      “If you don’t back off, the General and his men will come for you. Jaybird, he’ll come for Jules and your daughter Katie-Belle. Devil, he’ll come for Ellie. Snake, he’ll come for Naomi and her daughter, Thea—” Dean’s hands trembled on the cue cards, making it harder for Phoenix to read. He narrowed his eyes on the thin Sharpie lines and focused on delivering the rest of the message, only for his voice to break in the middle. “Draco, he’ll come for Nora—shit, Draco’s awake?” 

      “Read, soldier.” 

      Phoenix’s mind spun. Draco, his teammate, had been in a coma for over a year after saving Nora, the brilliant hacker who had practically become a member of the team since then. And now he was awake. 

      Fuck, I need to get back home.

      But he wouldn’t be able to do that unless he got through this video. Whenever they got the video, they’d know who was behind everything, and hopefully have something to finally go off of to come rescue him. He’d been racking his brain, too, trying to come up with a plan for escape. It was hard though with all the goddamn torture, starvation, and Callie to worry about. It’d been nearly impossible to think beyond the immediate moment. 

      Later. I’ll figure it out later.

      He licked his lips and kept reading. “And Hawk, you know who he’ll come for. The General wants you to know that no matter how special she is, he already took out his own half-brother, Mitchell Strickland. He has no qualms with finding her, and getting rid of her, too.” 

      Confusion made Phoenix’s brow wrinkle as he tried to remember all the moving parts he’d just read. Mitchell Strickland was one of the perverts busted with sex trafficking victims. He, Hawk, and Devil had taken him down themselves, but he’d died in the hospital. They’d all suspected the sudden heart attack was foul play. Now they had their confirmation. 

      But who was Hawk’s girl? There was only ever one he’d been interested in… but surely the General wouldn’t stoop that low.

      As if he could read his mind, General Smithers spoke over the speaker, no doubt intending to be heard on the camera Dean hadn’t switched off yet. “I am capable of many things. Believe me, I would love for you to test my limits. That will be all, gentleman. May we never see each other again.” 

      Dean pressed a button on the video camera and the red recording light flickered off. 

      A tinny clap resounded over the speaker, drawing Phoenix’s eyes toward the General. “Very good, soldier. You did a fine job. I might even let my girl bring you lunch and dinner today. You’ve earned it.” 

      My girl. 

      Callie’s fiery brown eyes flashed in his mind. “I am no one’s.”

      “She’s not yours,” Phoenix growled. 

      The General burst into laughter that grated against Phoenix’s skin. “Oh, it’s honestly sad, soldier. You and that bleeding heart of yours are so predictable.” His laugh trailed off, leaving a smirk. “I look forward to slowly crushing that idealistic spirit of yours.” The General glared at Dean, all the mirth leaving his face as he adopted the commanding presence Phoenix and his teammates knew him for. “You know what to do, Mr. Jones. I trust you’ll see the prisoner back to his quarters. Vlad… come to my office.” 

      With that, the General pressed the button that turned the window back into a darkened two-way mirror. Vlad’s menacing presence disappeared, taking all of Phoenix’s bated breath with him. Only Dean and Phoenix were left in the room, but despite Phoenix craving some sort of personal connection with someone, he had no desire to spark a conversation. 

      That didn’t stop Dean though. 

      “You’re an idiot.” The man chuckled as he packed up the camera and set it on the ground outside the tall metal cabinet. 

      Phoenix narrowed his eyes, but instead of taking the bait, he decided to taunt his torturer. “They still don’t trust you enough to give you a key to that, huh?” 

      Dean snapped lackluster hazel eyes to him before sneering. “You think you’re so special, huh? Well, you got taken for a fool just now, you know.” 

      Phoenix rolled his eyes, not giving two shits about what this guy thought of him. Dean pressed on.

      “Did you know that your team thinks you’re the bad guy?” 

      Despite wanting to ignore the guy, his words made Phoenix’s heart stutter. “What are you talkin’ about?” 

      Dean’s satisfied smile curled across his face. “Oh, yeah. They think you were behind bombin’ the facility. And lettin’ Ascot go. With that performance you gave them, they’ll probably think you’re in cahoots with the General, too.” 

      “Man, fuck you. They’d never believe I’m in league with the General. Quit lyin’.” 

      They wouldn’t… right? Why would they believe that? Didn’t they see me gettin’ marched away at gunpoint on the security footage?

      Unless the security feed got damaged…

      No. They still wouldn’t think that about their own teammate. There’s no way.

      Expecting Dean to gloat more, Phoenix balked when all he did was shrug and tear off the uniform he’d put over Phoenix’s disgusting shirt, leaving him in the same clothes he’d been in for what felt like months. 

      “Suit yourself, princess. I don’t give a fuck if you believe me or not. I hope I’m there whenever you do figure it out. Goddamn, will that be a fun show.” 

      “Fuck off, Dean. You act like you’re not a captive just like the rest of us.”

      “The rest of us, huh? Who else are you talkin’ about? Surely, you’re not talkin’ about Callie, are you?” Dean gave a sinister bark of laughter before tossing the uniform top onto the camera. “See, that’s the funniest part of all this.” 

      “What is?” Phoenix asked without meaning to. He stood quickly, avoiding Dean’s usual roughness whenever he jerked him up from the chair. 

      “You did all this for your so-called captive friend, Callie. You got all bent outta shape about the General fuckin’ her, but she loves it, man.”

      Weeks and weeks of torture. Constant taunts and interrogation. Succumbing to making a video that would no doubt hurt his friends. The resolve Phoenix had held on to for so long was finally crumbling, his head spinning. Dean’s accusations couldn’t possibly be true, but then again, he said them so matter-of-factly, like the truth really didn’t matter to him. 

      Phoenix could handle physical pain all day, but mind games? His willpower didn’t stand a chance. Dean usually stuck to physically beating him up, but if this was his version of mental torture, it worked. Fury at the fact that he was letting this idiot get to him welled up in his chest. Phoenix wasn’t sure how much more he could take for the day, but Dean didn’t relent as he steered him out of the torture room. 

      “You should see that cunt in action. There’s a reason she made it all the way to the top to be the General’s whore—fuck!” 

      Phoenix headbutted the motherfucker from behind, relishing the crunching sound from the bastard’s nose. 

      “Don’t. Call. Her. That.”

      This wasn’t part of any getaway plan. He was still handcuffed and had no idea how to get anywhere except to the General’s office. But when Dean stood upright again, holding his face and trying to keep the blood from spurting everywhere, a feeling of accomplishment filled Phoenix’s chest with pride. His demented mind fantasized ripping the man’s entire head off with his cuffed hands.

      Dean groaned and huffed, and for a second Phoenix was sure he was about to get knocked back, but Dean wiped his hand on his jeans and shook his head with a bloody grin. “Oh… now this is gonna be fun.”  

      Phoenix tensed up, readying himself for the blow, but it never came. Instead, Dean jerked his shoulder and shoved him through the halls, obviously having forgotten to cover his head with the black bag. Phoenix kept track of each corner they rounded, each door they entered. Unfortunately, the idiot had the wherewithal to at least cover his code on the security pin pad, but he tried to memorize the soft beeps in his head. 

      Kinda sounds like “Twinkle Twinkle Little Star.”

      He had no idea what could happen if he messed up the codes. Were there additional safety measures in place for false entries? That might have to be part of the plan that he keeps thinking about. He was planning his escape with every step until Dean threw him into a dark room. It took Phoenix a few blinks to be able to see anything, registering late what he was seeing. 

      “If the bigwigs in there are too fancy, the General still lets us guards enjoy the show from here.”

      The nearly pitch-black room only had a few chairs lined up, almost as if it was a viewing room for whatever was on the other side of the window. 

      No. Not a window. He squinted to peer through it, realizing it was another two-way mirror, like the one in the torture room. But no one on the other side of this mirror looked like they were being tortured. 

      A group of men in suits laughed and smoked cigars in a semicircle, staring at a barely dressed, dark-haired woman dancing on a low-lit stage. It reminded him of the countless nights he’d gotten wasted with Henry at the strip club. They’d use the dances to take their picks before going to fuck the dancers in private rooms.  

      The woman on the stage twirled around a chrome pole, twisting and turning in midair as Phoenix’s heart felt like it did the same. He couldn’t make out who it was by her face, but her lithe body and flowing hair made his stomach clench just before she landed back on the ground. She glided seductively on tall black heels, her skintight string bikini threatening to fall as she made her way down the stairs toward the men. 

      The sight drew Phoenix to the window, entranced like the men ogling her, until his breaths fogged the glass. She caressed each one, gave a couple of them a tantalizing lap dance. They untied her strings, groping at the star scarred into her hip that Phoenix had seen a glimpse of days before. She didn’t fight them back, no, she giggled. 

      Fucking giggled.

      “Did you really think she would’ve lasted this long if she wasn’t useful to him?” 

      She let them fondle her right before straddling one of them. The man stroked her thighs and she tipped her head back with a smile. 

      Callie.

      When she leveled her head again, her dark eyes widened as they landed on the window. She stopped her movements, her smile faltering.

      “Can she… can she see me right now?” He couldn’t tell in the dark room whether he was blocked from her or not.

      Dean grunted. “I’d bet the mirror’s switched to a window on her side. It sure does look like it, don’t it?” 

      Phoenix’s cock thickened in his jeans as he looked on in a mix of horror and lust, wondering what she would do next. Would she be embarrassed? Give him some sign that she was in danger, doing this under duress? 

      Slightly unfocused eyes narrowed on him and she returned his stare until something that looked a lot like rage settled in her gaze. She bent low to the man holding her, tugging his hair and pulling his head to the side as she licked up the shell of his ear and whispered, watching Phoenix the entire time. His heart split into a million pieces as she glared at him, seemingly daring him to do… something, although what he didn’t know. Phoenix couldn’t tell if the man she was all over had pants on, or if his dick was in his hands like some of the other men in the room, but if her movements were any indication, he was straight up fucking her. 

      And she loved it.

      The man nodded and seemingly said something back, making her laugh again, a sound Phoenix couldn’t hear but despite everything, desperately wished he could. It made him realize he never had. Sarcastic huffs, here and there, sure. But not anything like he saw in front of him.

      Dean was right. Phoenix had made one of those godforsaken dying declaration videos for his friends, thinking he was protecting the woman in front of him. The woman who was currently having the time of her life fucking all these men. 

      “I’m not the damsel in distress you seem to think I am.”

      Phoenix felt his expression shutter closed and he told himself he couldn’t care less when her face did the same. He tore away from the window and turned toward the door. 

      “I’ve seen enough.” 

      “Damn.” Dean chuckled and gripped his arm. “I wish I’d realized all I had to do to rile you up was make you watch your whore get fucked. I would’ve worked that into my routine a whole lot sooner. Now do you believe me about your little friends, too?”

      Phoenix’s jaw ticced, but he had nothing to say. Aside from not wanting to speak his fears aloud, he was at a loss for words. And what was the point? None of it mattered. 

      Not when he’d lost everything else, too.
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      “Henry, great to have you.” Hawk’s commanding voice echoed over Henry’s phone screen. “We’re only wrapping up a few mundane updates this time. Snake and I wanted to connect on Nora and Draco’s progress. We’ve heard from them, but it’s looking like a bust so far.”  

      Shit. Still nothin’.

      Henry had asked Hawk to be kept informed on the latest fact-finding mission that began a few days ago, but there’d been nothing of value to share with Vlad. Henry was starting to get nervous. If he couldn’t prove his usefulness, then he’d end up like Dean. Or worse… like Phoenix. 

      “Short wrap-up. Got it. Where’s everyone else?”

      “Oh…” Hawk sighed. “Looks like it’s just going to be me and Snake. This is what I was talking about in the meeting the other day. We’re stretched a little thin as a team, right now. It’s why we sent Nora and Draco to go on this particular assignment. It’s more about gathering information than an actual mission, so sending them shouldn’t be too much for them. Everyone’s so busy with the new changes in their own lives, it’s hard to be productive business-wise.”  

      Henry tsked. “Those women they’ve found will take them all down, I swear.”

      “Nice.” Snake’s dry huff of laughter made Henry squirm on his couch. He couldn’t tell if it was mocking or not. “Let’s get started, shall we?”

      “Sounds good,” Hawk answered. “Draco and Nora are in the field, finding those women who mysteriously disappeared after the Ashland Elite Scholarship Foundation.” 

      “Yeah, where are they again?” Henry asked. “I can see if I have any cop buddies nearby that can help.”

      I’d have to have some first.

      He swallowed back his self-pity. There was no more room for that. Things were looking up lately—

      Not for Phoenix.

      Henry closed his eyes, mentally shaking away the negative thoughts. When he opened them again, he saw Hawk tracing his lip as he shook his head slightly. 

      “We want to keep this on the DL. After the last fundraiser we raided, we signed on as federal liaisons, but there are still some things we’re trying to keep under wraps.”

      “Oh yeah… that’s right.” Henry decided to let the issue drop. Asking again might garner suspicion he couldn’t afford. 

      Compliment them. That always works.

      “That takedown was great, by the way. If it weren’t for that room key’s malfunction, y’all could’ve gone completely unnoticed. You must’ve scared the shit out of Strickland kickin’ down those doors.”

      Henry chuckled at the visual, but a pause made his forced smile weaken at the edges. 

      “Yeah…” Snake finally ventured as he removed his glasses and wiped away some smudges with his shirt on his third of the phone screen. “The hotel’s security was better than I thought. I’d hacked into the mainframe so the team could get into the room undetected, but someone overrode me right before we needed it.” 

      Shit.

      “Yeah… weird. They must’ve had someone in the control room at just the wrong time.”

      So stupid. Why did I point that out? Snake’s smart as fuck. 

      He’d been at the hotel that night too, and if Henry tipped his hand too much, it’d take no brainpower at all for Snake to put two and two together. 

      He’d have to suspect me first. And I’m practically part of the goddamn team at this point.

      “Must have,” Snake mumbled, seeming disappointed with the truth of the statement. 

      “So who all have they found?” Henry tried again.

      “They’re looking for four women. Two, we’ve already confirmed, so to speak. The last two are a mystery. Calianne Castellanos—” 

      Snake changed his picture out for Calianne Castellanos’s, and Henry barely stopped himself from sucking in a breath. The drugged, raven-haired woman he’d seen at the General’s compound days before, stared back at him, fresh faced with a sad smile and deep, dark-brown eyes. The unblemished dark-olive skin was nothing like the sallow, scarred cheeks of the woman from the compound. 

      She’s been there for two years? Jesus Christ.

      “Castellanos was indeed at the fundraiser, but we don’t know what happened to her after that. From what Nora and Draco have found out so far, we think she was able to leave, but we’re unsure. We know she has a sister, Callista, and her parents are dead, but it’s almost like her sister has disappeared, too. It’s like someone’s scrubbed their existence.”

      “This search is off-the-record with the FBI,” Hawk volunteered. “For now. But if we need to, we’ll approach them, see if they know anything about her.” 

      Henry’s fingers began to sweat. He wiped them on his jeans before switching his phone in his hands. Thankfully, Snake didn’t seem to notice Henry’s fidgeting, and continued.

      “The last one,” —another picture appeared of a woman with dark-blonde hair set against tan skin. She didn’t ring a bell, but he remembered this one seemed of particular interest to the General. “H. Smith is again… a mystery. There are over two million people in the US with the last name of Smith and her name and gender are all we’ve got. Hawk and I have discussed that she may be too much of an anomaly for us to put effort in. She likely just crashed the party.”

      Fuck, of course the one the General has the most interest in is the one they have nothing on. 

      “Have you run her through facial recognition? That could help.” 

      “Yup. Nothing,” Snake answered. “But we’ll be getting more info from Nora and Draco soon. They say they think they’re onto something.”

      “Really? Like what?”

      Snake opened his mouth but Hawk interrupted him. “Too soon to tell, honestly. We’ll keep you posted though.” 

      Henry nodded, trying not to let the curt response get to him. “Well if there’s anything to learn, your team will find it. You guys are unstoppable.” 

      “Especially with your help, Henry. We couldn’t do all this without you.” Hawk pointed at him with a wide smile.

      Henry ignored Snake’s eyes narrowing as pride heated his chest. He hadn’t felt very helpful, but if Hawk thought he was, well, damn. It felt really fucking good to hear for once. Snake was probably just jealous of the new guy on the team. 

      Not on the team, yet.

      A thrill of excitement shot through him, though, because even though he wasn’t a team member yet, he was in with BlackStone. It made his chest ache to think about creating more casualties like Phoenix. Some of the members had kids, for God’s sake. But, if shit hit the fan with the team, then at least he had enough information to stay on the General’s good side. 

      “Well, I think that might conclude our updates,” Hawk said. “What do you think, Snake?”

      “Yeah…” Snake nodded slowly. “I’m thinking you might be right. We’ll have to wait and see if more shakes out.”

      Henry frowned. “Wait? That’s it? No more, uh, info or anything?”

      Hawk shrugged. “Like I said, the team is all over the place right now. Once they move back into BlackStone in a few days, we should be able to wrangle them better.”

      “Y’all are movin’ back already? Are all the repairs done?”

      “Yup, it took a few months, but Draco moved in before going on their mission and confirmed it’s in tip-top shape. We’re planning on a potluck sometime in the next week after the others have settled in again. Like I said, you should come, Henry. Don’t you think, Snake?” 

      Henry’s heart lightened as Snake nodded slowly. “It’d be good to get to know you a little better. Phoenix talked highly of you. Said he was your best friend.”

      “Not really high praise comin’ from that traitor,” Henry spat, making sure to use the same word Snake had in his email to him. “Besides, he and I barely knew each other. It was more just gettin’ drunk and strip clubs. Can’t really get to know someone like that, ya know?” 

      Snake pushed his black glasses up his nose as he tilted his head. “So true, Henry. I mean, we obviously didn’t know Phoenix very well, either. And we fought beside him for years. It’s a shame all that brotherhood was for nothing.” 

      Henry plastered a sympathetic look on his face. “Sorry, man. I won’t let y’all down though. I swear.”

      As long as I don’t get caught.

      Snake lifted his head away from the screen and a brilliant smile transformed his face before he looked back at the camera. “Well, according to a certain four-year-old, I’ve got dino nuggies to eat. If Nora gets back to me about their mission, I’ll call you, Hawk.”

      Hawk nodded. “Roger that. Henry, see you soon. Hawk out.” 

      The phone screen went black instantly as Hawk abruptly ended the call. Henry had always been around Hawk when he was in professional mode, but it’d felt like the leader had let his guard down more recently, welcoming Henry in. The brief goodbye and ominous CALL ENDED on the screen left Henry feeling unsettled.  

      Fuckin’ A, I need to get over myself.

      He snorted at his own paranoia and self-esteem issues. Old habits die hard.  

      Good things were happening for him lately and he needed to embrace them. He was gaining ranks in the General’s personal army and also becoming a crucial part of a team he’d wanted to be a member of for over a year. His life had never been better. 

      A vision of Phoenix’s bloody face made Henry’s stomach turn with guilt. 

      Okay, so a drinkin’ buddy kinda got shafted for me to get where I am. But they heal him every time they interrogate him. How bad could it really be if he’s still alive? They’ll never find that out anyway—

      His phone vibrated, startling him from his thoughts and he hastily picked up.

      “This is Henry.”

      “Henry, how the hell are ya, motherfucker?”

      Dean Jones.

      Henry swallowed back his annoyance, thankful that he no longer had to go through that guy to give the General insider information. Reporting to Vlad was not only easier, it made the fact that he was becoming an integral part of the bigger picture all the more real. Especially since the Russian himself seemed more in charge than the big boss himself. 

      “What do you want, Dean?”

      Dean scoffed. “Well if we’re not doin’ pleasantries… I wanna know why the fuck you haven’t given me any news. I’m at the General’s right hand now—”

      “Dean… I know you’re in his underground compound, but I also know you’re further away from him than you ever have been.”

      “Wh-what?” The bewildered tone in Dean’s voice would’ve been hilarious if Henry wasn’t already sick of the guy after one minute of conversation. “How’d you know he has an underground compound? Who have you been talkin’ to?”

      “I report directly to Vlad now.” 

      “Vlad? But… but I’m your contact.”

      “Not anymore.” Henry leaned back in his lumpy couch. It felt good to have a one-up on the bastard. “The General told me—in person—to go directly to Vlad.” The urge to twist the knife made him bold. “He said you were, what was the word? Oh yeah, worthless to him. You know, since he trusts me more.”

      “You?” Dean spat. “You’re just a rookie. Why would he trust you more? You’re nothing. I was your in. I was the one that got you where you are. Never forget that.”

      The truth in those words made Henry see red.

      “Well, now I’ve got a new team.”

      There was a pause over the phone before Dean spoke again. “What’re you talkin’ about?”

      Henry let the smile on his face spread wide. “I’m becomin’ a member of BlackStone Securities. Not yet, but it’s just a matter of time. They think I’m useful.” 

      His proud declaration was met with a laugh on the other end. “You? Useful to them? What’re you gonna do, fight with them? They’re professional soldiers. I’ve been beatin’ on one for weeks and he still hasn’t cracked. You think you can keep up? Brown, quit foolin’ yourself. You couldn’t hit a whore if she fell on your dick.”

      Fury burned in Henry’s chest. This idiot really thought he could speak to him that way. “Maybe not… I tend not to hit women—or people who can’t fight back.” 

      “Fuck you,” Dean hissed. “Why would they want you anyway? You’re a cop. What they do isn’t entirely legal. I doubt they want a bribin’ snitch in their ranks.” 

      “I guess some of us are actually good at our jobs. Wouldn’t be the first time I’ve played double agent.”

      “Well…” Dean seemed to be searching for a comeback, but the guy came up empty. “Fuck you, Henry, you just wait. They’ll both drop you and then you won’t be on a fuckin’ island like you always wanted. You’ll be right in a bunk beside me, motherfuck—”

      Henry hung up before Dean could finish illustrating his worst fears. 

      That couldn’t happen. Ending up in a cell beside Dean was literally his worst nightmare. 

      Henry closed his eyes and breathed deeply through the anxiety trying to take his happiness away. No matter how close he got to BlackStone, he had to remember it could all be taken away in an instant. 

      As nice as it felt to be a part of a team, at the first sign of danger, he knew what he would have to do. 

      Run.
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      Callie gingerly lay back on the bare cot she’d called a bed for way too long, careful to avoid the thin scabby line healing down her spine. It didn’t hurt anymore, especially not with the drugs, but she didn’t want to tear it open. 

      She waited for her head to stop spinning as she stared up at the concrete ceiling. Ever since she’d arrived in the underground compound, she’d gathered plenty of information from all the guests that’d come in and out. Thanks to them, she knew that above her cinder block ceiling was the General’s private firm. After he’d retired from the Army, he’d gone into consulting, continuing his life of swindling and schmoozing, rubbing elbows and shaking hands with the international hotshots who needed to be taken down. 

      They all needed to be taken down, and parties like the one she’d just performed were the only way to get each bastard one by one. 

      She swallowed down the vomit that’d been a constant threat all day before turning over onto her belly. When she guessed that the camera in the opposite corner of the room couldn’t see her angle, she curled her hands underneath her pillow, hopefully looking like she was trying to fall asleep. She picked at the mattress to find the small hole she’d made with a confiscated pen from one of the guests long ago. 

      Right… there.

      Nestled inside was the small piece of paper she’d rolled up like a scroll, the only good thing that’d ever come from an auction. They were the worst parties the General threw. Watching women stand up on the stage in nothing but scraps of fabric to be sold like cattle always made her sick to her stomach. They reminded her of Annie. Had she gone through the same thing? 

      Standing there, helpless and unable to do anything to stop each sale, had bucked against everything Callie had ever known and fought for. She’d had to do it though. All the while, she’d squeezed back tears and prayed that someone on the other side would be able to find the victims. The hope that none of those sacrifices would be in vain, and that she’d be able to save women in the future with her intel, were the only things that got her through every agonizing moment. Thank God there hadn’t been an auction in a while. 

      Probably because 813 and his team stopped being on the General’s payroll.

      Shaking her head, she sat up slightly, unrolling the paper underneath the pillow with one hand and using the other to grab the pen from inside the hole. When she’d unfurled the small scrap, she closed her eyes and tried to remember all the names she’d met that night. 

      Those particular bastards had been pretty damn handsy, stripping her of her bikini almost immediately after her dance. Thanks to the drugs in their alcohol-fueled systems, as long as the men believed they had a chance of getting inside her, they seemed happy enough just to touch. Vlad never let it go beyond that though. Granted, he only intervened because the General would have a fit if he found out one of the guests got to fully enjoy his toy, but whatever the reason, she didn’t care and felt gratitude all the same. 

      The bar is in hell, she snorted to herself, not daring to speak out loud. Even after all this time, she wasn’t certain whether the cameras had audio, but she didn’t want to chance it if they did.

      That lighthearted feeling from the party’s success still fluttered in her chest. This time, the guests’ minds were so addled thanks to the drugs and her whispered seduction, she’d been able to get the name of every single pervert. Keeping her hands underneath the pillow, she blindly wrote each one on the paper in what she hoped was legible penmanship. She’d been writing on it for months and was certain the scribbles were mostly tiny chicken scratch at this point, but that’d have to suffice. The alternative was taking it out and scrutinizing it in her dim lighting, opening herself to getting caught. The guard who manned the cameras was useless, but the last thing she needed was for him to suddenly decide to do his job at the same time she did hers. 

      There’d also been an odd vibe with all the guards lately. She was obviously there of her own accord… but she still hadn’t been able to shake the feeling of being a prisoner. Now, though, she felt like a frog in slowly boiling water. Something was going on and her instincts were telling her time was almost up for her. She hadn’t had a moment of peace outside her cell, with someone following her everywhere she went. It was enough to drive her even crazier, wondering if they were finally on to her. Because of that, she’d barely left her room. Not that it mattered, it wasn’t like she wanted to feed that fucking trafficker 813 anymore. 

      Her stomach churned again and she returned to lie down on her back, hoping the nausea would subside. The General had drugged her before 813’s video, and her mind had been swirling with confusion ever since, especially once she’d heard the beginning of 813’s confession. 

      Hearing how his team had aided the General with his sex slavery schemes made her nearly murderous earlier in the General’s office. She’d been vibrating with emotion, but thankfully she’d had that stupid party to attend to, and the General let her go before she had to listen to anymore. Even though she’d known that he was either a competitor or an enemy, the reality still hurt. 

      But he was shocked by something he read… what if none of it’s true? He was under duress.

      A migraine began to pound in her temple, making her squint. The General controlled the narrative in the video, but which part had been fabricated and which part was the truth? It was better to accept facts. His admission only confirmed everything she knew about him, and the underground. He was deeply entrenched in the General’s world. Nothing could be good about him. 

      The revelation was a necessary evil. He’d distracted her for too long. Now she could keep her eye on the prize and remove any emotion over leaving 813 when the time came. But goddamn, did she hate herself for letting that man get under her skin. 

      She hadn’t let herself get that hopeful in a long time. Prisoners had come and gone from the first day she’d arrived at the underground compound. Why did this one have such an effect on her? 

      Those pleading, bright-amber eyes sparked in her vision. He’d begged for her safety. When was the last time someone had done that? Ever? If he ruined other lives, lives like her sister, Annie’s, did it matter how heroic he tried to be for Callie?

      Callie groaned and jackknifed off the bed. One step from the mattress and voilà, she was in her “shower.” It was just a spigot in the wall, the knob and showerhead strategically angled so that she couldn’t hang herself with the strings on her bikini. Before Annie, she would’ve never even thought of that possibility. You learn creative ways to take a life when you have to fight someone else to keep theirs. 

      No longer caring about the camera—she had no doubt the security guard was paying attention now—she stripped her barely there bathing suit and stood underneath the freezing cold water to scrub the shame from her skin. The shower would’ve been miserable if she’d let it, but she’d learned long ago about twisting reality in her mind. The General wasn’t one for comforts for his toys and she’d be damned before she begged for a hot shower. The fact that she had running water in her room at all was a plus. 

      Again… the bar is in hell. 

      Thanks to the temperature, her fingers trembled around the small bar of soap, but she ignored them, getting lost in her imagination.

      The icy pellets bouncing off her flesh transformed into hot droplets from a spring rainfall. An aroma of yellow jasmine filled her nose as she pretended every caress of her hand held soapy body wash to actually get clean. The scent cleared out the cedar-and–Pine Sol fragrance that seemed to cling to her nostrils whenever she left the General’s office. And if she listened hard enough, the calls of wildlife could still be heard over the rush of sound. She reached out to trace the cool stone. It was no longer the rough cinder block that comprised her cell, but smooth from centuries of water erosion. She smiled softly to herself as she ran her hands over her body, spreading the cleansing liquid… until her fingers stuttered on the mark on her hip. 

      She snatched them away. Her breaths came in pants, making her feel like her chest would cave in at any moment. Propping herself up on the concrete with her hands, she hung her head.

      I’m going insane.

      It’s only insane if it doesn’t keep me alive.

      Tension tightened her muscles to the point of pain and she spent the rest of her shower rinsing quickly, making sure not to touch the mark on her hip again. When she finished, she squeezed the moisture from her long hair and shivered while she stood air drying. Her mattress taunted her exhausted body, but keeping it from getting wet was nonnegotiable. If the fabric began to mold, she wasn’t sure she’d get a new one. Once she dried, she dressed in one of her three long T-shirts—a white one this time, not blue, thank God—and paired it with her simple cotton panties before flopping onto her bed and letting her eyes drift closed.

      Dark-brown eyes glared back at her. 

      “Look at you, Callie. You like this. You’re not doing this for me. You’re too late. I’m already gone—”

      Callie’s eyelids snapped back open. She slapped her hand to her chest, trying to calm down as she caught her hyperventilating breath. Her drugged vision earlier that night had stayed in her head. Seeing her sister staring back at her in the mirror earlier, accusing her, had made Callie feel so sick she’d had to get lost in her performance more than usual to keep from going insane.

      It’s okay. It wasn’t real. I don’t enjoy this. I’m not that far gone. Yet.

      This is all for Annie, and women like her. I can do this. I won’t lose myself. Whatever happens to me is under my control. No one can hurt me unless I let them.

      Her thumb grazed over the butterfly she’d gotten tattooed on her wrist to match Annie’s. But the vision wouldn’t leave despite the assurances she gave herself and her eyes refused to close again. 

      Normally, whenever she danced for the guests, she let herself get lost in the drugs and the fantasy. It was the only way she could get through being their plaything. But ever since that goddamn prisoner 813 had gotten there, it’d been harder to drift away during playtime.

      That night, her eyes had caught on the mirror in the playroom. Or, more specifically, the dark chocolate-brown eyes and darker hair to match in the reflection. Hers had always been shorter than Annie’s, but Callie hadn’t had the chance to get it cut in, well, not since she’d had to send her sister off to get help.

      Annie was barely two years younger than Callie, but they’d been nearly identical from the moment of Annie’s birth. It was why their mother had had the brilliant idea of naming them almost identically, too. It’d been confusing as hell growing up, but Callie and Annie had loved it, pretending they were actually twins. They’d been inseparable all throughout their childhood.

      Whether it was because of the length of her hair, the drugs, or her weakness for 813 fucking with her mind, it wasn’t her she’d seen in the mirror. It was Annie staring back at her. Her sister had been straddling a man, her smile stiff like plaster, bruising on her throat, and her eyes dead until she began to glare at her. 

      Guilt had filled Callie that she’d forgotten even for a second why she was there. All this was for Annie. Justice for her sister had been Callie’s lifeblood for years. And she’d nearly freaked out on the guests, ruining it all in the blink of an eye, over the sight of her sister intoxicated and enjoying being taken advantage of. 

      Of course, Callie’s situation was completely different. She was there for a purpose. Annie had been a victim, a survivor. Until she wasn’t. 

      Callie had been too late rescuing Annie. She didn’t need rescuing herself, and she’d gotten what she needed. 

      “What do you care, 813? You gonna save me or something?” 

      “That’s the plan, yeah.” 

      A growl of frustration rumbled in her chest at 813’s self-righteous confidence. Like he hadn’t been one of the reasons the General’s operation had run so smoothly over the years. 

      But he’d helped her get through the General’s ra—play. 

      The General had played with her. Nothing more. She let him play with her, because she had been in control the whole time. That day, she hadn’t even needed 813’s warm-amber gaze… holding her afloat like a life preserver. She hadn’t needed him and she would’ve gotten through it without his words of reassurance. 

      But he’d begged for her…

      No. It had to all be a ploy. Somehow, that manipulative asshole had tricked her into thinking she had to rely on him, and he was wrecking everything she’d built. The walls she’d leaned on were crumbling, and unlike Annie, Callie had no one to help pick up the pieces. She was losing her resolve, she could feel it. Once she did, she wasn’t sure she’d be able to leave like she’d always planned. That was unacceptable. Once she’d taken everyone down, no one would ever mistake her for a damsel in distress again. 

      She pinched her eyes closed and tried to drown out her thoughts. 

      Screams entered her mind instead. 

      His screams. 

      Prisoner 813 was having another nightmare. 

      Despite her distrust for 813 and her hatred for his role in the General’s operation—813’s cries of mental anguish called to her. 

      Annie had screamed like that in her sleep too. 

      Callie stilled with each shout, gripping the mattress underneath her to stop herself from flying off the bed and waking him from the torture his brain put him through. 

      Not just his brain… his past.

      What if he was suffering from his own sins? And this was the way his conscience atoned? 

      She freed her hands from the cot and rounded them into fists. Her nails carved into her palms as conviction strengthened her resolve to let him pay his penance alone. She wouldn’t let him have the peace that was stolen from Annie. 

      Some men deserve their nightmares.
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      “Your little friends are gonna see your video any moment now. They’ll be more convinced than ever that you’re on the General’s side.”  

      Phoenix closed his eyes. Or at least he tried to. Dean’s punches had made the lids swell so much that Phoenix wasn’t entirely sure whether they were closed or whether he’d been temporarily blinded. He still wouldn’t let the bastard think he’d been defeated, and tried to muster a smile. 

      “You mean they haven’t already? What’s takin’ them so long? It’s been a week.” After a brief silence, he chuckled. “Oh… I see. You don’t know. Out of the loop, huh?”

      “No,” Dean sneered. “My contact just hasn’t gotten back to me yet.” 

      “Hm… and who’s your contact, huh? Not your fiancée, that’s for sure. You know… since Naomi and Snake are endgame. Like a goddamn security firm romance novel—shit.”

      A kick to his shin made Phoenix follow up his grunt of discomfort with a growl of frustration. Every torture session, Phoenix tried his damnedest to make sure he didn’t give his torturer the satisfaction of hearing his pain. He could wait for the box and let loose while the medications forced him to heal. But he never wanted to let on when Dean’s strikes actually got to him. Unfortunately, every time a bone broke the groans were harder to hold back. 

      “Nope, you won’t get me this time, you worthless piece of shit. I know somethin’ you don’t.”

      Phoenix licked over his bloody teeth. “And what’s that?”

      “Your teammates think you blew up your facility—”

      “So you’ve said—”

      “Shut up! I’m talkin’!” Phoenix felt the sting in his cheek before he heard the smack of Dean’s hand. “Once your friends see that video, they’re gonna think you’re the one who sabotaged your little mission in Yemen. Did you know that?” 

      “What—oof.” Phoenix had foolishly lifted his eyes in question, just to get slapped in the side of his head. Out of instinct, he shook his head to get rid of the tinnitus in his ear, only to have a fierce stabbing ache knife its way from his crown down to his spine. 

      Dean’s words had gotten his attention, though, and Phoenix cleared his throat. It was rougher by the day. Apparently, screaming during the healing process made it impossible for the vocal cords to heal properly. Go figure. 

      “Yup. They’re gonna pin it all on you, ol’ buddy. All those evil traffickers y’all caught and those women you saved, your team will figure out soon enough that those traffickers were brought here and questioned on who their suppliers were. They gave your team more ammo to go after people and clear the competition. And those women were put back on the market. Sucks to know you’re at fault for all that, huh?” 

      Either tears or blood pricked the back of Phoenix’s eyes, but he didn’t say anything back. What was there to say? The General had made him say as much on that godforsaken video. 

      But there was no way his teammates would think Phoenix played a part in the scheme… right? 

      “And you know how I know they’ll believe it? Because they’ll never wanna believe who the traitor actually was.” Dean tugged Phoenix’s hair at the nape of his neck to angle his head back awkwardly. “Wanna hear who it really was?” 

      Yes.

      Although Phoenix desperately wanted to know what Dean was talking about, he blanked his expression and stared at the psycho, refusing to give in to his taunts. 

      Huh, guess my eyes were closed, after all.

      Dean huffed and threw Phoenix’s head back with disgust and disappointment. Phoenix caught his head before hitting the wall, having perfected the move since throwing him back was one of Dean’s favorites. 

      His captor crossed his arms and smirked. “Well, I’m gonna tell you anyway. It was the dead one.” 

      The dead one? 

      Fuck, did someone else die—Draco!?

      No… 

      Eagle.

      Fuck.

      That day in Yemen flashed in his mind and the ringing in his ears morphed into the high pitch he heard as a steady constant in his nightmares. 

      Eagle? Eagle turned on us?

      “You see, apparently while y’all was clearin’ out the competition for the General with MF7, one of your teammates fucked it all up. Now the General didn’t tell me, but I did the math. I had to learn who y’all were when I thought my girl was fuckin’ one of you, and I realized there’s only one missing of the seven. Your leader, Eagle. The General said the operation was working smoothly until ‘one of his boys decided to buck the system.’ And now that guy’s dead. My thinkin’ is, the General found somethin’ your leader wanted and the wuss caved like a sinkhole. Now I dunno whether the General killed him, or had him be killed, but I bet if it weren’t for your traitor teammate, all those women during your last mission would be alive.” He shrugged. “Sold again, probably. But alive.” 

      Phoenix’s thoughts were a jagged mess of pieces, cutting into the mental picture he’d had of his team leader in MF7. This had to be another one of the torture tactics. But Dean wasn’t capable of this type of subterfuge. 

      I had to be on a different channel to keep the comms clear for the ground team. Was he on my channel, too? Was that why I could hear Eagle’s headset and all those women as they… 

      Nausea churned in his stomach and he gagged, making Dean leap back and away from him. It wouldn’t have been the first time curdled Ensure had ended up on Dean’s black boots, but this time Phoenix truly hadn’t been trying to aim for them. Besides, there was nothing to come up. He hadn’t eaten in days. 

      Callie’s glaring brown eyes flitted across his memory and his mouth curled in a sneer. He’d been taken for a ride by her, that was for sure. He’d thought she was a prisoner, just like him. But no, she’d probably been told by the General to come and pump him for information, like she did the men in that room that night. Looking back, it made a lot more sense now that she’d freely offer to literally pump him when he’d had a raging hard-on. If he’d known it was all a ploy, he wouldn’t have hesitated to take her up on it. 

      His cock twitched in his jeans while his heart rebelled against the idea. Without intending to, his eyes drifted toward the dark mirror as he wondered whether she was enjoying herself behind the glass while he was tortured. Hatred burned in his chest… even as a whisper in the depths of his mind told him that he was wrong. 

      “Oh, and guess what else? The General’s gettin’ tired of his whore. She’s apparently not as into it as she used to be. You know what that means? She’ll be like your back-stabbin’ leader soon.” He leaned into Phoenix’s vision, totally unaware of the way Phoenix imagined cutting his gloating tongue out. “The General’s made plans for her next performance. Invited some real sickos to the party to play with the General’s toy one last time.” He chuckled. “I hope I get a chance at her before she’s all bloodied up. She might be a slut, but I hear she’s a good lay, especially since she’s drugged all the goddamn time—”

      All the time? Was she drugged that night with those other men, too?

      “She likes it real rough when she’s out of it, and I’ll love making her scream.”

      “Like she’d let your ugly ass touch her,” Phoenix spat out, unable to resist poking at his tormentor even as questions burned inside him. 

      Dean’s face contorted. “I don’t need a woman to let me do anything. I’ll take what I want, and after I’m done, you know what they’ll do? There’s talk that they’ll put her in the burner like the rest of the bodies. A waste of good pussy, if you ask me. I doubt they’ll go to that extreme, but you never know with the General.” 

      Phoenix’s addled mind raced with every word Dean said, but it couldn’t keep up. His newest concussion wouldn’t let him keep his thoughts, instead taking its toll on his mind. He squeezed his eyes shut, ignoring the ache there as he tried to rid himself of the questions and get back to what Dean had been saying about Eagle. 

      He couldn’t let his emotions make the decisions anymore. They’d gotten him here, strapped to this metal chair, broken and bruised inside and out. He was listening to facts from now on. His instincts couldn’t be trusted. If he wasn’t more careful, he’d prove the General right and get killed by his own bleeding heart. 

      As if to punctuate the thought, his neck snapped back with Dean’s hit, creating a brand-new throb there in the vulnerable muscles. The man’s chest heaved with exertion. Thank fuck, he was finally getting tired. Unfortunately, that meant Vlad would come in soon—

      The door next to him opened and the giant Russian entered the room, sucking away all of Dean’s bravado. Vlad’s presence did that to everyone, an oppressive thing that promised violence.

      “You may go now, durak.” 

      Wait… what?

      “What?” Dean spoke Phoenix’s question aloud and did a double take. “Wh-what do you mean? I always get to stay when you question him.” 

      “I do not need you,” Vlad stated matter-of-factly, and Phoenix huffed a laugh. 

      “Look who’s the worthless piece of shit now,” Phoenix taunted. 

      Dean’s face reddened, and Phoenix knew he wanted to lunge for him. But they’d been through this song and dance enough to know that coming at Phoenix while Vlad was in the room was a futile exercise. 

      “Aw… looks like idiots can learn after all.” Phoenix hadn’t been great at the military’s HeadStart2 language program, but he’d picked up enough insults around the world to yell at people accordingly. Durak being one of them.  

      The idiot in question purpled, but Vlad’s deep monotone brooked no argument. 

      “No. You go. Now.” 

      Dean harrumphed and looked as if he was going to argue further, but Vlad’s eerily blank face seemed to change his mind. He gulped and nodded once before leaving the room, slamming the door behind him. 

      Phoenix stayed stock-still, waiting for whatever Vlad had in store. Would this be the time that he physically tortured him, too? The big Russian didn’t seem to like to get his hands dirty, but Phoenix sure hadn’t wanted to test that theory.

      Vlad stepped toward the two-way mirror and pressed the button to turn it into a window. The General’s dark, empty office replaced the mirror before Vlad pivoted back to Phoenix. 

      “I have questions.”

      Phoenix swallowed the blood leaking down the back of his throat from his rebroken nose. “Okay.”

      Vlad narrowed his eyes as he scanned Phoenix up and down. “He did not give you drugs yet, da?”

      Phoenix shook his head no but immediately winced at the movement. 

      “Questions first. Drugs after. You can… ask questions also. If you wish.” The Russian’s big body leaned against the wall as he crossed his arms, adopting the illusion of relaxation, even as the motion caused the long black coat around the guy’s shoulders to creak in protest. “Who is the General? To you.”

      Phoenix’s head tilted, trying to figure out the Russian’s angle, but decided to play ball rather than hide it. “General Richard Smithers started MF7. We thought it was to eradicate the sex slave trade across the world. But I’m findin’ out that’s not the case.”

      Vlad nodded as if he’d expected that answer. When he remained quiet, Phoenix took it as his sign to ask a question of his own.

      “Was it Eagle? In Yemen? Did he…” He couldn’t finish the question, but Vlad seemed to know anyway. 

      “Yes. Your leader betrayed you.” 

      Fuck. “But why?”

      “What happened in Yemen?” Vlad asked. 

      Phoenix sighed. “We were there to take someone down. The women… they weren’t supposed to be there. But the enemy knew somehow. I guess from Eagle?” He waited but Vlad didn’t respond. 

      How does this guy not already know all of this? 

      “Anyway, the location blew up. They’d rigged the place for a bombing. We were able to get out of there, but Eagle got shot on the way back to the helo.” Vlad’s brow furrowed slightly. “The helicopter. Eagle died on the way back to base.” Phoenix waited a moment of silence before trying again. “Why did he do it?”

      Vlad huffed. “He had an… attachment in America.”

      “An attachment? Like a loved one?” 

      With a nod, Vlad amended his statement. “Da. Two. Distractions made him weak. The General saw this and used these loved ones against him. Your leader gave up your location to your enemy. To protect his home from the General.”

      “But…” Phoenix tried to wrap his mind around this news. “But we had to say goodbye to everything. We weren’t allowed to have attachments to be in MF7. Eagle knew that.” 

      “Da. The rule did not matter to him.”

      Fuck, who did you betray us for, man? What did you get into?

      Phoenix’s fingers tensed into a fist with the urge to hit something even as the heavy tightness in his chest reminded him that Eagle was protecting someone he loved. It had to have been an impossible decision. Where were they now? Were they still safe?

      “I want to kill you.” The air and every cell in Phoenix’s body stilled, but he waited for Vlad to continue. “The boss—your General—will not let me. Why?”

      Phoenix shrugged with a hoarse chuckle. “Fuck if I know, man. I just come in here and get my ass kicked every other day. Doesn’t seem to be a rhyme or reason for it to me, if I’m honest. Maybe he hates me and does it for shits and giggles.” 

      Vlad scowled. “He has affection for you. Affection makes men weak. He is weak.”

      His swollen eyelids stung as they widened at the admission. “I guess so. I mean, he killed his own half-brother, right? Mitchell Strickland? Doesn’t seem like it really matters if he likes me or not.”

      “It is true. If he did not care for you, you would be dead. His brother was a loose end, as he says. A danger. The General does not like loose ends, but his affection for you… that is a danger too, da? It is a problem. And I do not like problems.”

      Vlad was never a chatty dude, so now that he was on a roll, Phoenix waited to see if he would say anything else. But the man pivoted toward the metal cabinet, seemingly ending the conversation as he opened the doors. A cold sweat erupted across Phoenix’s forehead as the Russian emerged with two syringes. He braced himself for the onslaught of misery, but another question fell off his tongue. 

      “Where’d you get the meds? They were MF7’s. We had to have them to stay ready for a mission at the drop of a hat. I thought the government was testin’ them on us, and we were considered persona non grata after Yemen. Why does the General still have them? Didn’t they stop production on them?”

      Vlad nodded. “Da. No more drugs except here. Your friends stole the rest. America does not want them anymore.”

      The pinch of the syringes in his neck and thigh, one by one, made him hiss, but he asked his question anyway. “What about other countries? Do they have them?” 

      Vlad paused before shrugging. “I do not know this thing. But America does not give things for free. If other countries want them, they are paying, I know that.”

      The medicine immediately burned in Phoenix’s veins as his flesh began to knit back together. Vlad uncuffed him from the chair, but the dazed agony he always experienced on the drugs began to set in. He vaguely registered as Vlad opened the door and walked him back to his cell. 

      Not the box. Thank fuck for that.

      At least now he would have space to writhe around. It was a small win in an otherwise shitty situation and he gritted past the screams trying to erupt through him as he let Vlad maneuver him like a puppet.

      Seventeen stumbling steps later, Vlad shackled him back up and left the cell. Water rushed through the pipes in the wall next to him as Vlad operated the spigot in the next room. After it squeaked off, Vlad returned with a rag and a bucket of water, leaving it at the door before turning to lock Phoenix in again. 

      “Wait.” Phoenix coughed down the need to shout as a question he’d been wondering erupted from his chest. Although, he wasn’t entirely certain he’d even remember the answer. “Callie. Is she… does she… does she work for the General?”

      Vlad tilted his head as he grabbed for the handle on the door. “Yes. She is safe when she does what he says.”

      “What… what… does that… mean?” Phoenix gritted out through clenched teeth. 

      An emotion Phoenix couldn’t place flickered over Vlad’s face before it went completely blank. “It means, you are a danger to her.”

      Phoenix felt his face twist up with more questions, but the Russian slammed the door shut on them. The screams he’d kept inside for so long, burrowed their way from his lungs, and he passed out in the darkness.
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      Callie retied the strings at the top of her bodysuit in a double knot, her anxiety rippling off her in shuddering breaths.  

      This is so stupid. Why do I even care what happens to him? 

      She’d asked herself that question a million times, but she couldn’t help herself as 813’s pain called to her through the corridor. Yet another scream grated down her spine.

      Leave it alone. He dug this grave for himself. Let him suffer in it.

      The cries continued, varying in their volume until a shout peaked in anguish.

      Damnit.

      It was official. Compassion had finally poisoned her weak mind. Now, even though she didn’t have enough time to change and only had a few minutes before she was supposed to be on stage entertaining one enemy, she gave in and set off to feed another. 

      She grunted in frustration as she cautiously opened up her cell door. Just as she’d thought, she was unguarded. She’d been under constant surveillance for the past couple of weeks, making her paranoia spike to an unprecedented degree. But there was another party that night, one where the guards had been invited. They were no doubt trying to get their hands on booze and drugs so they could enjoy her show properly. 

      The thought made her stomach churn as she left her cell and made her way to the kitchen. The glorified pantry was on the way to the prisoners’ wing and reminded her of the pathetic communal kitchen she’d had back in school. It had all the nonperishable basics, plus a sink, a refrigerator, and a microwave. Apparently, the General believed they didn’t need much more than that. 

      Of course, he never had to worry about the canned beans and instant noodles. From what she gathered, he rarely ate in the underground, or if he did, he had one of his goons go pick up takeout. 

      When she got to the kitchen, Callie grabbed an Ensure carton for 813 before digging into a wholesale box of protein bars for herself. When she reached inside, she paused as she tried to remember when it was that she last fed 813. She knew other guards were feeding him in her stead, but were they being as religious about it as she had been? 

      Doubtful.

      There wasn’t a lot of variety in the underground, but maybe the extra calories could make up for neglecting him for God knew how long. Despite being frustrated all over again that she even cared, she took two more protein bars for 813 and stuffed them down the boots she’d been given to wear for the party. She unwrapped one of the bars and stuffed it in her mouth, throwing the trash in a kitchen bin before heading to the prisoners’ wing. 

      With every step, she cringed at how loud her orange high-heeled boots echoed on the concrete. Just a short while ago, she’d felt like she had virtually free rein throughout the compound. The vibe had changed drastically since the last time she’d fed 813, and her heart thundered as she neared the guard leaning against the door of the prisoners’ wing. When she got closer, he jumped from his post, seemingly more startled than she was. 

      “Oh shit. Fuck. It’s you.” 

      Callie’s lips tightened as she shook the Ensure and jutted her chin toward the door. “Dinner for 813.” 

      “You’re working the party tonight, right?” The guard’s leering gaze raked over her. “Can’t wait to see you move. I haven’t been invited to one yet. Tonight’s my first. When I finish my shift, I’ll be able to go watch.”

      “Yup, I’m dancing tonight. And you don’t want to make me late or it’ll be your last party, so…” she tapped the Ensure carton, snapping him out of his perverted daze. 

      “Yeah… okay, sure.” As he slowly keyed in the code, she noted the numbers as well as his trembling fingers. 

      High or forgetful? Probably both.

      The door chirped and whirred until it unlocked and the guard pushed it open for her. 

      “How chival—”

      Smack.

      The man laughed and she wheeled around on him before the sting on her ass cheek set in. Her fist rose, fingers clenched tight, right before her eye caught the red light of the camera above the guard’s head. 

      He guffawed while his dilated pupils made his widened eyes look like marbles. Sweat prickled his brow as his hand fidgeted on the door handle. 

      MDMA responses. Definitely high. 

      “What’re you gonna do with that thing?” He tipped his head toward her fist, now cackling outright. “Hit me? Wait until tonight, why don’t ya? Unless you want to give me a private show?” 

      A greedy smile spread across his face while his eyebrows waggled. The combined movement, along with the realization of how little she could actually do to the man, gave her a chill. She forced her fingers and mind to relax. When the adrenaline had settled in her veins, she took a breath and tilted her head, allowing a look of terror to melt over her face.  

      “Sorry, sir. It’s just… the General doesn’t like for people to touch his toys unless he lets them. I wouldn’t want you to get in trouble.” 

      The man’s face paled to a sickly green as he gulped and averted his eyes up to the camera and back to the hallway behind her. “Yeah… yeah, okay. Whatever. I wasn’t gonna do nothing. Just go on in there and hurry back.”

      Satisfied with the way he refused to look at her now, she waltzed into the prisoners’ corridor and headed straight for 813. Even if she hadn’t already known how to get there with her eyes closed, his screams would’ve led the way. After a particularly loud shriek, she increased to the fastest sprint she could afford in her heels until she reached his door.  

      She quickly kneeled and pulled up the slot to peer at the man inside. To her surprise, brilliant gold eyes stared back at her from a bloodied, agonized face. 

      “Oh my god, you’re awake? What’s wrong?” 

      “What the fu-ahhh—shit.” He gritted his teeth as he doubled over into child’s pose. “Yeah, I’m awake and what do you think is wrong? Never seen a man being tor-fuck… tortured from the inside out before?” 

      “Shit.” She slid the Ensure carton across the concrete before digging the protein bars from her boots and flicking those at him, too. “Sorry… you just usually only scream when you’re asleep.”

      “How would you know?” Suspicion and anger she’d never seen in him, flared in his molten eyes.

      She stuttered before swallowing. Having a manipulative trafficker knowing that she had a soft spot for him could only be disastrous for her. 

      “The underground doesn’t have soundproofing in this wing. And I never hear you outside the box.” 

      He grabbed the protein bar with a clenched fist that had to have squeezed the stuffing out of the bar. A derisive laugh burst from him. 

      “Oh yeah… what was I thinkin’? You know all about the torture they put me through, don’t you? Do you get to make suggestions for the snuff films you fuck to?”

      What the… is he high, too? Why is he talking like this? 

      The last time they’d seen each other, before he made that video, 813 had been begging for the General to let her go. She was the one who found out about his role with the General’s trafficking. Why the hell was 813 mad at her? 

      Her forehead wrinkled in bewilderment, and she couldn’t answer his blathering before he was screaming again. She tried to figure out how to help him. Her original plan of just waking him up from his nightmare had been thwarted now that she realized he was recovering from his most recent torture session.

      He breathed heavily through the next shout as he unwrapped one of the protein bars. Blood dripped from what looked to be a healing bloody nose, right onto the bar before he practically inhaled it. A mix of a groan and a moan escaped him.

      “Fuck… I was hungry.”

      Her heart stuttered with hope that she tried to push down. That must’ve been why he was pissed. She’d neglected him and as a result, he hadn’t been fed. 

      No. I didn’t neglect him. This is an exchange. Me helping a prisoner. Nothing more. 

      “Thank you,” a sigh escaped him. His relief melted into her bones, and she rested her chest against the concrete floor. She wasn’t feeding a trafficker, or this angry, addled version of prisoner 813. 

      She was helping Phoenix. 

      The man who had sat with her during one of the worst moments of her life. No matter how much she hated to admit it, he’d helped her through it. She’d wanted to place him in the evil category, but she should’ve known that justice was more complicated than that. 

      Before taking another bite, he swiped at his mouth, smearing more blood across his face. 

      “I’ll be right back,” she whispered before taking off, clomping in her heels to the bathroom next to his cell. The prisoners’ water pressure was nearly nonexistent, so she took several paper towels, wet them under the sink, and grabbed the same amount of dry ones. When she made it back to 813’s cells, she kneeled again and stuffed them inside the slot. 

      “Here… for cleaning the blood off your face.”

      There was silence and then a muffled, “Thanks. Vlad gave me a bucket, too. But I’ve been preoccupied.” 

      She nodded, her face close to the ground so that he could hopefully see her. “Are you feeling better?” 

      An exasperated snort echoed under the door. “Like you give a fuck.”

      Her head reared back at his slurred words before she got closer to the open slot, finally meeting his dazed eyes again. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” 

      The prisoner shook his head, his skin slightly cleaner thanks to the paper towels. “Does it matter?” 

      “Maybe it shouldn’t. I shouldn’t care what you think at all.” Lips pursed and confused as over his attitude, she was at a loss for words other than the truth. “But I do anyway.” 

      He was uncharacteristically silent as she watched him swipe the paper towel up and down his face. Not for the first time, she wished she could read his thoughts. Anxiety that always brewed before a party, burst and popped inside her mind, like water threatening to boil over. It reminded her in the quiet that she needed to get to the playroom ASAP or she’d be screwed. 

      “Well… I have to go.” She rose to all fours until she heard his hissed question.

      “You have another party?”

      He spat the last word out like an accusation and she bent to snap her gaze back at him. “How do you know about those?”

      His eyes roved lazily over her, what he could see of her clothes, and the slow sneer on his face made her actually think about what she was wearing. What he was seeing. 

      She glanced down at her breasts pressing into the ground, on display from the corset lining in the laced-up front of her orange, skintight leather bodysuit. Her thigh-high boots were roomy because of the loss of muscle in her thighs, but she knew for a fact that there were still enough curves for the perverts in the playroom to squeeze. 

      “Let’s just say, I’ve seen you perform.” His sandy eyes narrowed at her in disgust. 

      Oh my god. 

      Even though she knew he wasn’t in his right mind, she still couldn’t get past the fury firing up in her belly.

      “Are you…” she scoffed. “Are you seriously judging me?” 

      No response. 

      A dark, wrenching ache unfurled in her chest, until it tightened again around her heart and lungs, making it hard to breathe. It took her a second to name the feeling, but when she did, she almost collapsed completely in her tense pose. 

      Shame. 

      This goddamn human trafficker had the audacity to make her feel ashamed. 

      “You know what? You might be in the worst pain of your life, and I’m sorry for that. I don’t wish that on anyone. But after you’re finished feeling that, I want you to do something for me, okay?”

      “What?” he growled out, obviously trying not to shriek in agony again, before sipping his Ensure. 

      “When you get that pathetic little hard-on you always get, I want you to fist that tiny thing and go ahead and fuck yourself with it alright? Go fuck yourself, 813.” 

      He huffed lightly before muttering. 

      “What did you say…” She waited until—to her utter shock—an odd gravelly sound rolled out. “Wait, are you laughing?” 

      The gravel sound evened out into an unmistakable laugh before he finally answered her. “I said. It’s not little. But if you don’t believe me, come on in here after you’re done servicing all those pricks out there and I’ll show you.” 

      A rough groan left her throat. “What I can’t believe is that I felt bad for you. I’m so fucking stupid.” 

      “That makes two of us.” The hoarse voice from within called out. The confusing words hurt more than they should and she wiped the embarrassing tear trying to leak out, before he continued to ramble like a madman. “Watch yourself out there, Callie. Dean said things might not go the way you want tonight. Somethin’ about sickos playing with the General’s toy one last time, or some bullshit.” 

      Her heart stalled altogether as 813 spoke her fears out loud. “What do you mean?”

      “I don’t know,” 813 grunted through another spasm. “He said he hoped to get a chance at you before you got all ‘bloodied up.’”

      Callie snorted. “Like I’d ever let him touch me.”

      “That’s what I said, too.” He chuckled. 

      She almost laughed with him, but confusion still filled her mind. “Why are you telling me this? What do you care?” 

      “Maybe I shouldn’t. But I do anyway,” he repeated back to her with a shrug, making her wonder if he was finally gaining his wits back. “Just be careful. I know you’re a fighter, but it sounds like the odds are against you tonight. Being the General’s toy—or his accomplice—apparently has an expiration date.”

      Accomplice?

      His warning swirled around inside her, sending her thoughts racing as she tried to figure out her next move. One second he was judging her for doing what she had to do to survive, the next he was offering her advice, and then back to grouping her as the General’s lackey again. It was impossible to think straight. Her emotions were all over the place, frustration, gratitude, and panic. No matter what was in store for her, she couldn’t let them win over logic. 

      “I’m no damsel in distress, 813.” 

      “Oh, I know. I’m just not sure if you’re the General’s toy or a tool in his operation.” His speech grew garbled again as he groaned. “I’d guess tool.” 

      “The General’s tool? You think I’m on his side?”

      The simple shrug made her see red. More baffled than ever, she pushed from the ground and got up to leave. 

      “Have a nice life, 813. Goodbye and… good riddance.” 

      She stalked away in her boots, her head held high. He called out to her, but she refused to listen to his judgment anymore, refused to care, and refused to let herself feel anything at all about what she was going to have to do next. 

      Was he right, though? Was tonight’s party going to be different? The atmosphere in the underground had been tense lately, but would the General go so far as to cut her loose? 

      It would be stupid to ignore the warning altogether, but really, what the hell did 813—or even Dean—know? Dean was a worthless piece of shit the General didn’t respect for shit. And 813 was obviously still under the influence of drugs and pain, and couldn’t decide whether to think she was the General’s whore or someone who needed to be saved. She was neither, but 813 didn’t matter enough to correct him.

      Not knowing what to do next, she decided to play that night the same way she did every party. She always did what she had to in order to survive in the midst of men like 813. He had no idea what it took to fight smart and it’d keep her alive a lot longer than he’d last. 

      Her heart pricked at the thought, but she shook her head. She wouldn’t allow herself to feel any other emotion for him. Unless it was hate. Ever since what had happened to Annie, Callie had plenty of room for hate. 

      As she pushed through the door into the main hallway, a long wail echoed behind her, tugging at her heartstrings. Her sense of self-preservation had somehow forgotten that he’d just savagely cut her open with his judgments.
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      Henry stood outside the apartment door, hands clenched into fists at his side as he tried to gain his composure. Hawk had invited him over for a reason. Why? He had no clue, and his anxiety was at peak performance. Worst-case scenarios flashed in his mind and he couldn’t escape the feeling that he’d been called to the principal’s office like a goddamn kid. 

      The General had said the team should’ve gotten some kind of video. Dean had been calling him nonstop, telling him to make sure Henry told him—and not Vlad—when the team watched it. The fact that he hadn’t heard anything about it during their meeting just that morning, drove him up the wall. 

      They know I’m betrayin’ them. Hawk’s invited me over to have me arrested. It’s only a matter of time before guys from the station come to pick me up…

      He blew out a breath, getting his jitters out. It would do him no good to freak out. He had to let the chips fall where they may. 

      Finally gathering enough courage, he raised his hand to knock—

      The door whooshed open, making him jump back in surprise. The BlackStone Securities leader was once again dressed in a casual green Army T-shirt and jeans, his face neutral and emotions a mystery to Henry.

      “Hey man, I thought I heard you. Welcome to my temporary setup.” 

      He heard me?

      “Uh, yeah. Sure. Thanks.” Henry’s gaze followed Hawk’s tatted, outstretched arm into the sparsely furnished apartment. 

      Everything was spick and span. A couch and love seat were angled toward the muted daily sports recap on the big screen TV, and a glass coffee table sat in the center of the room. “Looks as clean as a barracks.” 

      Hawk tilted his head. “You served? I thought you entered the police force after community college?”

      “Oh, uh, no,” Henry answered awkwardly. Of course the guy would think he served after a comment like that. It wasn’t like there were too many underground barracks around. “Just seen 'em like this on TV.”

      “Ah, gotcha.” He gestured to the sofa. “Why don’t you have a seat? Make yourself comfortable.” 

      The leader didn’t wait for him to comply before heading into the kitchen. Henry settled into the old, but clearly well cared for, sofa and wiped his sweaty palms on his jeans. 

      “Uh… so, why’d you wanna meet here? Aren’t y’all back at BlackStone?”

      “We are,” Hawk answered in a muffled voice, sounding like his head was peering inside the refrigerator. “My lease still isn’t up here, and I thought it’d be easier for you to come here rather than all the way out to BlackStone. Here.” His deep voice sounded closer and Henry glanced up to see him stretching out a hand with a Coke in it. 

      “Wow. Thanks.” He blinked, taken aback by the offering. “How’d you know I wanted a Coke?” he asked before taking the can and cracking it open.  

       “Well, I don’t have any alcohol, I’m afraid, but last time we hung out, you chose Coke. So”—he shrugged—“educated guess.” 

      Henry eyed him with a grin before taking a sip. “You’re observant as hell. It’s”—terrifying—“impressive.”

      The leader extracted a coaster from its holder and placed it on the glass coffee table before taking a seat across from him on the couch. 

      “In my line of work, you’re observant or dead,” Hawk explained. “Although, I’m sure as a police officer, you can relate.”

      “Yeah, I can relate,” Henry responded with a dry chuckle. “So what’s on your mind? Why’d you wanna meet?” 

      He still couldn’t place why he was there, but it didn’t feel like Hawk was waiting for the cops to come get him. The only other thing Henry could think of was the video, and if he could find out anything about that, it’d be a godsend. The General was getting impatient and Henry didn’t want to see what that looked like in person. 

      “We’ve got that potluck tomorrow, and like I said, you’re more than welcome to come. But I wanted to show you something and I didn’t want to sit on it until tomorrow. It arrived in our company email.”

      Fuck, yes. Finally.

      “Okay, hit me with it.”

      Henry was careful to remain expressionless as Hawk picked up the remote and flicked to a different input on his TV. A video appeared on the screen, showing his friend, fresh as a daisy. Not at all looking like he’d been beaten to within an inch of his life multiple times over the past two months, let alone less than two weeks ago. His uniform looked sharp and the short beard Henry had seen growing had been shaved off. Other than a little weight loss, Phoenix looked just like Henry’s old drinking buddy.

      “My name is Chief Warrant Officer Felix Santori…” 

      Henry’s eyebrows rose at the stern look on his carefree friend’s face, and the deep, rough tone of his voice. Dread and guilt roiled around the Coke in his stomach. Phoenix explained MF7’s involvement in perpetuating the General’s human trafficking operation, but Henry could barely listen. 

      Why had Phoenix made the video? There was no way he would’ve done it willingly. Something must have happened, even worse than what Henry had seen. But what? 

      Phoenix's monotone delivery sounded like his vocal cords had been injured as he made threats on every BlackStone man’s woman, even Hawk, on the General’s behalf. The General’s voice echoed over the speaker in the video.

      “That will be all, gentlemen. May we never see each other again.”

      The video stopped, ending on a still frame of Phoenix. Hawk left the TV on, making Henry squirm under his ex-best friend’s accusing glare. Henry glanced at Hawk, trying to take his cues from him, but the leader’s face remained blank. 

      Unable to take the quiet, Henry finally spoke again. 

      “Shit.” He scrubbed his face and took a sip of his Coke, wishing it was beer. Or something much stronger. He’d take fucking moonshine right then.

      “Yeah,” Hawk replied quietly, his index finger tapping his lips in thought. 

      Henry racked his brain for something to say, desperate to fill the dead air. But Hawk shocked him with what he said next.

      “Can you believe that? It was Phoenix all along. He betrayed us, bombing the facility, giving his gate code to that Russian…”—he snapped his fingers—“Fuck, what’s his name again?” 

      “Vlad?” Henry offered, happy to be able to be helpful while Hawk came to the conclusions that would only benefit his grander plan.

      Hawk wagged his finger at Henry. “Yup. That’s it. Damn, I wish I had your memory. Ellie barely saw the man when she told us about him, and Snake and I had to put two and two together when we watched the footage. It’s impressive you were able to do it on your own.” Panic iced Henry’s veins as he tried to remember all the other situations where the team had talked about Vlad and shown his photo. But thankfully, Hawk smiled widely. “Hell of a detective, man. Wish we would’ve known about you a lot sooner.” All the tension in Henry’s muscles melted with the praise. “Anyway, he was obviously behind all of that…” Hawk waited, as if looking for confirmation. 

      “Yeah, obviously.” Henry nodded, eager to encourage the thought process. The more they believed it was Phoenix, the safer it was for him.

      “And now he and the General are working together. So we know he betrayed us on our last mission in Yemen. It makes so much sense now.” Hawk wiped his face then swiped over his fade, rubbing the back of his head. “You never know who you can trust these days,” he muttered.

      Oh, don’t go down that rabbit hole, dude.

      “I’m sorry, Hawk, man. That shit sucks. We all thought he was one of the good ones.”

      Hawk nodded absentmindedly, again tracing his lips with his pointer finger. “Granted, Draco thinks it was someone else behind all of it.” 

      Henry’s heart stuttered in panic. “Nah, it was definitely Phoenix. I mean, didn’t you see him? He looked fuckin’ angry. Maybe he’s mad at y’all for somethin’ that happened in MF7?”

      Hawk changed his focus back to him. “Yeah? You think?” The leader shook his head, obviously torn. “I wish we knew where he was. We could bring him in and question him ourselves—” 

      “Yeah, I don’t think that’d do any good,” Henry blurted out so quickly he coughed on his Coke. 

      Fuck, Hawk, don’t go that direction either, man. 

      The last thing Henry needed was for BlackStone to go looking and figuring out that General Smithers owned Stronghold Consulting and Defense firm. Henry knew that the General kept his ownership private, but he wasn’t sure how sturdy that secret held up against the internet other than his own fruitless searches. 

      Henry cleared his throat past the cough. “I mean… he was in his Army uniform, and the place was nondescript. Wherever he is must be well hidden, and the General sounded like he wasn’t even in the same vicinity. There’s no tellin’ where he is.”

      Hawk’s lips pursed. “I’m not sure what the uniform had to do with it. His name wasn’t even on it.”

      “True…” Henry hedged, trying to get Hawk back on the right track. “But do you actually think he would’ve made that video and put that uniform on if he wasn’t willing? You can’t force Phoenix to do anything, and he looked mighty healthy to have been tortured.” 

      “Tortured,” Hawk muttered. “Snake and I talked about that. Phoenix didn’t look tortured. It’s just… it’s a hard pill to swallow when you think you know someone and then bam.” Hawk slapped his hand against the couch’s armrest, making Henry jump. “A guy goes rogue on you, you know?”

      Henry used the opening like a lifeline, deciding to employ one of the tactics he’d learned from Dean in order to get people to trust him. 

      Gotta give somethin’ to get somethin’ sometimes.

      “I actually know exactly what you mean.”

      Hawk’s eyebrows rose as he tilted his head, indicating for Henry to continue.

      Henry sighed and leaned forward, hoping this worked. “Let me tell you about my field training officer, Dean Jones… and how Jules Bellerose gave me a second chance.”
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      The chrome pole was warm to her touch after climbing, descending, and spinning over and over and over again. Callie moved through the set she’d made up, letting her drugged haze envelop her in the pounding rhythm beating in the air. 

      She twirled around the metal, wrapping her hands in a tight grip, imagining squeezing the necks of the men who were salivating over her with their own dicks in their hands. 

      Disgusting.

      The word hissed across her mind even as her pussy throbbed to be filled. Fucking drugs. Thank God the General would make sure they left her alone. She hoped. Prisoner 813’s warning flitted through her mind as she assessed the crowd. 

      Their eagerness felt… off. Like the men were more unhinged than usual, but at least with either the General or Vlad in the room, the guards and the guests knew to be hands off. She had no idea where Vlad was, but the General chatted in the corner, trying to woo one of his potential clients. The rest of the voyeurs were already in his pocket. He didn’t need to babysit or impress them anymore and left them to their own devices while she danced. 

      “Let’s just say, I’ve seen you perform.”

      Her stomach flipped as she dipped and curled around the pole, holding on with only her thighs. The move probably had a name, but she’d had to teach it to herself.

      Finding out she needed to learn how to dance had been one of the first things the General had ever said to her. At the time, she’d just figured out how to weasel her way into his presence, and was racking her brain on how to convince him to keep her. But when she’d sidled up to him, he’d stroked her cheek, an odd wistful look in his eye. 

      “You remind me of my daughter.” 

      The observation had made her heart thud with panic, certain he was going to kick her to the curb. It should’ve been a deal breaker. She’d thought it would be, at least. Unfortunately—on so many levels—that hadn’t been the case. 

      “You will wear blue when we play, toy.”

      After that, it’d been relatively simple to convince him that she could be used to find out more information about his clients while seducing them. The dancing had been his idea. Gathering secrets, picking and choosing what intel she’d pass along to the General and what would end up on her scroll of paper, had been her idea. She was in control. She had to be. 

      The thought made her shiver, the slight movement combining with the sweat on her thighs to make her drop. Her heart pounded at the fear of falling, but she clenched together, snapping her hands above her and pulling up to enter a new position. One of her elbows wrapped around the chrome while she used her free hand to push her body away from the pole. When she’d gotten a good grip, she waved her legs around in the air like a slow dance. 

      With how natural the maneuver felt, it might’ve even been a real move, but she had no idea and it really didn’t matter. It wasn’t like the men watching her were paying attention to her technique. 

      She flicked her eyes over to her audience, taking in their dazed looks that no doubt matched her own. Over time she’d gotten more used to the drugs, but even though these men were regular users, they behaved like newbies. They didn’t stand a chance at a coherent thought right now. 

      The General always instructed her to squeeze as much damning information as possible from his clients, but he oddly hadn’t mentioned it this time. Which, admittedly, was yet another red flag for the night. 

      Either way, she’d have to try to get their names on her own this time. All she knew about these men from past parties and auctions were the brutal things she’d seen them do to other women in the underground. Once she had names to pair with the faces, she’d never be able to forget either. The memories haunted her enough.

      It’d been a while since she’d seen him, but she recognized the large one with the silver tie as he smoked a cigar with the balding man beside him. They’d used one just like it to burn a poor woman the night Callie had been auctioned to the General. That woman hadn’t survived. 

      Another, the one in an awful red silky shirt who hadn’t taken his eyes off of her, had been the one to play with her before the General named her off-limits. She’d been a trial run for that man before the General had realized her “potential.” She still had faint scars from that man, despite the small hit of healing meds she’d been revived with afterward.

      Rapists. Sadists. Traffickers. Murderers. All of them. 

      She believed in justice, in everyone getting what they deserved in the name of the law. But with everything she’d seen from these men, they all deserved a slow, torturous death, followed by an eternity of burning. 

      Her parents had been devout Catholics, believing in hell and the Lord’s goodness and light. If God was good, then even his hell wasn’t bad enough for these monsters and their evil. 

      A throat clearing made her snap to attention as she lowered to push off the floor and make the pole spin for her next move. The General stood next to the stage, a placating smile on his face as he beckoned her with his fingers. 

      “Come, toy. I have an announcement.” 

      Alarms blared in her dulled senses but she nodded and climbed down midturn. When she stepped down the stairs toward him, he pulled her in front of him and placed his hands on her shoulders. Her frustrated body fought to writhe under his touch, but her mind reminded her that this man was the enemy. She forced herself to still, even as her core betrayed her and ached for relief. 

      “Gentlemen.” The General’s voice commanded the room over the seductive, slow music beats. “I’m afraid I must bid you adieu. It’s been quite a while, but I’m sure you remember I don’t participate in nights like tonight. Don’t worry…” His fingers dug into her muscles in a rough massage. Although she couldn’t see the General scan her body, she could feel his roaming eyes, and the men’s gazes followed suit. “I’m leaving you in very capable hands.” 

      Everyone’s knowing laughter made her stomach churn with the distinct feeling that she was the only clueless one in the room. All that kept her from fleeing was the knowledge that even with the General gone, at least Vlad wouldn’t let them actually play with her. As long as he sat in the corner—

      Wait…

      Where’s Vlad?

      Her eyes wandered around the room lazily while her mind tried to panic. Where was Vlad? Was the General really going to leave her there without him? To fend for herself?

      Prisoner 813’s warning blared in her mind, and her chest began to tighten, making her dizzy.

      “I promised you men something special tonight. And you’ll get it, but first I’m going to let her go freshen up.” Warm breath whispered into her ear as he leaned in to whisper in her ear. “Go and come back right away. No dawdling. I’m getting good money for you and I will have someone come get you if you take too long.” 

      She nodded slowly, her body trying to keep up with what was happening. With one final squeeze, he let her go. She walked across the room, past the leering men, her eyes staring straight ahead as her thoughts ran wild. 

      The General continued to speak as she went. Her eardrums hurt trying so hard to listen above the distracting bass beats. 

      Had someone asked what the rules were?

      “Normally, you may look and touch, but no vigorous play. But of course you’ve paid handsomely to do quite a bit more than that tonight. The guards are willing to help you perform whatever acts you wish to see on her. I’ve realized as of late that the girl doesn’t have a lot left to give and it pains me to confess that she’s served her purpose with another guest, here. I’ve found I’ve grown tired of both of them and their time here has run its course.” 

      Oh my God… is he talking about 813?

      “Now that I’ve had my fill, and after you’ve had yours” —the men’s repulsive snickering peppered her bare back— “I will open up bids for her on the regular channels. You men get first dibs of course.” 

      “If there’s anything left,” one of the men barked out. The rest of them laughed more heartily. 

      The door guard ogled her before entering in the security code and opening the door. Behind her, the General’s response rose above the raucous. 

      “Yes of course, of course. We may be able to revive her if necessary, but success for that is not guaranteed. I truly give you free rein. She is under the same medicinal enhancements you gentlemen were dosed with, so she shouldn’t put up too much of a fight. Although if you try hard enough, I’m sure you could get a reaction. Nothing is off-limits.”

      Nothing… is off-limits?! What the actual fuck is going on? 

      “I’ll be going now, gentleman. If she doesn’t come back in a few minutes, send one of the guards to fetch her. And remember… don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.” The room erupted in another chorus of jeers and lewd comments that all ended abruptly as the guard slammed the door behind her. 

      The hallways yawned before her and the silence rang in her ears. Her mind tried to catch up with the General’s announcement. Each word pounded in her head and her vision narrowed. Her hand trailed along the wall as she traveled down the hallway to her cell. To go… freshen up. Like decorating the buffet with a pretty tablecloth and flowers before allowing the masses to scavenge. 

      During every other party, the General paraded her around, sometimes leaving her to the wolves, but always with Vlad or another guard as her pseudo-bodyguard. He was now allowing them to do whatever they wanted with her? Fuck, 813 had warned her, and she’d decided not to take him seriously. She wouldn’t survive the night. 

      That might be better than being auctioned again.

      Her eyes burned until she finally blinked again, snapping herself out of her dazed state. She glanced around, only just realizing she already stood inside her room.

      What the hell was she going to do? 

      She only had a few minutes before she had to return to the party. The General had said someone would come looking for her if she spent too much time. 

      But were these the last moments she’d ever have to herself? Or ever? 

      A loud clacking noise made her realize her legs were shaking. The left heel of her sky-high boots drummed a staccato rhythm on the concrete. Her fingers mindlessly stroked over the butterfly tattoo on her wrist as she finally came to her conclusion.

      There was only one thing she could do. She had no doubt that if she walked back into that party, she’d be trapped, putting herself on a silver platter for all the men to devour and use up until there was nothing left. Even if she survived, there’d be an auction, with even less probability that she’d survive the new buyer. 

      She’d had the feeling that the General was getting tired of her, that the guards were being more brazen, but she’d never thought she had less time. For months she’d believed she still had control, but just like every rainfall shower she’d taken, it was an illusion. One she’d used to keep herself alive. That tactic wasn’t working anymore. 

      She had no other choice. It was time. 

      What about Phoenix? 

      What about him? He’s not Phoenix, he’s 813, and if I release him, he could hurt more people. More women like Annie.

      Her heart twisted, but the reality was that 813 was the enemy just like the General. He’d worked for him at the same time that Annie had been kidnapped. Callie didn’t know what role he’d had in all of it, but any role at all meant that he deserved to be in that cell, whether for the General or in a real prison cell. She wouldn’t risk her life to free a man just to get him locked up again. He’d done this to himself.  

      Not letting another precious second pass by, she sprang into action, lunging for the small divot she’d made in the mattress and taking the small scrap of paper and the pen she’d stolen. She slid the scroll into her boot and stuffed the pen in her cleavage. 

      Never thought I’d be thankful for a corset, but there’s a first time for everything. 

      She spun on her heel toward the door… only to teeter to the side and have to hold on to the wall to catch herself. 

      Fuck, of course I’m having to do this drugged. 

      Shut up. Don’t feel sorry for yourself. Take this one step at a time. You know the way. 

      Careful not to get dizzy again, she blew out a deep breath to center herself and gain her balance. 

      It’s showtime.

      She opened the door and peeked out. Finding the coast clear, she turned left, away from the playroom. Unfortunately, even if she wasn’t freeing 813, the prisoners’ corridor was the only other hallway that led to the General’s office. She couldn’t leave until she’d stopped there for what she needed. 

      Thankfully, dancing had made her light on her heels. As long as she took slow steps, she was able to navigate the unguarded corridor almost silently. The guards rarely got a night off, but apparently the General’s “something special” he’d offered at her expense, had allowed the guards to leave their posts. Only someone as full of himself as the General would think that was a good idea. That, more than anything else, told her Vlad wasn’t in the underground. If he had been, at least a few sober guards would’ve been left around. She wouldn’t complain, though. The General’s arrogance facilitated her freedom. 

      She quickly keyed in the high-as-a-kite guard’s code from earlier. Her heart thundered as she waited for it to open. During every millisecond of inaction, her frazzled and drugged mind went haywire. 

      The harsh mechanical sound of the door unlocking, along with its chirp, made her jump out of her skin. She pressed her hand to her heart and pushed the door open, entering the corridor immediately and setting off into an awkward sprint toward the other end. 

      She was only feet from the door at the opposite end of the hallway when relief and hope began to filter through the fear and panic swirling in her chest. 

      Get to the General’s office. Find what I need. Get the hell out of here.

      There definitely were a few steps missing in her plan, but she didn’t have time to strategize. Winging it wasn’t her strong suit, but it’d have to work—

      Strong hands wrapped around both of her arms before wrenching them tight behind her. The rough movement nearly tore them out of socket in a painfully familiar way. Her heart stalled out when the man hissed in her ear.

      “And where do you think you’re goin’?”
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      Dean sneered down at her. Her door to freedom was mere feet from her, but the triumphant slurring his words and stink of liquor on his breath evaporated her hope for freedom. 

      Fuck, he’s drunk.

      No. I can work with this. It’s just one man. 

      But that means they’re already looking for me.

      Wait… was he even in the playroom?

      “Look at what I caught. Aren’t you supposed to be the main attraction at that goddamn party?”

      “You weren’t there?” Callie asked, pretty certain she already knew the answer, but buying time to figure out how to get his disgusting hands off of her. 

      His look of victory over catching her quickly fell into a scowl, twisting his moderately handsome face into something evil. “The General needed me for an important assignment.” 

      “Oh…” She narrowed her eyes before it clicked and she barked out a laugh. “I see. You weren’t invited, huh?” 

      A flush of embarrassment crept up his neck and into his cheeks. “Shut up.” He shook her harshly. She focused on a divot in the cinder block to orient herself and lessen the dizzy feeling already crowding her brain. 

      God, it hadn’t been her intention, but it sure felt really good to wound his pride. If he hadn’t been invited to the party, it meant that he’d either fucked up, or it was like she’d suspected and the General didn’t trust him. It had to be one or the other because both would’ve had him burned to ashes by now. 

      His fury etched deeper into the frown on his face, darkening the intense, circular scar on his neck. Those hazel eyes were red in the sclera, reminding her of dead leaves burned up by his anger. His fingers tightened on her arms as he dragged her into the torture room and her eye caught on a bucket in the corner with a mop propped beside it, pink from wiping bloodstains off the floor. The reality of what he’d been doing instead of the party made her want to poke the bear even more. 

      “Oh my god, your important assignment… it was to clean the bloody mess you made beating prisoners up? So you… what? Felt sorry for yourself, drank the shitty liquor the guards keep in their barracks and then had to do your chores like a good little boy—”

      “Shut up! Shut up, shut up, shut up!” He slammed her back into the wall, forcing the air from her lungs in a painful jolt. His enraged eyes met hers and spit gathered at the corner of his chapped lips as he gripped her throat with one hand and his other forearm pressed against her chest. “You know… those parties get out of hand. I doubt anyone will miss you for a while.” 

      She snorted. “Like you would know. You’ve never even been to one.” 

      He growled his anger and shoved her against the cinder blocks again, making her groan. After months of a terrible diet in the underground, all the extra cushion she’d ever had, had disappeared. In the barely there bodysuit, all her angles were exposed, and her shoulder blades were now on fire from the assault against the rough concrete.  

      “I oughta go ahead and kill you. Put us all out of our misery. The General could find a new whore real quick. You’re a dime a dozen. I don’t even know why he’s kept you around for so long.” 

      She opened her mouth for a retort, but the truth in his statement made her pause. 

      Why had he kept her that long? Was it really because of his delusions, like she’d always assumed? Or was it something else?

      No. Fuck that. I’ve got to get out of here. Now is not the time for self-reflection.

      “The General is going to send someone to look for me,” she replied, hoping he wouldn’t decide to take her himself.

      “S’that so?” He pulled out his phone. “I’ll just tell him that I’ve got you, and he doesn’t need to worry. I have his cell phone number, you know.” 

      Shit.

      Her heartbeat thudded in her chest until a faint old-timey ringing from the other side of the two-way mirror had them both looking in that direction, only to see their reflection. His, one of bewildered outrage, hers full of that cocky sass that always got her in trouble when she was younger. 

      “Cell phone, huh? Sounds oddly like a run-of-the-mill office phone to me.”

      “Shut up,” he grumbled again, before firing off a text. 

      Instead of taunting him again, she glanced around the room for anything she could use against him. It wasn’t smart to tease him into a fury. He might actually kill her, and what good would that do anyone? 

      Except…

      Her eyes caught on the locked cabinet in the corner.

      What if it was a good idea?

      “Wow… he must really not trust you. You know, since he only gave you his office phone.”

      “He trusts me,” he spat at her, tightening his grip on her neck. “I’m his right-hand man!” 

      “You sure about that? Seems to me he didn’t think you deserved an invite to the party—where everyone is having a blast, by the way. He doesn’t respect you enough to give you his cell phone number. Sounds like you’re barely a level above me. Maybe even less. I mean… at least I get to fuck and party. Hell, he doesn’t even believe you can handle a weapon.” 

      Furious dead hazel eyes darted to the locker and she watched him carefully, studying every minute change in his demeanor as his drunken mind examined her accusations. 

      Earlier, the way he’d grabbed her had reminded her exactly of how she’d been taught. What was his story? He was obviously easy to rile up. That could have been his downfall. She was certainly going to use it against him now. Wisely. 

      “You were a cop right?” At her question, his gaze drew back to hers warily. “I’m guessing you were dirty… so you were fired…” Surprise and hatred mixed in a kaleidoscope in his eyes. “You probably got caught, so it makes sense that the General wouldn’t trust you. You couldn’t even do that right—”

      “Shut up!” he screamed, his tan skin erupting into a fiery shade of defeat. Beads of sweat trailed down his flushed face, telling her that he was at his breaking point. Rage vibrated through his body, jangling coins and keys in his pocket, leading her to venture a guess.

      “You don’t even have a key… do you?” The hold he had on her was so tight she felt like she was losing blood circulation. She used her eyes to indicate the tall, locked cabinet in the corner. “You have one to the prisoners’ cells and you know the pin code for the security doors. But I bet you’re trapped here too. Can’t get a weapon. Can’t get out.” She tsked and shook her head as much as his hand against her throat would allow. 

      “You think you’re so smart. Both you and that stupid-ass motherfucker in 813. I’ll show you. I’ll show you both.” 

      “The General doesn’t have any use for people he can’t trust, you know. They’re worthless to him—”

      This time, his shove against her neck was so quick and violent she had no warning to brace herself for impact. Her head collided with the wall, spiraling that drugged, dizzy feeling that immediately made her want to vomit. When she opened her eyes, dust sparkled and settled in the air in the room, reminding her of the gold in Phoenix’s amber eyes. 

      No. Focus, damnit. You only get one chance to get out of this place.

      “I am not worthless. You are worthless. A whore like my fiancée. You don’t know anything.”

      “Oh yeah?” she mumbled through the pain in her head, thankful it was already easing up. Whether that was because she was concussed or because the injury wasn’t that bad, she didn’t know, and she didn’t have time to analyze. “Prove it.”

      Her heart thundered at her own challenge, but she hoped he’d take the bait. All she needed was something quiet and pointy and she could get the job done.  

      His hold on her throat tightened right before he threw her down on the ground. By the time she registered that she was on the ground, he’d already dug his knee between her shoulder blades and pulled her hands behind her back. Copper leaked into her mouth from biting her tongue, and it took her a second to realize she should be fighting back. 

      No. Not yet.

      She waited for the cuffs that were supposed to come after this part in a takedown, but he only gathered her wrists in his clumsy hands. Before she could prepare, he jerked her from the ground, dragging her into standing. It took every ounce of her willpower, but she kept herself calm and calculated. 

      Her body ached, bringing that sensation she hated. It’d been a slow onset in this hell, but inevitable thanks to the constant drugs. Even as dizziness swirled in her head, sudden somersaults flipped around deep in her lower belly. 

      The last thing she wanted was to be turned on, and she hoped her body’s reaction was just anxiety. But when her knee began to throb through her drugged haze, it sent a low pulse into her core as well, confirming that she was getting off on the pain. 

      Desperate to feel anything else, she sent up silent prayers of gratitude when he led her to the cabinet. His force made her stumble in her heels so much she had to focus on the short journey. She blinked hard, trying to keep her mental acuity in check despite the drugs. 

      Still holding her loosely at an odd angle, he kicked the cabinet doors next to the lock, where it was most vulnerable, rupturing it open. The cabinet tilted and threatened to fall, causing a cacophony of metal and cardboard boxes to fall out. The red rubber case containing the healing drugs for 813 collided with the ground, landing on its latches in such a way that it popped open, breaking several syringes against the concrete as it bounced. The broken glass glittered against the gray stone. Damp stains from the clear liquid bloomed across the floor, immediately soaking into the bare concrete. 

      Dean sifted through the boxes and syringes with his boots. Every wild movement made her nearly fall, but she did her best to stay upright to avoid getting cut on the shards. She’d only been near the medicine that first night in the underground, after she’d almost died. A tiny drop had been enough to knock her out.

      She widened and blinked, trying to rid the random thoughts that invaded her addled brain and commandeered the rational thoughts that would help her escape. 

      Dean rummaged through what was left of the cabinet, tossing out rope, duct tape, and a variety of boxes. Callie kept her eye out for a flying knife or anything better than the ballpoint pen hidden in her cleavage. 

      After a few more curses and grunts, he finally found what he’d been looking for. He laid a black case on the ground before unlatching it, revealing a pistol nestled in egg crate foam with a loaded magazine and an extra magazine of bullets beside it. 

      Oh shit.
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      “Wh-what’re you going to do with that?” Callie cleared her throat, trying to avoid sounding like the poor pathetic damsel that 813 thought her to be. It was hard to do, though, considering there was a madman in front of her. His eyes were wild, totally lost in liquor and revenge as he stared at the gun in his hand and grumbled to himself. 

      “I’m gonna finally get me a little respect around here,” he muttered something else about his fiancée before chuckling. “You’ll see, slut.” 

      Okay… so a knife didn’t fall out of the cabinet, but maybe this will be even better. Although a gunshot will attract more attention. 

      I’ll have to make it count.

      Once again proving his expertise in some sort of law enforcement training, he kept his painful hold on her wrists, while inserting the magazine into the gun. As soon as it was loaded, he stood and shoved the firearm barrel into her side. In that simple act alone, he also proved that he had no idea who he was fucking with. At the moment, the worst he could do was hit her with it. It wasn’t ideal, but since he hadn’t readied it to fire, he couldn’t shoot her. Yet. 

      “I could shoot you right now, you know,” he hissed in her ear.

      Not without racking the slide and disengaging the safety, but nice try, dummy. 

      Instead of correcting him on how to kill her, she mustered up moisture into her eyes. “Please don’t. I-I’m so sorry, sir. I didn’t mean anything. I don’t want to get into trouble. Please, let me go.”

      So I can get the fuck out of here.

      A dark snicker made her muscles twitch to flee as he pushed her into the hallway and made her walk, the gun still ineffectually aimed into her upper ribs. “Oh, I’ll let you go soon enough. But first, I’m gonna take what I’ve been denied from uptight cunts like you for way too long. All you women are always thinkin’ you’re too good to fuck. Well, you ain’t. And I’m gonna fuck your whore pussy before I take you back to that goddamn party and they destroy it for good.” 

      As if to punctuate his sentence, he halted and snatched her up to his chest. The abrupt movement had her brain swimming, and when his dick pushed against her ass, the drugs and adrenaline in her system kicked all her self-preservation to the curb. 

      Oh, hell, no. I’m not about to let this guy win. Not without a fight.

      All pretense gone, she couldn’t fight her snort. “With that little thing? Make sure you tell me when you get it in. I’m such a whore, I won’t even notice—”

      “Fuck you!” She turned her face away just in time to prevent her eardrums from being blown out by his scream. Still, his spit landed on the side of her cheek, making her gag. 

      Before she could retort, he jerked her arm, toppling her to the ground. Her knees scraped the ground, and she tried her best to get upright again. But it was impossible for her drugged brain and high-heeled feet to gain purchase as Dean dragged her down the corridor. 

      Despite the circumstances, curiosity overrode her frustration and fear, getting the best of her. “Where are you taking me?” 

      He picked up speed and she gave up trying to stand, instead going along for the ride and letting herself focus. Her heart pounded in her chest as she racked her brain for what to do. 

      She could deal with getting played with. It’d be perfect actually. That way, she could wait to take advantage at just the right moment and escape. She’d certainly imagined that scenario enough times to know exactly how she’d deal with it. 

      But she had a feeling of where Dean was taking them. 

      Prisoner 813.

      Her stomach knotted for two very different reasons, neither of which she wanted to confront. Besides the fact that the drugs in her system made her core literally ache for him, she also knew in her heart that if she had to actually see 813, she wasn’t sure she could abandon him. 

      She’d decided once and for all that he wasn’t a part of her getaway plan, but seeing him again would crush her resolve to ditch him in the same hell she’d suffered. Logically, she understood that it was better for her—not to mention the world—to leave that trafficking asshole in chains. But the immediate twinge in her chest at the thought of seeing him again, told her that despite her duties, she wouldn’t be able to go through with it. 

      Having to let Dean fuck her in front of 813 would also kill that last shred of dignity she still clung to. Prisoner 813 had helped her through what the General did to her. It’d been a long time since she’d been taken that roughly without any drugs, and she knew without a doubt that she would’ve gone to a dark place without 813’s soothing presence. 

      Something had changed in him since then, though, and she dreaded the thought of seeing the judgment that now darkened his eyes. Especially while Dean played with her. It’d nearly broken her to see that disdain before the party. She couldn’t see it again so soon, and not while she was being used by someone like Dean. 

      Fuck, just get over it. Why do I care about this guy so much? I need to do what I have to do and be done with it all.

      She whipped her head around Dean’s legs to see 813’s cell looming closer. He tugged her arm harder and a pang settled in her shoulder. The pulse seemed to shoot straight to her clit. 

      It’s not the pain. I’m not getting off on the pain. It’s just because I’m seeing Phoenix again—

      No. He’s 813… And that’s not a much better alternative, damnit. 

      Dean chuckled above her as he stopped in front of 813’s cell. He jerked her up and tight against his front again before hissing into her ear. “I’m gonna prove to both of y’all high-and-mighty fuckers that you ain’t better than nobody.”

      The gun dug into her spine as Dean awkwardly fished for his keys. Before her frazzled mind could register he’d let go of her, he’d already pushed the door open and thrown her inside the dark room. 

      She stumbled and fell, twisting her body to avoid landing on her bruised and cut-up knees. Her eyes closed as she steeled herself for impact—

      Two strong arms caught her in a giving embrace that sent a shock through every nerve right down to her very soul. 

      “Brown eyes?” Phoenix’s gruff whisper puffed against her cheek, instantly taking the edge off her panic. Her body shivered against his and out of instinct, she turned and wrapped her arms around him. Shackles clinked as he tightened his grip around her. His hand stroked her hair, making her moan softly. It was only then she realized that thanks to the angle of her fall, his hard-on dug into her lower belly.

      That medicine is still working through him.

      Phoenix’s other hand cupped her ass and lifted her closer. Her body moved of its own volition against his length, seducing a groaned curse from him. His fingers dug into her flesh, pushing her clit right against his cock, making them both cry out at the friction—

      Fingers stabbed through her hair, wrenching her back. She yelped as Dean tore her from safety.

      “What the fuck?” Phoenix jolted to his feet, but Dean pointed his gun at him and gestured to the ground, making Callie still as well.

      “Don’t fuckin’ move or I’ll put a bullet in both of ya.” 

      Phoenix slowly sat back on his heels, outrage burning in his eyes. “Let her go.”

      “Oh, I’ll let her go.” Dean threw her onto the metal slab the underground called a bed for the prisoners. He pushed her thighs apart with his knee and twisted her hair in his fist, no doubt tearing a chunk from her scalp. “Right after I’m finished. You said I couldn’t ever have her. Well… not only will I fuck her. You’re gonna watch me do it.” 

      Her eyes drew to Phoenix’s and she could see the mix of emotion there. She understood it in her very bones. It was the same she had. 

      Hate. 

      Shame. 

      Shattered hope. 

      It was that last loss that she focused on, clutching it to her soul along with the rage that kept her going every day. She let both feelings burn inside her as she dragged her eyes back to glare at the man on top of her. His firearm now bruised her jaw, but his eyes weren’t on hers as he made his threats. 

      Pride is your weakness. It’ll be your downfall too.

      From the way he was angled to taunt Phoenix, he’d bared his neck to her, flaunting that angry circular scar.

      What could even cause a scar like that? A stick? 

      “Take my dick out, whore,” the monster above her commanded, still not looking at her. 

      What a rookie mistake. 

      His carotid artery pulsed an inch below the wound, teasing her. Daring her. 

      The firearm pushed farther in the soft space underneath her jaw, making it hard to swallow. She locked eyes with Phoenix again. He hadn’t taken his gaze off her, she realized. A swirl of emotions clouded the amber pools as he gritted his teeth. 

      Her mind cleared completely as she brought her fingers to the ties on her bodysuit. His confused brow narrowed as he glanced where she worked, before hope lit up his face again. 

      A smile teased her lips before she whispered.

      “Good luck, Phoenix.”

      In one swift move, she plucked the pen from her cleavage and aimed straight for the red bull’s-eye on Dean’s neck.
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      Holy shit.

      Phoenix gaped in confused awe as Dean clutched his gushing throat, already choking on whatever it was that Callie had stabbed him with. In what looked like a practiced move, Callie stripped Dean of the pistol jammed into her throat. In the next blink, she reared back and repeatedly struck him in the nose with her elbow. Her victim rebounded off each strike until she finally rolled a dazed and hurting Dean off the metal bed. Despite her sky-high heels, she jackknifed to her feet gracefully, like a dancer. 

      No. 

      Like a fucking fighter. 

      What the hell? How does she know how to do any of this?

      Callie slid the rack back, chambered a round, and disengaged the safety like a pro, making him further question everything he knew about the woman. Even though she performed each move as if she’d done it a million times before, she swayed on her feet. She was obviously exhausted, but there was something else that made him think it was more. 

      Her eyes finally met his, blinking as they tried to focus. 

      Shit, she wasn’t just tired. She was drugged. And fuck it all, if that look didn’t seem familiar. It was the same dazed stare he’d seen before in the room with all those men. She’d been under the influence of something then, and she was under the influence of something now. Not that he wasn’t impressed before, but the fact that she’d taken down a man weighing at least a hundred more pounds than her, while intoxicated, completely baffled him. 

      Who the fuck is this woman?

      Her breasts heaved against the loose strings of her laced corset, as if they were trying to burst free. The view sent his already raging cock into overdrive. 

      Goddamn these meds.

      They’d left him harder than the concrete floor beneath him and when she’d fallen into his arms, all the feelings—physical and emotional—swirled together, sending his lust into overdrive and surging to his length. 

      Their mutual enemy writhed on the floor, bleeding out and shouting nonsense. But Phoenix and Callie continued to stare at each other, both seemingly trying to figure out what was happening between them. 

      An enraged shriek broke their spell as Dean lunged for Callie with his free hand. Before Phoenix could think, he swung his chains around the man’s neck, jerking him to the ground. The links clanged as they wrapped together, pushing the pen lodged in Dean’s jugular even deeper. Phoenix felt his face spread wide into a crazed grin as Dean scratched at his throat, trying to free himself. But Phoenix twisted the links and wrenched them as tight as they would go, bending his former captor backward. 

      The choking sounds shouldn’t have turned him on more, and the way the helpless man’s limbs fought to stay alive made Phoenix’s spine tingle. When Callie straddled Dean’s wild legs, holding him still before jabbing the gun under their victim’s jaw, Phoenix realized he was desperate to fuck her. 

      And as he caught her heated gaze, he realized he wasn’t the only fucked-up one. He recognized the hunger and thirst there. They were both getting off on murder. It wasn’t their fault their sick lust had been forged in this hellscape. 

      He clenched his teeth and tugged harder as Dean futilely clung to the chains, fighting for his life. But, frankly, he wouldn’t have had a chance in this position without his neck fountaining blood. Callie kept her watchful eyes on Phoenix’s, her fingers flitting over Dean’s spasming body until she found his keys. 

      She snatched them from the loop on the man’s pants and, with the gun still in her hand, she unlocked the shackles on Phoenix’s wrists. The clasps fell, but Phoenix didn’t loosen his grip on the chains suffocating Dean, not even when the links became slick with blood.

      Callie’s stare grew needier and as Dean twitched underneath her, she licked her bottom lip before biting it. It brightened from deep blush to light pink due to the pressure under her teeth. When the man between them went limp, they both froze. 

      Phoenix grunted with a final vindictive wrench of the chains, forcing a sickening crunch of bone from Dean’s neck. The metal loosened in Phoenix’s grip, letting Dean’s body collapse to the side. 

      Using Dean’s shirt to wipe off his bloody hands, Phoenix never took his eyes off of Callie. Their chests heaved, both catching their breath. None of what just happened could’ve been longer than two minutes, but drowning in her eyes felt like an eternity. 

      He pushed the remaining chains from his lap, clattering them against the concrete. That sound, accompanied by Dean’s haunting final breath and Callie’s heavy ones, was music to Phoenix’s ears. Death, freedom, lust, all harmonizing in a grand symphony.

      An eerie silence filled the small space, but one note still rang out among all the rest, rising to the forefront. He followed Callie’s swallow as it traveled down her slender neck, her instincts telling her she was now the prey in the room.

      Before she could come to her senses and flee, he lunged from the ground and collected her in his arms. He stripped the gun from her hand while she wrapped her arms around his neck. It only took one long step before he pinned her up on the wall next to the door. His cock strained against fabric, and her blood-spattered hands immediately flew to his zipper, yanking it down before digging into his jeans to free him. 

      Their mouths attacked each other, the faint taste of copper tingeing the kiss. Her lips softened under his harsh assault and his tongue slid between them to fight with hers. 

      Callie’s fingers explored Phoenix’s muscles and hard edges. The touch set his body on fire, and his pulse thrummed in his veins. Knowing their tormentor bled out behind them gave Phoenix life. 

      When she took him in her greedy hands, he groaned a curse. Using his index finger to hook underneath the bottom of her bodysuit, pulling the snaps free and revealing her cunt. He stroked his finger past her curls and through her soaking pussy as he whispered against her lips. 

      “Hold on, brown eyes.” 

      She wordlessly helped him guide his painfully hard cock into her dripping heat. Every warm inch embraced him until he’d fully seated himself. Their moans of relief echoed against the concrete. 

      “Fuckin’ A… goddamnit, Callie, you feel so fuckin’ good—” 

      She bit his bottom lip, spurring him to begin driving into her. Their breaths were harsh and loud, like the raw emotion behind their need. She scratched his neck as she angled his head, trying to control the kiss.

      Fuck that, baby.

      “No,” he growled out. Her legs gripped him so tightly that he didn’t even have to hold her. He rested the forearm of his gun hand next to her head, while his free hand captured her neck. His fingers squeezed around the soft column, making faint bloody fingerprints, and her breaths became heavy puffs into his mouth as he kissed her. 

      “Wait,” she whispered. “I… I can’t…” Her strangled voice made his balls tense, readying to explode and he shoved farther inside her at a punishing speed. 

      The position drove him crazy as he angled to get as deep as possible. Her pussy contracted and throbbed around him in response.

      “Yes, Phoenix.” His name—his real name—moaned low from her lips and barreled in his chest, even as her puffs of air grew shallower. 

      Alarm bells in the back of his mind told him he needed to let up on his grip on her throat, but the drugs and his need drove him mad, making him squeeze harder. A tingling in his spine warned him he was close, that he needed to pull out soon. The rhythmic pulsing of her inner walls against his cock, along with her silent pleas stuttering against his lips, spurred him on. 

      Her fingernails pierced the skin on his nape and she bit his lip again, hard enough to draw blood. He tore away to see her gorgeous dark-olive skin had become a pretty shade of desperate purple. With one last surge, he stopped, pinning her hips between his. Using his gun hand, he stroked the barrel down her cheek and met her dark eyes.

      She didn’t know him, and from their conversation earlier, she might’ve even hated him. But here she was, letting him choke and fuck the life out of her. The thought gave him a heady rush, making him light-headed as he renewed his thrusts to a slow, deliberate pace. Her tiny moans made him nearly combust. 

      He dragged the gun up so that the barrel met her temple and he loosened his hold on her neck. With the brief release, she sucked in another breath, only to be stopped by his grip again. He nuzzled his nose against her other cheek before whispering into her ear. 

      “Does it turn you on to know your life is in my hands, brown eyes?” 

      “Yes.”

      He drew back and watched as the realization sparked in her eyes. Vulnerability and another emotion he hadn’t expected, stunned him into silence. The acceptance there made his stomach twist with sympathy. Was she ready to die? He needed her to fight back, like she had with Dean. His eyes scanned down her body at all the blood she’d earned when she’d fought for her life, until they caught on the star burned high up on her hip.

      Then he remembered who she was. What she was. 

      The General’s whore. 

      No. The General’s accomplice.

      “Did you really think she would’ve lasted this long if she wasn’t useful to him?” 

      Fury welled up in Phoenix’s chest again. “After everything the General has put me and my men through, not to mention all the innocent lives he’s hurt… killin’ you, the General’s accomplice, would be justified, don’t you think?”

      He studied her as the acceptance in her demeanor disappeared, transforming into an eruption of rage. 

      In a move he had no preparation for, her fingers squeezed the inside of his wrist so hard the gun fell out of reflex. 

      “How did you—” He stared at her bloody fingerprints on his treasonous, weak hand, still baffled by the maneuver, until he realized the gun was now kissing his cheek. His eyes widened in shock as he met the molten anger in hers. “Who are you?”

      He loosened his grip on her throat to let her answer. She calmly smirked before whispering out, “The woman who’s going to literally kill you if you don’t make me come right now.” 

      A smile, an almost foreign sensation after weeks of being tortured, teased his lips. “Wouldn’t want that. I’m so close to freedom.” 

      “Me too, 813, so move.”

      “I’ve never been good at takin’ direction, but I’ll allow it just this once.”

      Not stalling another second, he wrapped his fingers around her throat again and squeezed. When he plunged fully inside her again, the fury in her eyes disappeared as they rolled back into her head. Her free hand grabbed the wrist choking her and scratched, but he didn’t let up. Instead, he cupped her ass with his other hand and slammed into her. 

      He felt her vocal cords try to moan underneath his palm. Determined to get the same subtle reaction from earlier, his cock grazed that spot that drew his name from her earlier. She whispered a curse, her pulsing cunt telling him she was already climbing her peak. 

      “I’m close, too, baby. But wait. You’re gonna come with me.” 

      “Hurry,” she begged. 

      Tingling satisfaction shot down his spine and he chased the peak with her. Right as he reached the top, he collided his lips with hers and released his grip on her throat. Her legs loosened and he quickly caught her underneath her ass with his forearm. A new rush of pleasure pulsed in his cock as he pounded into her, and her pussy kept the rhythm until her inner muscles squeezed his orgasm from him.

      She finally came on a long, hoarse moan, her fingernails cutting into his scalp as the nearly forgotten gun fell to press into his throat. He pushed in as deep as he could go, coating her walls with his release as he came, loving the way her bare cunt sucked him dry. A rush of relief left him as the healing drug and adrenaline he’d been pumped with ran its course.

      His hand trembled against her delicate throat. Using one finger, he stroked up the slender column, leaving a faint line of blood in its wake, and lifted her chin to pull her into a deep, unhurried kiss. Her tongue rolled into his as he slowly pumped the last remnants of his climax, drawing tiny spasms from her pussy. 

      A gurgling sound brought him back to the moment and he pulled back to meet her gaze. Her gorgeous melted chocolate-brown eyes searched his, a questioning look on her face until she glanced past him. A gasp hitched in her chest and her entire body tightened around him, like he was her life raft and she clung to him for safety. The scared vulnerability in her face reminded him of the awful moments leading up to the first time they’d come together. 

      When she’d been with the General. 

      The star brand on her hip suddenly burned against his arm where he held her. Uncertainty and guilt tightened his chest.

      Fuck.

      Faraway shouts snapped him off that dangerous path, and they both widened their eyes at the other. She licked her lips before stating their fears in a hushed whisper. 

      “They’re coming.”
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      Phoenix groaned as he withdrew from her, helping her land on her feet before tucking his spent cock into his pants. His eyes fell to her pretty, swollen pussy and the trail of his cum leaking from it. 

      Shit.

      They’d fucked without a condom. No wonder it’d felt so good. 

      It was more than that.

      His heart thundered at the thought, but he shook his head from his odd haze as another shout reverberated down a far-off hallway. 

      None of it matters if we both die.

      She gathered her composure quickly in front of him, fastening her bodysuit and removing her heels. A small roll of paper fell out, but she snatched it up before he could catch it. She stuffed it up the tight hem above her hip and retied the strings of her corset.

      A door slammed in the distance and he could hear men shouting at each other through the walls. 

      “Whatever you do, don’t kill her, yet! She’s paid for.”

      What the fuck does that mean?

      He peeked out the door into the empty hallway before facing her again. “We have to get out of here.”

      Callie stilled before drawing her eyes up to his. “We?”

      He felt confusion wrinkle his forehead. “Yeah, we. We are gonna wind up like this bastard right here if we don’t escape.”

      “There’s no we. I’m getting out of here. You do whatever you need to do. We’re through here.” 

      He scoffed, choking on a laugh. “Right, like you could escape without me. You need me.” Even as he said it, a spark of apprehension lit through him at the defiance flaring in her eyes. 

      She squeezed his shoulder before smirking. “I don’t know, 813. With a full mag and a lifetime of feminine rage, I think I could do just fine all by my girly lonesome. Especially with a head start.” 

      “What do you mean a head start—” He felt the shooting pain before he registered her knee driving up into his family jewels. Agony radiated from his crotch through his entire abdomen along with a slower, but just as vicious, ache in his joints. His knees collided together and he used the wall to prop himself up as he groaned. 

      She really fucking hated him if she was leaving him to the wolves. But why? She was the one who was sleeping—and fuck knew what else—with the enemy. 

      A chirp from the end of the hall sent an icy shot of fear down his spine, mingling with the cold sweat already prickling on his skin. He brought his head up to meet the traitor’s gorgeous brown eyes, but she was gone, leaving only her high orange heels in her wake. 

      “Son of a bitch.” 

      A hallway door chirped, but from the echo, it sounded like they hadn’t made it to the prisoners’ corridor yet. He gathered his strength and used his fear and frustration to fuel him as he stood. He stumbled out of his cell on unsteady feet and listened for which way to go. Callie always came in from the right, but the General’s office, and the soft padding of bare footsteps, were on the left. 

      He turned left and stumbled into a sprint down the hall just in time to see Callie sprinting toward the door that led to the General’s wing. Phoenix groaned but set off after her. 

      Every step he took, the more he was able to push past the throbbing in his balls. If he hadn’t been so out of practice, he might’ve seen it coming. Then again, if it hadn’t been for the Ensure and protein bars she’d given him earlier that day, he wouldn’t have had any energy to fight back anyway. But the speedy and confident way she’d grabbed his shoulder for leverage and then driven her knee up was expert level. It was an odd emotional combination to be both pissed and impressed.

      Jesus H. Christ. Hell of a fuckin’ move.

      His thoughts halted as the deceitful nymph stopped right outside the door to freedom. She pulled back and plugged the number into the security pad on the side. 

      Of course she knows the code. 

      His mind demanded answers, but his fight-or-flight response fought for dominance as he finally caught up to her and pushed against the door to escape. 

      Except it didn’t open. 

      “Damnit!” Callie cursed and tried again, but a loud beeping shouted her failure. 

      “Hold up. If they come through, keep them off me,” Phoenix hissed over the echoes closing in on their hall and shoved her out of the way. He leaned close to the security pad and pressed each number in quick succession. Another ominous beep answered back.

      “You don’t know it either—”

      “Quiet,” Phoenix hissed again before entering the sounds on the keypad. 

      The gentle chirp of the door made his shoulders sag in relief. 

      He twisted to find Callie, gun ready to shoot down the hallway, but with a bewildered expression on her face. “How did you know that?”

      He shrugged. “Twinkle twinkle little star.” 

      “What the—”

      Another chirp echoed across the metal and concrete, right before the door on the opposite end opened.

      “That fucker escaped, too!”

      “Kill him!”  

      Despite the threat, Phoenix bent over Callie on instinct, caging her between his arms to use his back to protect her. He slapped his hands against the unlocked door to open it, but he’d only managed to crack it when she yelped at him, making him pause.

      “Wait.” She tugged his shirt. “The barracks are just on the other side and the General’s office has its own guard. We can’t barge in. What if someone’s waiting? And if these guys follow us we’ll be trapped again.”

      The chorus of shouts barreled down the hallway as several guards sprinted toward them. A gunshot resounded against the metal and concrete and a bullet thumped in the wall next to Phoenix’s head. 

      “I don’t think our chances are better on this side. We’ve got”—he glanced behind him to count the men peering out of doorways with their guns raised—“two men on our tail.”

      All in the blink of an eye, her brows furrowed in panic, until a small smile spread on her face. She peered underneath his arm and shot around the shield he’d made with his body. Phoenix turned, expecting a man to go down. They were all crouching now, but a spark flared on the other end of the hall where her bullet struck the wall.

      “Shit, you missed. Give me the gun and I’ll take care of it.” 

      She scowled up at him. “I don’t miss.” 

      “That may be true normally, Miss Deadeye, but you’re drugged.”

      “The adrenaline’s helping them wear off. Besides, I’m better drugged than you’ll ever be,” she sneered back.

      Shocked, his mouth fell open, but quickly curved into a mischievous grin. They rammed the door open, and he waited for her to go through. But instead, she raised her gun and shot the security pad right next to him. 

      “Jesus.” He wrapped his arm around her and pulled her to duck away from the sparks flying before he barreled through the door. As soon as they made it to the other side, he slammed the door closed. Callie stood behind him, already assuming a ready stance in front of the guards’ barracks door but pointing the gun down the hall. 

      The stunned guard in front of the General’s office pointed his at her. A shot pinged right beside Callie’s head. 

      “Stop!” she shouted. “Don’t shoot and you won’t have to get hurt.” 

      Phoenix’s jaw dropped open. “You think he’s gonna just stop?” 

      The guard fired again and Phoenix grabbed Callie, ducking them down to the ground. He ripped the gun from her hand and before she could protest, he aimed and fired once, right in the middle of the guard’s forehead.
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      “You killed him!” 

      “Of course I killed him. It was him or us.” Phoenix narrowed his eyes at her.

      “You didn’t have to kill him! He deserved justice!”

      He shrugged. “Same thing.” 

      She opened that pretty mouth of hers to argue, but slaps and pounding fists against the door beside them made them both jolt. The guards on the other side cursed and shouted threats at them, but the door never opened. 

      He swiveled his head around and raised his eyebrow, thoroughly impressed. “You shot the keypads to trap them in there.”

      “I don’t miss.” A small smirk lifted the corner of her heart-shaped lips, just before she stole the gun from his hand again and took off down the hallway. She stopped right in front of the dead man and pointed the barrel at the hole in his head. “Yup. You killed him.” 

      I killed him. There was a time, before he’d been tortured for weeks at the whim of a madman, where those words would’ve gutted him. Not anymore. He’d killed two men in the last fifteen minutes… and nothing had felt more like justice.

      “Us or him, Callie.”

      She huffed and nodded before grabbing the man’s hand. 

      “What’re you doin’?” 

      “What does it look like? I’m getting inside.”

      His heart pounded so hard it felt like it was climbing out of its cage. Was she turning him in? Was he fucked? 

      No. That doesn’t make sense. 

      She grunted as she fixed the dead man’s hand over the hand security pad. 

      “Callie, wait—”

      The door chirped and she dropped the body to the ground before opening it. He stood, cemented to the spot while he waited for the inevitable to come. A whiff of wood and Pine-Sol itched his nose, reminding him of one of his teammates, an odd nostalgia fought with his panic. 

      But only a dark room waited. The room lit up automatically as she stepped inside. 

      “Oh… he’s not here?” Phoenix asked. 

      She tilted her head at him. “Of course not. Now leave or leave me alone. I’ve got a job to do.”

      “And what’s that?”

      She didn’t answer, instead continuing inside and leaving him in the hallway. He inspected the body for anything useful, grabbed the dead man’s gun, and checked it for bullets before standing again and assessing the hallway. If those guards busted through, he had only eight strides to shoot to kill. 

      He listened to the banging against the door on one end and waited for someone to enter the hallway and kill them from the other. 

      Fuck this. 

      “What’re you doin’?” he asked as he finally entered the office.

      Her eyes shot up in surprise. “Shit, I forgot you were there.”

      “The fuck? How? I’ve barely left your side. Despite your best efforts.”

      She blanched and pulled open another drawer. “Guess I’m out of practice.”  

      Out of practice…

      “What does that mean?” 

      “Why didn’t you leave? You have the code, already… How did you know that, by the way?”

      “I’m good with sounds.” He glanced around the room, trying to guess what she was looking for. “And maybe I should… but for some reason, I can’t seem to leave your crazy ass.” 

      She wrinkled her brow at him before huffing and gesturing around the room. “Listen, if I’m stuck with you, make yourself useful. The fucker took his laptop off its dock unfortunately, so just grab anything important.” 

      “Okay… what’s important?”

      “How the hell should I know?” She rolled her eyes and went back to work. “The usual probably. Flash drives, files. I don’t know, 813. If it looks important, grab it.” As she spoke, she stuffed a flash drive down her cleavage. “At least you have pockets. Goddamn misogynistic fashion.”

      He tilted his head and couldn’t hide his smile. “Are orange leather and spandex lace-up bodysuits in fashion right now?” Her pretty lips twisted into a frown, making him laugh. The fact that she ranted about pockets as she searched through the General’s office was hilarious. “Honestly, I think you look hot,” he offered. 

      She blushed before frowning at him again. “Stop flirting and look around. We have maybe sixty seconds before they come looking for the men who were looking for me. I don’t know how many guards are working tonight.”

      Questions burned his brain, but he just nodded and tried to open a filing cabinet. 

      “It’s locked. I already tried.”

      The spec ops soldier in him wanted to be stealthy, but there was no way they were completely off the guards’ radar. Speed won out over stealth at this point. He elbowed the cabinet underneath the locking mechanism, making the drawer bust open. 

      It was stuffed to the brim with files. Phoenix skimmed through them before going to the next.

      What does ‘looks important’ mean anyway? 

      He repeated the same procedure for each drawer, making his way to the bottom. Once he’d kicked the last one, he tugged it out, only to see it packed with even more papers. Frustrated, he drew it out to slam it back in, but stopped when his eyes caught on something. 

      Where it looked like the drawer ended, Phoenix peered closer to realize that a metal piece, the same color as the rest of the cabinet, had been inserted inside and acted as a false back. He yanked the drawer all the way, letting it fall to the ground with a loud clatter. 

      Phoenix glanced to Callie, eager to tell her what he’d found. She perched precariously between a rolling chair and the shelving behind the General’s desk. The self-aggrandizing portrait behind his desk lay ripped at her feet revealing a now open safe.

      “The bastard hid the override key between the picture and the paper on the back. How arrogant, right?” 

      “Well, considering you found it in a portrait of himself, I’d say that’s right on the money for him.” 

      She snorted. “Okay, I know we need to leave, but I need whatever’s in this safe. It’s got to be vital. Remember, anything important and then we move out.” 

      Move out?

      The military phrasing caught him off guard, but he got distracted watching her trying to get into the safe. She seemed to be straining her arms as much as she could but was just shy of reaching inside. He considered helping but the idea of Callie actually asking for his help made his cock twitch and a smirk lifted the corner of his lips. If she needed him, she’d have to come to him, or do something stupid. Either way, he’d wait for her cue.

      Going back to his task, he lifted the metal sheet in the cabinet drawer. Behind the false back were pictures. Hundreds of Polaroids. Of women. All naked and standing like mug shots. He picked one up, his fingers shaking as he turned it over. 

      A name, date, location, and another date accompanying another name were penned on the back. 

      Holy fuck.

      He skittered his hands over the pile before looking around frantically. On the desk was an orange interoffice envelope. He snatched it and gathered the pictures before stuffing them inside with the rest of the envelope’s contents. He hoped their escape wouldn’t damage the contents, but there was nothing he could do about it as he separated the pictures with a crease in the envelope and folded it into his back pocket. 

      Just as he finished, Callie yelped and began to tumble from her position on the chair. He lunged forward, his arms outstretched, and caught her before she landed on the ground. She clung to him, her chest heaving against his. 

      “I wondered if you were gonna cave and ask for help, or die tryin’ by yourself. Should’ve known it’d be the latter.”

      Panic revealed the whites all around her irises. Sympathy lodged a lump in his throat. She didn’t argue back, only nodding to him and squeezing his biceps.

      “Th-thank you.”

      “Anytime,” he whispered. The air around them stilled and he fought the overwhelming urge to kiss her again. She licked her lip and his gaze flicked to that little pink muscle. His cock lengthened in his jeans as he leaned forward—

      A loud shout coming from a nearby hallway snapped their attention to the door. 

      “Fuck, okay, I’m too short,” Callie cursed. “I need you to get whatever it is in that safe.” 

      His brow lifted and the corner of his lips tugged up. “Oh… so you need my help now?”

      Her lips tightened before she gritted out. “No.”

      “I think you do.” 

      Another guard shouted not too far off and Callie’s lips thinned farther. “Okay, fine. Yes, I need your help. Happy?”

      He shrugged. “That’s all you had to say, brown eyes.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Fuck you.” 

      “Hey, we could do that again, too.” He waggled his eyebrows, enjoying the exasperated look she didn’t bother hiding. “We’ll probably get caught by the guards, but a helluva way to go, if you ask me.”

      “Forget it. You and your bullshit gallows humor can go to hell.”

      “Already there baby, and who knew getting tortured every other goddamn day would make me so funny?”

      “Oh my god, I’ll do it myself.” She tried to fight out of his arms, but he beat her to it and set her to the side on her feet. 

      “Take it easy. Just keep watch, will ya?” 

      Even at his six feet, two inches, the safe was still too high for him to reach inside easily. The shelving Callie had used definitely wouldn’t hold his weight, so he rolled the chair underneath the safe. He grabbed the lip of the metal and lifted up in a pull-up, resting his feet on the chair below. 

      When he’d settled, he looked inside the safe to see a paper file, wads of cash in rubber bands next to three flash drives. He collected all the items in his hands and turned carefully in the rolling chair to leap to the ground, only to see Callie standing in his way.

      “Here, give those to me,” Callie insisted, holding out her hands.  

      He glanced down at her hands with a tilt of his head. She went to grab them, but he clutched the items to his chest. “Nuh, uh.” 

      Callie scoffed. “Give them to me, 813.” 

      “No.” He tossed a flash drive in the air. Callie grunted in frustration and jumped to catch it before he snatched it out of the air. “My team could really use these.” 

      “Fuck your team.” An angry blush reddened her smooth skin, giving him a confusing mix of fear and lust. “I don’t give a fuck about them or how they could benefit from this. Give. Those. To. Me.” 

      “How about this? I keep two, and you can keep one.” Making a show of it, he stuffed two of the flash drives in his pocket and the file in with the envelope, before handing the last flash drive out as an offering. “What with my pockets and all, ya know?” 

      She glared at him, her lips twisted in fury. He leaned over, surprised as hell when she actually let him caress the bottom one. 

      “Who knew you had such a dirty mouth on you, brown eyes? What else can it do?” 

      She slapped his hand away and growled before glancing at his feet… still in the chair. 

      “Callie, don’t do it—”

      He used one hand to catch the lip of the safe just in time as she kicked the chair out from under him. The move helped him land on his feet, and he tsked her with a shake of his head. 

      “That sexy temper’s gonna get one of us fucked—” A gunshot off somewhere in another hall made him pause and glance to the open door before murmuring, “And maybe not in the good way.”

      Callie snatched the last flash drive from his hand and stuffed it into her cleavage. It wasn’t hidden, but it stayed in place. 

      After she tightened her corset, she glanced up at him with an annoyed look on her face. “Head in the game, 813.”  

      He chuckled, realizing he’d been staring and decided to go with multiple truths. “That bodysuit of yours is a fuckin’ Mary Poppins bag. I want to know all the things you’re hidin’, brown eyes.”  

      Her eyes flared with interest before they narrowed at him again. “Are you always such a shameless flirt in life-or-death situations, 813?”

      “What can I say? I missed shootin’ the shit with someone who wasn’t beatin’ me half to death.” 

      She scowled but he could tell she was trying not to smile. After they both scanned the room, her eyes sparked when they reached the bar in the corner. 

      “Hold on. I’ve got an idea.” 

      Wordlessly, she grabbed a bottle of high-proof liquor from the bar and riffled through the cigar box. 

      “I’d applaud your energy, but it’s not really a good time to get wasted. Although I wouldn’t mind a swig if you’re sharin’.” 

      When she faced him again, she held a box of matches in her hand. His eyes flared as he realized what the hell her idea was. 

      “Callie… are you sure—”

      She unscrewed the cap and doused the room with it, splashing the liquid over the uniform and medals hanging in the corner before taking special care with the desk. When the bottle was empty, she chunked it at the far wall, crashing it to the ground. She met him back near the doorway and struck a match. 

      With a flick of her wrist, the flame landed on the soaked papers on the desk. The wood and polish erupted in a blaze immediately. Phoenix tucked Callie behind him, raising his gun hand to shield his eyes as a whoosh of air breezed against his skin. He glanced down at her face, surprised at the manic triumphant glee glowing on her dark-olive skin.

      “He loved that desk.” After a beat, she met his eyes, her face shuttering closed again before she cleared her throat. “And I hated it.” 

      Phoenix nodded once, disgust and guilt were a bitter taste in his mouth at the thought of why she hated the desk—and apparently the General—enough to go scorched earth. 

      A chirp of a door opening down the hallway confirmed the danger was at their doorstep. 

      “Sounds like it’s comin’ from the left. We have eight strides before they’re on us,” Phoenix whispered.

      “I think the other side is twice that distance to the next door, but the same to the next hallway,” Callie offered. He raised a brow and she shrugged. “I didn’t exactly count, but I’ve been here a while.” 

      Before he could respond, the left door opened, confirming his observations. 

      “That’s our cue,” she said before tucking the matches underneath the bottom hem of her bodysuit, right above her star brand. Steadying her gun, she subtly pointed it out the door, indicating for him to follow. “Stay at my six.”

      “At your six? Who the fuck are you?” 

      “Are you going to keep asking that or are you going to help me save our asses?” Apparently not expecting an answer, she gave him her back and trusted him to follow. 

      She approached the door quickly with her gun ready and in a defensive position. Doing the same with his own scavenged firearm, Phoenix followed her lead, even as he bucked internally at the idea. Other than his team’s direction, he hadn’t followed another person’s instructions in nearly a decade. But the way she carried herself checked his pride. Her back to the wall, she waited for the enemy to come. He mirrored her movement on the other side of the doorway.

      “Another one down!” a shout echoed in the hallway. “In the General’s office! Get them!”

      She peered on his side and he did the same. They both held up a hand signal, telling the other that the enemy was approaching from both sides. 

      “On my count,” she whispered. “We move.” 

      “Which way?”

      She tilted her forehead to the right of the office and he nodded his confirmation. Footsteps began in unison from both sides, and he watched her pretty lips form around silent numbers as she counted out. 

      Three.

      Two.

      One.

      “Now.”
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      They both rounded their prospective sides, him swinging left and her going right, his back pressed to hers, their guns at the ready. It was obvious from the way the two guards gaped that he and Callie had surprised them with their direct assault. They blinked once before taking their aim from five paces away, but Phoenix took his shots at their center of mass before they could make theirs. The guards crumpled, one silently, the other giving a short gasp before collapsing on the ground.  

      He left Callie’s back and rushed forward those few steps to confirm both deaths and that no one had followed them. Open eyes, shocked mouths, and an empty hallway with both closed doors at the end told him his side was safe. 

      “Clear!” he yelled to Callie before whirling around to help her. 

      Two men splayed out prostrate on the ground in front of Callie, having already been picked off. She waited, her gun aimed at the corner of the hallway. Apparently the dead guards’ backup had retreated to the perpendicular hallway. 

      With his eyes still on the corner, he tapped her shoulder. “General’s office.”

      She cursed but walked backward with him into the office. The fire burned steady and crept toward the door. If the guards were smart, they’d wait in the hallway until Callie and Phoenix were smoked out. 

      “Hope these guys are high, too,” Callie muttered. 

      “Read my mind,” Phoenix responded while copying her stance and peering out the door to aim. “How many more are there? The door you rigged is still closed, so I think the ones on my side came from the barracks.” 

      “Must have,” she answered back, without looking at him. A head peered around the corner and fired off a shot. He and Callie both snuck one in before ducking back into the smoky office. “There’re two more in that hallway,” Callie continued. “I’m not sure how many are in the party still guarding the guests. Or topside.”

      “Topside?” Phoenix whispered.

      “Come on out, whore.” Angered by the guard’s taunt, Phoenix gritted his teeth to keep from shouting back. And when he realized that Callie had stiffened at the word, a protective rage heated his chest like the flames swallowing up the office. “We won’t kill you. The General still wants you alive.”

      “At least a little while.” One of them chuckled, not nearly low enough for them to miss. 

      I’ll have fun takin’ you fuckers out. 

      Callie ignored them, answering Phoenix under her breath instead. “Yeah, topside. The General owns a consulting firm above us. I doubt they’ve left it unguarded. Once we go right and through the door, there’s another short hallway and an elevator we need to get to.”

      “Okay, so right, door, elevator.” He nodded as he tried to imagine it in his head. For some reason, it seemed familiar. “Wait… we went left out of my cell, to the first door. Right in that hallway to the second door… then straight.” 

      “Oh, now he fucking gets it.”

      “Holy shit, I just thought you were really bad at tic-tac-toe. You were drawing me a map? And sendin’ me messages through hangman?”

      “Yes,” Callie sighed in exasperation. “But you wouldn’t stop guessing I first.”

      “Wow, I’m an idiot. Why did you stop sendin’—” He coughed, cutting him off, and he glanced behind them at the fire mere feet away from them. “Fuck, Callie, I think we need to pick our poison.” 

      Callie glanced behind her and cursed, “Okay, on my three. You go high, I go low. Got it?”

      “I’ll follow but if I see an openin’, I’m takin’ it. Don’t worry though, I got your six,” he added with a wink. She rolled her eyes and smiled before beginning her countdown. 

      On three, they both exploded from the office, careful not to trip over the dead fuckers on the floor. He aimed up high like she’d ordered, waiting for one of the guards to make a stupid move as he and Callie raced to the T in the hallways. 

      The men stayed behind the walls but tried to shoot at them blind, like one of those spaghetti western films with cowboys firing off at crazy angles. He and Callie easily evaded every shot, thanks to the ineffective angles. Callie squeezed off a round and a cry rang out as the lower gun clattered to the ground. 

      “You got his hand? Nice shot.” 

      Callie laughed and fired off another round, clipping the metal wall underneath the second gun. Cursing echoed in the hallway as the second gun disappeared. 

      “Hold on, I’ve got an idea,” Callie hissed low before raising her voice loud enough that the guards could hear. “Get to the General’s office again. I’m out of bullets.”  

      He pursed his lips in slight panic and confusion, until she gave him a pointed look and her plan dawned on him. 

      A trap… I love it.

      When it grew quiet again, but for the crackling fire, she whispered only for him. “We both aim high.” 

      Phoenix held his breath, his heartbeat raging in his ears. It only took six beats before the guard took the bait and peered out. As soon as Phoenix caught a glimpse of the man’s head, he fired right catching him through his eye. Phoenix broke rank and sprinted before the body thunked to the ground, rounding the corner as the second guard finished a long string of curses at Callie’s expense. 

      The guard’s eyes widened at Phoenix as he dove for his gun with his uninjured hand. But Phoenix wasted no time, finished him off, firing into him point blank. He fell back against the wall, slowly sliding down the metal until the dead man collapsed on top of the other body, leaving a crimson trail against the steel in its wake.

      Callie cursed behind, her cheeks red as she bent down and grabbed one of the guns. She popped the magazine out and tucked it under the spandex hem of her bodysuit before nodding to the other dead guards. Her voice cracked as she spoke. “Grab a mag, will you? I don’t know how many more guards there are and how many are packing. We don’t want to run out of bullets.” 

      “Are you okay?” Concern tightened his chest as she sniffed, but he resisted reaching for her to comfort her. 

      “I’m not used to this…” 

      “This… what?”

      Her head began to shake before she nodded once hard. “We need to keep moving. The guards in the party don’t have guns, at least, so if anyone comes from there, they’ll be unarmed.” 

      “Why don’t they have guns?” Phoenix asked.

      “The General lets the drugs flow in the playroom and he’s always concerned a guest might steal one from a guard and light up the place. Once we get past the party, we’ll only have the upstairs guards to worry about.” 

      Phoenix bent to retrieve the gun and checked the mag, finding it full. By his count, he and Callie were both nearly out of bullets, so he popped the magazine out and stuffed it in his pocket.

      “Come on, let’s go,” she commanded, making him bristle. She huffed, “What? Don’t like it when a woman tells you what to do?”

      He snorted at the absurdity of her comment. “Baby, I have no problem takin’ direction from a woman, in the field and in the bedroom, but I don’t know you. You could be leadin’ me straight to my death, for all I know. How can I be sure I can trust you?” he asked, not really expecting a worthy answer.

      She seemed to think about his answer before finally shrugging. “You can’t. But you have what I want… and pockets to carry it all in. Besides, if you want out of here, you need to follow the only person who knows how.”

      “Touché. Okay, lead the way.”

      They finally made it to the door and she took a deep breath before keying in the same “Twinkle Twinkle Little Star” code he’d used earlier. The gentle chirp confirmed it was correct. 

      “Yes. Fuck nerves. They screwed me up on the last door.”  

      “How did you figure out the codes?” He couldn’t help the suspicion in his voice.

      “Been here for too long,” she answered simply before pushing the door open, maintaining her defensive position. She turned and shot the security pad on the other side before entering the hallway. “Follow me.” 

      “Not like I have a choice,” he muttered before obeying. She didn’t respond, only rounding the open door, low and ready to shoot. 

      Who trained you?

      Unease and skepticism crept into his mind again. He should’ve figured it out much earlier, but it’d been the last thing he’d expected. Pushing his curiosity aside, he followed her into a much different atmosphere. 

      The hallway was no longer silent, or shiny with blindingly bright steel and concrete. Instead it had a muffled pounding beat coming from the walls, dark lighting, mahogany paneling, and thick carpet. All of it together gave him the odd sensation that he was suffocating. It reminded him of the inside of the room he’d seen Callie dance in. Was she taking him there? To the party?

      Apprehension made his heart thunder. 

      “Where are we—” She slapped her hand over his mouth.

      “Shh,” she hissed before lifting her hand away.

      “You just shot the security pad,” he whispered back. “Me talkin’ isn’t gonna do shit.” 

      She winced. “The music is loud, but if no one came for that gunshot then we have a chance to get out of here without being noticed… maybe.” 

      He followed her eyes to a black door on their right in the middle of the wall with gold filigree around it. “Is that… the playroom?”

      “Yes.” She shuddered and he felt the overwhelming urge to comfort her again. But he was sure that was the last thing she wanted from him. She was the enemy. The General’s woman. 

      But no. Not his woman. 

      His whore. Big fucking difference. 

      What if she was on Phoenix’s side after all?

      “The hallway we passed,” she continued. “That’s where the women are led to go stand at the… auction. We were all sold there.”

      We.

      Her thin voice cut him right to the bone as she kept going. “We were unloaded from containers and brought here. I almost… I almost didn’t survive the trial run with the first man who tried to buy me.”

      “Survive?” The word fell like a curse from his lips as his mind fought to throw him back into a memory. “Callie, what the hell happened to you?” 

      Feminine screams of pain and horror scratched his brain and he shook his head, refusing to succumb to the vision his mind had imagined to fill in a reality he’d never actually seen come to life. Only heard. He needed to be focused if they were going to get out together. But… he couldn’t let this go.

      She gulped. “I saw him tonight. He’s in there. I should’ve realized then what they had in mind. He… hurt me the night I was sold. They wanted to hurt me again tonight.” 

      Molten hot anger like he’d never felt before blazed through him at the idea of women standing in front of perverts, awaiting their fate. Except their cries weren’t faceless anymore. He had a clear visual of one of the victims right in front of him. 

      A victim. Not an accomplice. 

      How the fuck had he been so fucking blind? 

      “The party… is it through that door? In the playroom? The man who hurt you is inside?” 

      She nodded. “And others who’ve done much worse.” He couldn’t believe she was answering him, but as she stared at the door, it seemed like she was lost in a trance. Or a nightmare. “They’re probably still high and drunk in there. Pissed I haven’t come back to entertain them. I-I think they were going to kill me tonight.”

      “Kill you?” His heart pounded and his mind raced, but he asked the question anyway. “How? I thought you entertained them.” 

      “There’s… a lot of fucked-up things that people find entertaining.” 

      “Jesus, fuck. What do they do to you, Callie?” He moved to stand between her and the door before grasping her chin to focus her gaze on him. A thrill rushed through his veins when she didn’t fight his grip. “Answer me, brown eyes.”

      Tears fell from the gorgeous, dark pools. He used his thumb to swipe them away and he gentled his voice. “Tell me, baby.”

      “They… they would’ve played… with their toy. U-until I broke.”

      Their toy.

      His stomach lurched but he swallowed back the sickness threatening to come up. He stepped away from her and leaned against the doorframe for support. 

      “Motherfuckers.” 

      Before he could stop himself, he punched a mahogany panel. The wood cracked, revealing cinder block behind it. He’d probably broken his hand, but he didn’t feel a goddamn thing past the shame and guilt twisted in his chest. He’d had it all wrong. So fucking wrong. 

      “I can’t believe I actually listened to that asshole.” 

      “Who?” Her head tilted in question, but he averted his eyes. He was so ashamed that he’d watched her being drugged and forced and had assumed the worst.

      “Doesn’t matter who.” He stalked toward the door and stopped right outside of it, stretching his fingers out. His knuckles were on fire, no doubt from the meds still floating in his system. 

      “Where are you going?” Her alarm only made him angrier.

      “Takin’ these fuckers down.”

      “What?” she hissed. “We have to go! This is our only chance—”

      “Leave if you have to, brown eyes. I’ll be right behind you. I have to do this first.” 

      “No, please. What if you get caught—”

      He spun around and settled his hands on her shoulders. “You remember what I asked you before, Callie? The first time I got to touch you? Really touch you?”

      She shivered as if she could remember that moment as vividly as he could. Her lip trembling until she answered on an exhale. “You asked… you asked who hurt me. And… and who you needed to kill.”

      Everyone.

      That confession whispered across his mind as he nodded. “I made a promise to you that day. I’m gonna fuckin’ keep it.”

      She searched his eyes with a question in hers. He wasn’t sure what she was looking for, but his rage was no doubt palpable. She nodded once, resolve settling like a blanket over her features. “I’ll help.” 

      The urge to tell her no was strong, but Callie was tough. A fucking fighter. If she needed to see these men pay for what they’d done, he wasn’t going to take that away from her. Besides, maybe he’d live to see his promise through with her at his back.

      He nodded and faced the door again. This one didn’t have a security code like the rest of them, so without thinking further, he banged his fist against the door. 

      “Stop!” Callie waved her hands at him. “We have to be sneaky at least. What are you doing?” 

      “Breakin’ in like a gentleman, obviously.” 

      Her mouth fell open to argue with him, but before she could, the door opened slightly to a bewildered and high-as-a-goddamn-kite guard. 

      “Hello, motherfucker.” Phoenix kicked the door open, sending the guard stumbling backward. The idiot fell to the ground with a curse and Phoenix burst into the room, completely unconcerned with any retaliation. 

      The deafening music beat against his senses. Phoenix welcomed the rhythm as it drowned out his thoughts and let his instincts guide him. A bar was set up next to the door and he immediately went to it, snatching an open bottle and taking a swig of whatever alcohol was inside. Everclear, maybe? Whatever it was had a crazy high proof and a hell of a kick. He faced the room again, expecting an uprising, but the men looked up in confusion from their—

      What the actual fuck?

      Eleven half-dressed men stood in front of an elaborate display of medieval-looking weaponry, laid out surrounding a single barren mattress with four chains and shackles hooked to it. Some stood with their dicks already out, like they’d been waiting for a fucked-up orgy snuff film. 

      A man with greedy eyes leered at Callie before he cheered, seemingly completely unaware that a guard still floundered on the floor.

      “Ah! You brought the toy! Excellent. We heard you were looking for her. We’re more than ready to have our fun—”

      Phoenix nonchalantly brought the gun up, firing into the man’s heart. The beady-eyed man collapsed at the feet of the other stunned men.

      “She’s. Not. A. Motherfucking. Toy.”

      With that, he hurled the bottle of liquor at the men, hard, shattering it at the foot of the mattress. He grabbed another behind him and did the same. A few of the men yelped with each throw, but others, more aware of the deed they were about to do, armed themselves with the weapons they would’ve no doubt used on Callie. 

      A second later, another bottle crashed on the stage to his right. Callie grabbed a second from the bar and sent it flying to the far end of the so-called playroom. 

      He grinned toward the men. “You know, I think this will be fun.” 

      One of the guards finally snapped out of it and charged at him. Phoenix lowered his shoulder, ready for the tackle. He collided with the man’s stomach and Phoenix garnered all of his energy to jackknife up, flipping the man onto the ground. Phoenix slammed the heel of his foot into the man’s nose, cracking it like a glow stick, but way more fun. The guard brought his hands to his face and moaned before Phoenix kicked the man’s temple. His prey went limp on contact, either passed out or dead. Phoenix hoped for the former. The motherfucker deserved to burn. 

      Another crash in front of him showcased Callie’s aim as she chucked the bottle into the opposite corner of the room. They hadn’t talked about it, but she’d read his mind perfectly.

      A growl brought him back to the immediate threats in front of him. One man came at him with a long dagger, but Phoenix dropped below his wide drunken swing before crashing his fist into the man’s solar plexus. The blow sent the wheezing man to his knees and Phoenix reversed the dagger, then drove it underneath the man’s clavicle and into the carpeted ground. The man screamed a bloodcurdling melody that sent Phoenix rapturous chills.  

      Still, his eyes gravitated to Callie, and he gaped in awe as she took on an opponent of her own. His length thickened as he watched, mesmerized by her fighting form. Her orange, skintight bodysuit didn’t seem to hinder her movements. She brought her pistol grip down hard on a guy’s nose before kneeing him in his pathetic, shriveled dick. As he bent over, his hammer falling to the ground, she snatched the hammer from his hand and nailed him in the kneecap, sending him howling with a sickening crunch. 

      Once her opponent was down, writhing on the ground, she moved on to the next with ease. Her cutthroat approach impressed him. She was as bloodthirsty as he was, maybe more. Callie had said they wouldn’t have guns. It would’ve been more efficient to land bullets between all their greedy eyes. But monsters like these shouldn’t get swift justice. Burning on earth, like they would in hell, was the only atonement they deserved. 

      They were running against the clock though, and had to get the fuck out of there. 

      Another asshole lunged at him, but Phoenix pistol-whipped him before he got a lick in with the cane. His coast clear, the remainder of the murderous cowards too afraid to confront him, Phoenix turned to find Callie again. 

      A feminine yelp made him pivot, to see Callie being accosted by three men. They must’ve seen her as a weaker target, leaving him alone to take her on. 

      Except, they weren’t fighting her. They were carrying her to a door at the opposite end of the room. 

      “Are you kiddin’ me?” he shouted over the throbbing bass. “You fuckers are such pussies that three of you would gang up on her rather than face the actual threat?” 

      Callie quit fighting in the man’s arms and scoffed, not missing a beat. Her brows furrowed with anger right before she headbutted the one holding her underneath her arms. She then kicked one of the two men holding her legs, managing to knock one of them in the face. All three of them dropped her, trying to scramble away. But she literally went down swinging, catching one in the jaw with a wild fist. The men limped away from her with their injuries, trying to make their way to the weapons again. She grabbed a fallen liquor bottle and pitched it at the back of one of the men’s heads, knocking him out cold. 

      Phoenix’s cock twitched in his jeans at the sight of her retightening her bodysuit straps around the flash drive. When she’d finished, she tugged her gun from underneath the spandex hem and faced him with a small smile on her face. It continued to spread wider as she walked through the groaning and unconscious men to get to him. 

      “That was hot as fuck,” Phoenix admitted with a cough. The alcohol scent was strong, burning his eyes, but it would be worth it once they left.

      She bit her plump lip, sending his heart racing. He took a step toward her, wrapped up in her spell as he succumbed to the overwhelming urge to take her, despite their crazy as fuck circumstances. 

      But her eyes hardened on him and tensed around the edges, stopping him in his tracks. She swung up her arm and the cold muzzle of her pistol yawned in front of him. His heart stuttered to a halt. He raised his hands in surrender and swallowed as her eyes narrowed into a focused glare.

      “Callie… baby… what’re you—”

      She fired.
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      Callie squeezed the trigger as she aimed to the right of Phoenix’s face. She never would’ve hit him, but he’d ducked in time, leaving the man in the red silk shirt as the perfect target. 

      He’d been her first rancid taste of the underground. That night, he’d instilled terror that she’d never known, nearly cracking her resolve before she’d even started. It was cathartic to know that her first monster in this hellhole would be the last one she killed on her way out. 

      The man—who had been poised to take Phoenix’s head off with a fucking katana—clutched his heart and collapsed to the floor. The weapon clattered with him and Callie toed the handle with her bare foot as she shook her head. 

      If it weren’t for Phoenix’s warning, there was no way she would’ve ended the night alive. From the epic showcase of what she knew were the General’s prized historical weaponry, she would’ve been sliced and diced by a Nazi SS dagger or a fifteenth-century samurai sword before she threw a punch. The General’s sick playroom was full of twisted desires and possibilities. Apparently using museum-worthy torture and fighting instruments on a sex slave was one of them. 

      Lucky her. 

      “Callie, what the hell?”

      That deliciously rough voice snapped her back into the now. Phoenix clutched his chest, trying to catch his breath. His face blanched white, making those brilliant sandy-beach eyes sparkle with fear. God, even terrified, he was beautiful. 

      Her chest ached to know she’d caused that kind of terror, but she didn’t want him to know he had any effect on her at all.

      “What? I told you I don’t miss.” She shrugged.

      “Yeah, that was exactly what I was thinkin’ when you pointed that gun at me.” He kicked the dead guy’s ribs, scuffing the man’s pristine suit. “Thanks for not killin’ me, by the way, brown eyes. I thought for sure I was a goner.” 

      His grateful smile, full of relief, made her heart stutter, but she pushed the insane feeling down. Phoenix—no, 813—was a trafficker. Wasn’t he? 

      She had no idea anymore and at that very second, it didn’t matter. Escape was her number one priority, and he’d already proven his worthiness in helping her do that. 

      Callie huffed a laugh and cleared her throat. “We’re not out of the woods yet, 813.” She pointed at the men beginning to revive and slowly reaching for various weapons as they gained their bearings. “But we’ll both be goners if we don’t get out of here.” 

      He nodded before riffling through the dead man’s suit. “Armani, huh, asshole? I’d say sorry that my little fighter got blood all over your fancy suit, but I’d be lyin’, because I’m sure you deserved so much more.” He looked up and tilted his head at her. “Did he deserve it?” 

      Something in her face must’ve revealed the swirl of emotions threatening to take over. She glanced from 813 to the man on the floor and back again. He read her mind instantly. 

      “Was that… was that him?”

      A single nod was all she could muster.

      “Goddamnit, I was hoping he’d feel it when he burned,” he muttered. “A gunshot was too good for you, fucker.”

      “Come on, we’ve gotta go.” She gripped her gun tighter and surveyed their surroundings. The few men who had been too afraid to fight or flee cowered toward the back of the room. She would’ve felt bad for them if she didn’t already know what they were capable of. Not to mention their plans with the shiny tools that made her both shudder in fear, and tingle like a suicidal nympho. 

      “Just a second…” 813 dug into the man’s pockets before shouting in victory. “… ah-ha!” He jingled them at her. “Mazi-fuckin’-rati, hell yeah.” He slapped the man’s flaccid face with a chuckle. “Thanks for the ride, asshole.” 

      “Come on, 813, we have to leave. I don’t know the General’s level of backup.” 

      “Okay, we’re good to go.” He got up to his feet and wiped off his hands like they were dirty. He looked past Callie and waved at the men sneering and sniveling around the room. “What about you, fellas? Y’all ready for a cookout?” 

      “Fuck you!” one yelled. 

      “We can pay you!” 

      Callie tuned them out as she scanned the room for the last time, a sense of relief easing into her muscles. 

      Not yet. We’ve got to get out of here first. 

      She’d been telling the truth earlier when she’d told 813 that she didn’t know the General’s backup. As far as she knew, a whole damn army could be coming down that elevator to annihilate them all. At least the cowards in the room were few in number. She had too many rounds left for them to win if they decided to fight back, but she and 813 couldn’t afford to lose precious time. Instead, they cowered, sobbing and bargaining in the corner. Like the countless women she’d seen suffer in that place. Like Annie might have. 

      Good riddance.

      “Ready to watch this hellhole burn, brown eyes?” Phoenix shouted loud enough so the men could hear over the crashing bass.

      The men cursed again, but she didn’t hear them. All she could hear were the cries of the women she’d had to leave to suffer. All in the name of justice. 

      Who the fuck cared about that anymore?

      “Never been more sure,” she replied and pulled the matches out from the band she’d tucked them under in her bodysuit. “But I get to do the honors.” 

      He nodded once before grabbing the last two liquor bottles and opened the door. At the tilt of her head, he sloshed the liquid around for emphasis. “In case we need them upstairs. Booze always comes in handy.” 

      She shifted her gun to tuck the handle underneath the tight suit where she’d hidden the matches, right over her burn mark. 

      A curse beside her made her snap eyes to 813’s. He quickly moved his up from her mark, and the liquid hate filling his gaze spoke to hers. 

      “Let them burn, baby.” 

      She shivered at the encouragement before striking the match. “With pleasure.” 

      “Don’t you dare, whore,” one of the bastards called out. “Our men will look for you and find you, making you wish you’d burned with us. Do you even know who we are?”

      She shook her head. “No, I don’t.” She felt a satisfied smile take over her face. “But I can’t wait to find out from the coroner’s report.” 

      With that, she tossed the match away from her and stepped back into 813’s chest. She stared at the flame flipping through the air in slow motion. A strong arm wrapped around her waist and yanked her toward the hall. Confusing feelings swirled inside her as the match tumbled to the ground until it finally landed. Fire erupted across the liquor-soaked carpet like a gas burner. 

      The blaze called to her, a rapturous sense of justice she’d never experienced in the real world, but 813 didn’t let her soak up the moment as he dragged her out of the room. Screams began, a beautiful chorus that made her feel like she’d completed her purpose. The door slammed closed, muffling the notes, leaving her and 813 with only their heavy breaths in the hallway. 

      With her back against his chest, his arm around her waist and holding her close, she felt every beat of his heart. She tilted her head to look up at him as he angled his toward her. Acceptance and maybe pride filled his handsome features. 

      “Those screams.” His raspy voice began in the silence. “My head is usually filled with that sound of pain… agony. But their screams are goddamn music to my ears.” 

      His ruthless confession spoke to something deep in her soul, lightening the tension in her chest and fluttering in her core. “Mine too.” 

      Those golden eyes ran over her face for half a breath before he dropped the liquor bottles and twirled her around in his embrace. He tugged her chest to his and wrapped his arm around her back. She melted to his touch as his warm lips collided with hers, invading them with his tongue as he squeezed her closer. His hard shaft pressed into her lower belly, making her ache from within. 

      She moaned into his mouth as she tugged him closer with her arms circling around his neck, and leaped up, thankful that her bodysuit was tight enough to keep her gun in place. He immediately crashed them into the wall, her back against the paneling as he ground his cock into her core. She silently cursed the fabric separating them, even as a small, tiny voice of sober self-preservation whisper-shouted in the back of her mind, asking her what the fuck was she doing. 

      She had no clue. Maybe it was the adrenaline from the fight, the drugs still pumping in her system, this man killing for her, or the fact that for the second time—in she didn’t know how long—she was in control of her body. She was in charge of what she was doing and who she was doing it with. And at that very moment, she couldn’t help but soak that freedom in. 

      A shout from somewhere within the facility snapped her out of it and she pulled away reluctantly before relaxing her legs’ hold on his waist. “W-we have to go, Phoenix. We could get caught.” 

      “I don’t give a fuck. I need you now, brown eyes.” He ran his fingers between them, quickly finding her clit beneath the fabric. Her moan was covered by footsteps and shouts resounding in a distant hallway.

      “Phoenix, someone’s coming.”

      He chuckled as he massaged her with his finger. She whispered his name against his lips, and tightened her legs’ grip on his waist again, holding her body up all by herself. After one last swipe of his tongue against hers, he pulled away, darting his eyes past her.

      “Phoenix?”

      His face tightened with a grim expression before he raised his gun and fired in one swift motion. She twisted her head, surprised that she’d totally missed the lone guard in the hallway. One quick scan showed he must’ve used a key to manually unlock the door. An uncharacteristically smart idea for the lazy guard from the camera room. And now he’d fallen face-first on the carpet, his unused gun beside him. 

      Phoenix turned her head with the barrel of his gun and kissed her hard, nipping her lip painfully and sending a zing of pleasure straight to her clit. 

      “I will fuck you again, Callie.” 

      “I’m counting on it,” she whispered back, unable to keep the foreign upturn of her lips away. He tugged her hair, a hungry look on his face she desperately wished to sate, but the air had already begun to fill with smoke and the wall behind her was warm on her back. The pulsing rhythm from the playroom still blared, but the screams had silenced. Whether they’d escaped or died, she didn’t know, but she wasn’t going to stay long enough to find out. 

      Phoenix kissed her forehead before tugging her hair back and meeting her gaze. “Come on, brown eyes. Let’s get the fuck out of here.”
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      Phoenix backed up, letting her slide down his body, her softness taunting his hard-on. He’d rather kill everyone in the whole goddamn place than leave without coming inside her again. But as much as dying mid-orgasm was the way he’d want to go down, getting burned to a crisp was not. Judging by the way the hallway was beginning to fill with smoke, they needed to go. 

      “Where to?” He picked up a liquor bottle and gave her the other one. It was probably stupid for them to lug around, but they’d been useful so far. There was no telling what would meet them upstairs. Of course burning the motherfucker down to the ground sounded fun too. 

      She pointed to the curtains at the opposite end of the hall from which they’d come. “From what the men and guards have said, the elevator’s there, behind those curtains. The General’s consulting firm is upstairs.”

      “His front,” Phoenix grumbled. “I’m so pissed that my team didn’t look further into the General after we were kicked out of MF7.”

      Her face wrinkled in something that looked like confusion, but she shook her head. 

      “Um, I think his role in the firm is kept under wraps. He lets others seem in charge. It’s not even named after him.” 

      “Shocking for a man with a portrait of himself in his own office.” 

      Callie snorted and pulled back the curtains, revealing the elevator. “Yeah, well, from what I understand, after his stint in the military he faded into the background and made a name for himself as ‘the boss’ and ‘the General’ in the trafficking underworld. His operation, as he called it.”

      “Underworld,” Phoenix snorted. “More like hell.” 

      “One and the same.” Callie nodded and jogged to the door at the end of the hall. She pressed the ‘up’ button… but nothing happened. 

      “Shit.” She pressed it again, with the same result before smashing her finger into it repeatedly. “Shit… shit. Shit. Shit.” She stopped and tapped her foot before pinning him with a panicked look. “What do we do? The fire must’ve shut it down.” 

      Phoenix pulled back the bundle of curtains to their left to reveal a nondescript door. “Stairs, maybe?” 

      “Fuck, of course. I didn’t even realize those were there. Let’s go.”

      Shouts behind them seemed to spur her into action. She entered the security code before opening the door and running inside. He followed behind her, marveling at the way she’d maintained a level head and still stuck with what was obviously her training as they raced up the stairs. 

      Callie paused at the next floor and set her liquor bottle down outside the door. Phoenix braced himself to finally escape the underground, breathing one deep inhale before letting it out to settle his nerves. Exhaustion was trying to set in, but he blinked past it. 

      He waited for her to move until he realized her fingers hesitated above the security code number pad. They trembled uncontrollably. 

      “Hey…” He placed the liquor bottle down and wrapped his arm around her to get her to face him. She folded in his arms, and her gesture of trust immediately settled any other stress he had. “You okay?”

      “I…” she spoke into his shirt, her voice muffled. “I don’t know what’s on the other side.” 

      He felt his brow furrow as he pulled away to look into her eyes. “But I thought you said it’s the General’s consulting firm?”

      She nodded fervently. “It is… That’s what I’ve figured out after piecing together information from people who’ve come down here over the last months. I just… haven’t been outside in… well… a long ass time. I lost count of the months.” 

      Once again, that guilt and confusion warred inside him. His instincts had always told him that she was a prisoner there, not an accomplice, but he’d let his paranoid, tortured mind run wild with accusations and blame over the past two weeks. He had a feeling that her time there had been more than just months, but he couldn’t tell her that. Especially not right before she was able to taste freedom again. No wonder she was terrified.

      But seeing her fight, it was just as clear that she’d been telling the truth when she’d claimed she was no damsel in distress. Who was she, then? It didn’t make sense. The lack of answers and time to ask his questions made it hard to trust her. 

      Scared brown eyes searched his, desperately begging for help. They’d gotten him through the worst nights, the worst pain, he’d ever had, not to mention the living nightmare he’d suffered. And they carried the same hurt and rage that fueled him. 

      Go with your gut, brother.

      Hawk’s deep, solid voice made him nod to himself, resolving to trust her for as long as he could. He lifted Callie’s chin with one finger. 

      “You can do this, Callie, and you don’t have to do it alone. I’m right here with you. Our nightmares have no chance against us.” 

      Her eyes searched his before a small smile formed on her lips and she nodded once. “Okay. I go high, you go low.”

      “And I got your six.” He met her smile before she keyed in the security code. 

      The door chirped, and she gently cracked it open. They both ducked low, ready for anything.  

      Staccato cracks in the air immediately reverberated on the other side as the guards aimed for them. The door they hid behind dented in several places from impact. A round ricocheted in the steel frame next to Phoenix's head, and he jolted back to avoid getting metal shards in his eyes. Callie whipped her gun around the edge of the door and returned fire.

      The muzzle flash outlined the guard’s silhouette against the far wall, illuminating him and making him an easier target. Callie’s gun clicked, but in one swift move, she pulled her extra magazine from her makeshift pocket, popped the empty one out, and inserted the new one all in less than a second. 

      “That was so fuckin’ sexy,” he whispered. She only flashed him a cheeky grin before taking one more shot. 

      A distressed cry told Phoenix that Callie had hit her target. He peered out from the crack in the door as an outline of a guard collapsed. They waited a beat, listening, but only silence rang in his ears. 

      “Sounds clear…” he whispered before checking visually. It was a plain lobby with the front of the building to his left. That entire wall was completely made up of large glass windows and a circular guard station sat in the middle of the lobby. Empty, but for the dead body in front of the guard station. “Clear.” 

      Phoenix took a step to leave, but Callie snatched his arm. “Wait! Do you really think he has all those guards downstairs and only one up?”

      He shrugged. “No, but I think waitin’ here for them to find us is way more dangerous than us findin’ them.”

      Callie’s grip relaxed on his forearm. “Good point,” she conceded and stepped forward to lead them, but he was the one to stop her this time with his hand on her shoulder and a shake of his head. 

      “Hey, you knew the underground. But up here? I’m the one with experience. I’m point now.” 

      He watched her carefully to see how she’d respond. Her plump lips pursed, as if she was trying to figure him out. When she seemed to come to a conclusion, she nodded once and wiped her forehead. 

      “Okay. Hold on, though. I have an idea to figure out how many there are.” He picked his liquor bottle up before glancing around the door, opening it wide enough to see. Nothing glared back at him, but he hauled his liquor bottle over his head anyway. The satisfying crash of glass made him pump his arm. He then ripped a large swath of fabric from his T-shirt. It was so worn and threadbare at this point, it tore with a simple yank.

      “What’re you doing?” Callie whispered. 

      “I feel the need for a cocktail.” He pulled her close and roved his hands down her curves. Confused anger flared in her eyes until he snatched the matches from underneath the hem of her bodysuit. He shook them for emphasis until her eyes narrowed with a mischievous gleam. 

      “What… are you up to, 813?” 

      Without answering, he took Callie’s liquor bottle from her hand and twisted it open before tucking the T-shirt fabric into the spout. Once one end was soaked, he removed it and inserted the dry side. 

      “Ooooh. Molotov… My favorite.” Callie’s mischievous smile no doubt matched his. “But how do we make sure we don’t get caught up in it?” 

      “Good aim and runnin’ like hell, I guess. I’m not really one for thinkin’ too far ahead.”

      “Fair. Here, give me back the matches. I’ll light. You throw.” 

      “Works for me.” He handed her the matches. Footsteps on the other side made them both pause. 

      A sinister chuckle wafted toward them from outside the door. “Come out, come out, whore.”

      Phoenix held his finger to his lips and mimed throwing the bottle anyway. She nodded and struck the match before holding it to the shirt, setting the dry cotton aflame. As soon as it lit, Phoenix flung the bottle around the door. 

      “Oh shit!” a male voice screamed just as there was a crash and a whoosh of air. “It’s on me! It’s on me!” The deep screams became more high pitched and unintelligible. Callie hissed a curse behind him. 

      Phoenix waited a beat to see if he could hear any other voices, but none stood out as he whispered. “Now.” 

      He pushed off on his back heel to emerge from the door, holding his gun up and ready. Fifteen feet away, the blaze on the carpet spread like wildfire with a writhing man in the epicenter. Smoke and heat already filled the room, burning Phoenix’s eyes as the flame tried to chase him to one of the only exits. 

      Shit. That might’ve been a bad call.

      He’d thought he’d thrown it far enough, but the carpeted ground was more flammable than he’d anticipated. They had to get out of there quick. 

      Phoenix double-checked their surroundings for anyone else before calling out, “All clear—”

      A head peeked over the circular desk, barely giving Phoenix enough warning to drop and roll away before the guard took aim. The improvised move forced him to hide behind a couch, farther away from the exit. He landed on his knees and took his shots until the empty gun clicked. 

      He quickly popped the magazine from his gun and ducked as the firefight continued around him. At the movement, dampness seeped into the back of his shirt. 

      Fuck, I’m soaked in booze.

      His nerves skyrocketed at the realization, especially as the flames climbed higher and crawled closer toward him. Another crack reverberated in the air and Phoenix watched with wide eyes as a bullet cut through the couch inches from his nose. 

      He ducked as more pierced the couch around him. One echoed from the stairwell and a cry followed. Phoenix peered around the couch to see another guard now collapsed over the desk.

      A shadow behind him caught his gaze and he swung his gun just to have it land on Callie. 

      “Shit, Callie, you’ve got to call your approaches. I didn’t tell you to come out yet.”

      “Yeah, well, your last ‘all clear’ was bullshit, so pardon me if I don’t trust your judgment, 813.” 

      He scowled and wanted to argue, but a commotion coming from the stairs made his hair stand on end. The stairs and the encroaching blaze now stood between them and the exit. The approaching guards were going to have them cornered. 

      “Fuck, we need to go,” Phoenix muttered. “Side entrance to my eleven o’clock. On my count.” 

      “813, there’s no time—”

      “One—”

      “Two-three. Let’s go.” Callie rushed from behind the couch and sprinted around the fire to the side door, leaving Phoenix in the wind. But no… Callie’s new position placed her right in front of the stairway door as it opened, allowing her to cover for Phoenix, giving him enough room to run to the exit.  

      No way I’m letting you take all this on by yourself, brown eyes.

      Footsteps resounded from the staircase and Phoenix cursed before coming out of hiding. The door burst open and three guards began to immediately shoot. 

      “Run! I’ve got them,” Callie yelled before shooting from behind a large plant. 

      The blaze around him made him burst into a cold sweat as it grew higher, caging him in with the guards. Thanks to Callie, they were mostly preoccupied fielding her rounds, but one of them found him behind the couch. 

      He cursed and took the only option he had, leaping over the inferno. When he landed, he didn’t have time to take stock and sprinted toward Callie, trusting her to have his six and take on the guards. 

      With every step, the blaze burned behind him, becoming impossibly hotter until Phoenix’s back stung from the heat. He ignored it, letting his adrenaline carry him. 

      A shot thunked into the glass window directly in front of him. 

      Bulletproof glass. Good. As long as we’re outside, we’re safe.

      Unless there are guards outside too.

      He turned around and ran backward to shoot the guards, now only two thanks to Callie. He picked one off and pivoted again to face the exit and Callie. 

      She did a double take as he reached her. “Phoenix! You’re on fire!”

      As if to emphasize the fear in her voice, the sting on his upper back finally resonated, but they had to keep going. He grabbed her arm and tugged her with him to the side door, thankful it didn’t have the same security pad for the exit to the outside world that the underground had. Once they reached outside, Callie pushed him hard from behind, sending him straight to the ground. 

      “Roll!”

      He did as she commanded, rolling in the early morning damp grass to stifle the flames that had caught on his shirt. The skin on his upper back flared white hot. When the fire had finally snuffed out, Callie helped him tear his shirt over his head. The blazing heat went with the alcohol-dampened fabric, but the burn stayed. 

      “Oh my god, Phoenix, that looks bad.” Her gentle touch felt good against his healthy skin, but he hissed at the way the rest of his skin pulled with his movements. 

      “Yeah, I believe that. It burns like a motherfucker.” Callie helped him hop up and he tried not to dwell on the pain or the fire alarm now blaring from the facility. He dug into his pocket to retrieve his getaway plan and sprinted to the parking lot. “Follow me!”

      “What? Where are you going?!”

      “Trust me!” he called over his shoulder and raced away, his eyes scanning the vehicles for the Maserati’s signature trident. 

      Two loud shots in quick succession and a shout had Phoenix looking to the right. 

      “Got him,” Callie’s voice huffed and grunted as she got closer. “Keep going!” Phoenix listened, but looked behind him, seeing a man kneeling on the ground and clutching his leg. “He’s not down for the count,” Callie called out. “But it’s enough for now.” 

      Phoenix grunted his assent and searched the lot before he finally saw their getaway car. 

      “Come on,” he yelled. 

      Another crack rang out, followed by a strangled cry that pierced his soul, making him trip and pivot. 

      Callie knelt on the asphalt, clutching her side. Phoenix scanned behind her, firing off two rounds into the culprit’s chest. The man fell instantly, clutching his wound as his life fountained out. 

      Phoenix brought his gaze back to Callie, relieved that rage—and not fear—flared in her eyes, despite the new bloodstain blooming on her side. He leaped into action, scooping her up before she could stand on her own, ignoring her objections.

      “Put me down! That guy barely grazed me and I tripped when I tried to duck. I’m fine! Let me go!”

      “Shut the hell up. I’m not letting the one person I’ve lived for all this time die right now. None of that martyr bullshit.”

      “I’m not martyring! For the love of God, it’s barely a scratch!”

      He rounded the stealthed-out Maserati MC20 and opened the passenger side butterfly door before he laid her in the seat. She was still spitting mad when he pressed the button to close the door, but he didn’t care. Even if she wasn’t badly hurt, letting her stumble behind him was never an option.  

      The last shooter still tried to take him down as Phoenix sprinted around the Maserati. When he’d opened the driver’s side butterfly doors just enough for him to slip inside, Phoenix emptied his magazine in the guard’s direction, forcing the man to take cover. Phoenix then quickly slid behind the steering wheel, sitting up to avoid his burned back hitting the seat. 

      After pressing the button to shut the door, he emptied his pockets into the floorboard. As soon as the door closed, a ping against the supercar’s carbon fiber made his heart stall. He mashed the MC20’s push-to-start ignition without wasting another second.

      “Someone’s still shooting at us,” Callie’s voice warned.

      “No shit, gorgeous. But don’t you worry, we’re about to fly outta here.”

      The sexy growl of the twin-turbo V6 engine literally made his dick twitch in anticipation, but he stayed focused as he revved the engine and searched for the fastest exit. 

      “Hold on, brown eyes.” 

      Callie yelped and grabbed his arm as he launched out of the parking lot and into the dawn.

      He went zero to one hundred in two-point-nine seconds and challenged every single one of those six hundred and twenty horses around sharp turns and empty roads, grateful that it was still too early for traffic. After several miles with no evidence of anyone following them, the road’s speed limit lowered on the outskirts of a small sleepy town. He eased up on the gas to avoid any additional suspicion that the Maserati wouldn’t attract on its own. 

      “Holy shit…” He laughed. “Holy motherfuckin’ shit. We fuckin’ did it!” He hit the steering wheel and let out a whoop.

      A hot gun barrel pressed into his temple. 

      “Now you’re going to do exactly as I say.”
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      Callie was impressed that Phoenix—813—could keep driving steady with a gun barrel kissing his temple. Her eyes roved over his shirtless body, at the faint scars that hadn’t been healed by the medicine, and the sexy phoenix tattoo. The bird flew across his entire side while the black and orange flames painted upward to his chest and shoulder blades. The burn there would no doubt scar, marring the intricate piece.

      Silence thickened between them, and her own conscience screamed over the car’s seat belt–alert chime. But she’d gone past the point of no return, and she couldn’t put the belt on. It’d restrict her movements. 

      Phoenix’s fingers squeezed the steering wheel as his eyes surreptitiously glanced at his lap. At the gun in his lap. 

      So stupid. I’m out of practice.

      Before he could act, she snatched the gun, hissing at the pain that shot up her left torso. The bullet wound was only a graze, but it might still need stitches. She kept her eyes steady, hoping that Phoenix would think the gun was shaking from the car ride and not her nerves. 

      “You’re going to take me to the closest police station. Drop me off. And turn yourself in,” she explained, proud of herself that she’d come up with a solution that would accomplish all of her goals. 

      He barked out a laugh but quickly sobered when she dug the gun farther into his skin. 

      “The fuck, Callie? Why the hell would I ‘turn myself in’? We were the ones who were kidnapped. And whatever we just did back there to get out, we both did, and for good reason. Neither one of us has a clue of where we are, although I’m thinkin’ it might be one of the small towns outside of Atlanta. But listen, I don’t know what game you’ve been playin’—”

      “This isn’t a game—” 

      “No, it’s not a game.” He glanced at her, and it took every ounce of willpower to keep the gun pointing above his amber eyes. “But if it were, we have no idea who the General has on his team. He has plenty of shitheads in his back pocket. Dean, for example? Ex-cop. Now why would I go to a police station when they could be full of the General’s lackeys? Right where he bases his operations?”

      She watched his face, trying to decide if he was bluffing. His delivery was matter of fact and calm, with no sign of deception in his gaze or hand movements, but she still didn’t want to relent. 

      “Police station. Now, 813.”

      “Callie… whatever you’re doin’, you don’t want to do this.” 

      “I think you have no idea what I want.”  

      All of a sudden, the car whipped to the side of the street, throwing Callie and the gun against the door as the car fishtailed before backing into a narrow back alley. Once the car stopped, 813 plucked both guns from her hands. He tossed his underneath his seat and pointed the other at her. Anger marred his handsome face, but the intensity there had her core pulsing. 

      “Wh-what are you doing? Why are we here? And where did you learn to drive like that?” 

      Without answering her, he pressed the ignition button, immediately hushing the car’s purr. He opened his door with another press of a button right before pushing the gun under her chin. “Get out.” 

      “813—”

      “Get. Out.” 

      Callie stilled and tried to anticipate his next move. The tic in his jaw brooked no argument, and she nodded once while grappling for the button to open her door. Could she make a break for it? Where would she go? Should she scream?

      “Callie.” The simple growl was all the warning she needed to listen, but the subtle pressure underneath her chin helped motivate her too. “Don’t run.”

      “O-okay.” She swallowed, still not sure what to do. 

      Maintaining eye contact, she stumbled out of the car as she tried to get out backward. As soon as her feet touched dirty asphalt, 813 leaped out and sprinted around the car in her direction, his gun still trained on her chest. Possible exit strategies stuttered through her mind, but by the time she’d decided to turn tail and run away, he’d grabbed her arm, forcing her to follow him to the trunk.  

      “813! What’re you doing?”

      “Fucking reason into you.” 

      Oh God, yes.

      When they got to the center of the trunk, he pushed her against it and began to untie her bodysuit.

      “No!” Her shout echoed against the short brick buildings closing them in. The town had seemed completely vacant at the early hour. If she screamed, would there even be someone to come help her? 

      Did she want them to? 

      Deep down she knew the answer, but god, 813 really didn’t need to know it.

      “Stop it, 813! You’re turning yourself in!”

      “I’m not doin’ that, baby.” 

      “I’m not your baby!” She tried to push him, but he pressed the gun farther into her neck, halting her movements. His warm fingers left the strings of her corset, moving down to tug where her tight bodysuit covered her core and pulled the snaps free. He expertly found her center and when he sank two fingers in, her moan had a strange vibrating tone thanks to the barrel jammed into her throat. 

      “8… 813… we can’t—”

      “No,” he growled, pumping his fingers slowly. “Say my name, Callie. I know you know it.” 

      Her breaths came in heavy, needy pants, but she narrowed her eyes at him in the dim alley and wondered if he could even see her glare. 

      “No. You’re 813. A prisoner. And you deserve to be in jail for what you’ve done.” 

      His fingers stalled and the frustration tightening his lips relaxed into a subtle frown. The mixture of anger, hurt, and confusion across his features made her lips slam shut. 

      What if I’ve gotten it all wrong? He’s a trafficker… right? 

      As if he could hear her thoughts, he shook his head and growled again. His gun hand left her throat and tugged her hair back, until all she could see was the determination hardening his eyes. 

      “Hold on, brown eyes.” 

      “Fuck you,” she gritted out with clenched teeth, her heart thrumming against her chest in anticipation. 

      “Thought you’d never ask.” 

      He released her hair and she felt him free himself from his jeans right before his warm length hit her belly. His thigh parted her legs before he scooped his arm under her thighs and propped her up on the trunk. She did as he’d commanded, holding on to his shoulders as she helped him lift while still avoiding his burned skin. She wrapped her legs around his waist and in the next swift move, he shoved inside her to the hilt. 

      The delicious invasion drew a moan from her, and Phoenix—no—813 laid his forehead against her collarbone for a brief moment. He then raised his head and groaned into her ear as he began to move. 

      “I killed for you tonight. And you want to kill me?” He pulled back to glare into her eyes, the shine barely perceptible in the dim light. “Well, fuck you, brown eyes. I don’t know why you hate me, but you can never hate me more than I hate myself.”

      Her chest ached and she opened her mouth to argue with him but he picked up. She clung to him, meeting every stroke and listening to his confessions while her heart hammered in her chest. 

      “The things I’ve done, Callie. The things I’ve seen. Heard. You should put me down. It’d put everyone else out of their misery.” 

      He stopped suddenly and removed one of her hands from his shoulder. Her jaw dropped as he stuffed the gun into her palm and pointed it at his own jaw. She gasped as he squeezed her hand to form a good grip as he met her eyes. His bright-amber ones glinted with moisture and his rough voice clawed at her heart. 

      “So do it, Callie. This twisted sense of justice you have. Use it right now and put me in the ground.” 

      Her mouth gaped open, nothing coming out as she tried to figure out this man’s motivation.

      He jerked the gun in her hand. “Do it.”

      “No.” Horrified, she tried to pull the gun away from him but he was too strong. 

      “Do it!” 

      “No!” 

      “Do it, Callie! This is your last chance.” 

      “No!” 

      She yanked her hand free and pitched the gun against the alley wall, sending it clattering to the ground. Her fingers trembled on his cheeks. The tortured vulnerability in his amber eyes cut into her, and she swallowed before returning her grip to his shoulders. “I… I don’t want to.” 

      Both his hands tightened their grip on her hips as she restarted their rhythm. The moment became too much as their emotions mixed together. She buried her face in his neck, confused and annoyed with herself, but more certain than ever that she’d made the right decision. 

      “I don’t want to, Phoenix.” 

      Saying his name felt like a balm to her senses and with the way he moved his arm to wrap around her lower back, she wondered if he felt the relief, too. 

      Slow, steady pumps drew another moan from her chest. His deep voice fluttered the hair above her ear.

      “Who are you, brown eyes?”

      “Who are you, 813?” she whispered back. 

      He huffed a dark chuckle. “Wouldn’t we both like to know?”

      With that, he set an impossible rhythm and all Callie could do was hold on and accept the ecstasy she knew he’d give her. The head of his cock stroked against that spot he’d found their first time, making her core tense with the need to release. His fingers were no doubt bruising her upper thighs, but she loved that he was leaving his mark. Knowing that she was giving herself to someone, instead of someone else taking, made her chest tighten with emotion. The peak that had always been close with the drugs was, somehow, even easier to climb to now. 

      She whimpered as she tried to hold back, but Phoenix tugged her hair to leave a scorching kiss on her lips, melting her resolve. He broke away and whispered against them. 

      “Let it feel good, Callie. I’m not them. You don’t yet… but you can trust me. I swear it.” 

      How he knew what she was feeling, she had no idea. His words somehow soothed the pent-up rage in her soul. What would happen if she truly gave in? Who was she if she let go? What did that mean for everything she’d worked so hard for? 

      The graze in her side stung slightly as they moved, but it only stoked her need for release. That pain was made all the more delicious as he drove so hard into her core that it ached. 

      “Phoenix.”

      “Stop thinkin’ and feel with me, brown eyes. Feel how good we are together.” 

      She closed her eyes and finally let sensation take over. His name left her lips like a curse and prayer rolled into one. He moved her body with his so they could both chase the high, that pinnacle she always resisted. 

      “We’re free, Callie,” Phoenix whispered into her ear and she moaned as he curved inside her, caressing those sensitive depths before dragging back out. His lips latched on to her neck. She cried out as his thumb found her clit and began to massage. The sounds of their bliss echoed back to them from the empty alley walls. 

      “Come with me.” His breath puffed against her neck and she melted under his full-frontal assault. 

      “Phoenix.” Her body began to shake as her core began to pulse. 

      “That’s right, baby. I’m here. Let go with me.” 

      She cried out one final time and wrapped her arms around his neck. Their embrace was so close and intimate, she felt only a heartbeat away from jumping inside his skin. His breathy pants tingled against the delicate flesh of her neck and his thrusts grew wild. He finally fully ensheathed himself as he let go with her, his thumb still circling her clit and drawing out the last vestiges of her pleasure. Her body convulsed around him as she cascaded down the other side of that peak. 

      They sighed against each other with the end of their release and his breath flowed over her skin, making her shiver. When her inner walls stopped their rhythmic pulsing, he pulled back and kissed her fiercely. She opened for him, her tongue dancing with his. He broke away and softly stroked her cheek. A confusing mixture of emotions swirled in his eyes. There was anger, hurt, relief… but the fear surprised her. 

      His touch disappeared from her clit as he gripped her ass again, no longer relying on the car to hold her in place. Those fingers that brushed against her cheek gravitated to her throat. His fingers tightened, making her pussy flutter around his cock again. They both shuddered with the movement. Desire sparked back in his eyes before he closed them and gritted his teeth.

      Unable to breathe, she waited silently for him to open his eyes again. When he did, only anger and hurt remained and his glare made her whimper. 

      “Don’t point a gun at me again, Callie. You had your chance, and next time, I’ll make sure it’s the last thing one of us ever does.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      He pulled out of her swiftly, leaving her to catch herself. The ache in her side flared again as she watched him tuck his cock back inside his jeans and walk away from her, crashing her back to reality. Before she’d even finished composing herself, he’d already picked up the gun from the back of the alley. 

      “What’re you doing?” She hated the way her voice quivered.

      It only took a few of his long strides to get back to the trunk. He popped it open, revealing a suitcase and a laptop briefcase. Phoenix unzipped the suitcase and lifted the top. “Jackpot.” 

      Callie wanted to see what was in the suitcase, but she couldn’t take her eyes off his back. Despite his cheeky who-gives-a-fuck-at-least-we’re-not-dead attitude and his constant jokes, he moved like a well-trained fighter. Every muscle divot called to her, making her fingers tingle at the need to trace them. He’d been starved for weeks, but she knew from passing by his cell that he’d done his best to keep in shape with exercises much like she’d done. 

      She didn't know what he looked like before, but while his muscle mass had no doubt lessened, they were more defined than any other she’d ever seen. Her heart, libido, and mind warred with one another over whether to hug him, fuck him, or feed him a cheeseburger. 

      The injury on his shoulder blades hurt her soul, though. His skin was red and puckered, indicating he’d suffered at least a second-degree burn. Her own side throbbed, but she shouldn’t need anything more than a few stitches, but Phoenix really deserved medical attention. It had to be painful, but he hadn’t complained at all. 

      Phoenix stepped back from the trunk with a white T-shirt. She gave him space as he gingerly pulled the shirt over his head and resisted the urge to help him. He obviously was trying hard not to injure his burn more, but she wondered if the fabric could do more harm than good.

      “Are you sure that’s a smart idea?”

      “Hard to resist me shirtless, huh?” His tease made her cheeks redden with embarrassment as she averted her gaze. “Want me to leave it off so you can keep your good view?”

      “What? No. I mean… a shirt would make you less noticeable,” she sputtered. 

      “Oh, so you are noticing, then?”

      “Fuck you.” She tried her best to sneer but ended up having to duck her head to keep him from seeing her grin. “Wear it or don’t, I don’t care. I was just wondering whether the fabric would be worse for your burn.” 

      “Eh, maybe… maybe not.” He chuckled. “All I know is it stings like hell and maybe covering it up to make sure nothing nasty gets in it is smarter than leaving it to the elements.” He cursed under his breath as the shirt fell over his skin, slowly covering the phoenix tattoo winding up his side, chest, and back. 

      When his head appeared again, discomfort marred his face as he spoke. “There’s a shirt in there for you too, if you want it.”

      She glanced down at the dried blood all over her orange bodysuit, some of it hers, most of it not. The sudden need to get it all off overwhelmed her, and she squirmed inside her outfit. “Oh my god, yes, please. I don’t want to look at this thing another second.”

      Taking it off would be more ideal, but she didn’t exactly want to be commando and on the run.

      Phoenix handed her a large white dress shirt. She tried not to think about the red silk-shirted tormentor it belonged to as she put it on. It fell to her midthigh and she started at the bottom buttons and worked her way up.

      When she’d finished, she realized Phoenix had grown quiet and looked up from her ministrations. His amber eyes were hot with an emotion she couldn’t understand. 

      “That shirt was a bad idea,” he growled. “Take it off.” 

      “What?” Callie glanced down self-consciously before holding the shirt lapels with both hands. “No. Absolutely not.” 

      “Take it off, Callie.” His words grew more menacing, but anger made her skin hot.

      “No. What has gotten into you? I need something more covert to wear. I’m not going to go unnoticed in an orange leather bodysuit, 813.”

      “You sure as hell won’t go unnoticed as every man’s wet dream. Take it off.”

      “No.”

      “Callie…”

      “813…”

      “It’s Phoenix, damnit.”

      “Why do you care? I’m not taking this off until I get regular clothes, so deal with it.” 

      “I…” he huffed and shook his head. “I don’t.” Muttering something about another man’s shirt, he slammed the trunk closed. He walked to the passenger side door and opened it before nonchalantly pointing inside the car with the gun. 

      “Get in the car, brown eyes. We’ve got places to be and I’m guessin’ about five hours of road-trip bondin’ to get there.” 

      “What? Five hours?” Her reflexive stubbornness and self-preservation kicked back in as she eyed the gun. “No. I’m not going anywhere with you. Drop me off at the closest police station.” 

      “Don’t think you want to fight me on this one, baby.”

      “Oh yeah?” She crossed her arms. “And why’s that?”

      He delved into his pocket and pulled out a roll of paper. “I think you’d want this, right?”

      Her list.

      That stupid heart of hers stopped beating entirely. He held months of work and torture in his hands. It was full of names: accomplices, buyers, and big players in the General’s trafficking ring. She could remember some of them, but many were odd names or descriptions, just anything to try to jog her memory when the right time came. It would’ve all been for nothing if something happened to it, but she didn’t want him to realize how important it really was. 

      She swallowed and blanked all her fears from her face. “How did you get it?”

      “You’re not very observant when you come, gorgeous.” He chuckled before putting the scroll of paper back in his pocket. 

      Gathering as much of her dignity as she could, she straightened and walked toward the car door. Coming up with a strategy to escape him would be easier when his cum wasn’t leaking from her core. 

      She was trapped. Again. She’d gotten out of the last jam. Her plan was still intact. She could fool a regular run-of-the-mill idiot trafficker. 

      He’s not a trafficker.

      She didn’t want to accept that truth, though. Because she wasn’t sure which box to put him in if he didn’t fit in that one. 

      “What’re you going to do with me?” she asked, careful to mask the concern in her voice as she slid into her seat. 

      He tilted his head with a small smile. “I think I’ll let my team decide. In the meantime. I’m thinkin’ a burger. Want one? I’ve been dreamin’ of a fast-food burger since my first Ensure bottle.” 

      Without waiting for a response, he closed the butterfly door back down on her. She watched Phoenix travel around the hood of the car, trusting her not to hop into the driver’s seat and race away. The urge to do just that was strong, but since he had her list, all she could do was settle back in her seat for what promised to be a long-ass drive… and trust him.

      What other choice did she have?

      As he pulled out onto the road again, she refused to look at him. Her mind ran wild and she stared out the window in thought until her exhausted eyes threatened to close.

      For Annie. Get through this and bring all these fuckers down.

      She’d been a toy and a pawn for so many men. What was one more?
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      The hospital halls reeked of disinfectants and swarmed with staff. Callie beelined to the room that had the most commotion. As soon as she made it to the doorway, she caught a glimpse of a dark-haired young woman inside, sitting on the bed and staring blankly at a pastel watercolor of a blurry garden. 

      Callie’s heart ached in her chest, the woman’s pain tugging her closer. But a hand on Callie’s shoulder made her pause before she could enter the room. Callie snapped her glare to the person who dared to stop her, finding a blonde female officer with anger in her red-rimmed eyes. 

      In any other circumstance, Callie would’ve thought the officer’s rage was directed at her. But Callie instantly recognized the fury there. She’d felt it ever since she realized her sister had been kidnapped.

      “Ma’am, this is a private room—”

      “I’m here to see Annie Castellanos. I’m her sister.” 

      The officer sucked in a breath as sympathy welled in her eyes. “Her sister. Of course you are. God, look at you. You could be twins.”

      “She’s two years younger. Just strong genes,” Callie answered, numbly repeating the same phrase she’d heard hundreds of times from her parents to strangers. It was why her mother had named them so closely. 

      The officer’s lips twitched like she was trying to smile, but couldn’t find the strength. “You can go in. Just… be careful. She’s still skittish.” 

      Callie ripped her eyes away from the officer and back to her sister. Or the shell of the young woman her sister used to be. 

      Her dark, stringy hair hung greasy and unhealthy down her back, like it’d been weeks since she’d washed it. Her young face had aged decades. New dark bags marred the thin skin under eyes—eyes just like Callie’s—and shadows clung to the hollows of her cheeks as she stared off into nothing. Callie scanned the rest of her, pausing on a mark on Annie’s wrist. Nausea turned her stomach.

      “What’s on her wrist?” Callie asked the officer, unsure if she could handle hearing Annie’s answer.

      “Tattoo. Pimps use them to brand their victims. I’ve seen cherries, crowns, dollar signs, bar codes, roses. That one liked butterflies.”

      Callie swallowed, both grateful by the officer’s matter-of-fact delivery and disgusted by the message. 

      “Thank you… I’ve been looking for her for so long, and I keep hitting walls when I’ve tried to find out information. I appreciate you telling me.” Callie studied Annie, avoiding the tattoo this time. “Is she… is she okay?”

      She wished her parents were around. But they were gone before Annie was even taken. What would they say? Would this have even happened if they were still alive? Annie had never quite recovered after they’d passed. Would they have blamed Callie? Did Annie?

      Callie blamed herself enough for all of them. 

      “No,” the officer answered honestly again. “She’s not okay. Hopefully she will be someday. But not today. And probably not until we’ve caught every single fucker who did this to her. The main pimp was taken out, so at least she’s safe from him. We’re still investigating who called it in. From witnesses at the shitty motel she’d been trapped in, the room was swatted less than ten minutes before an anonymous tip actually called dispatch. We think it was a hit. The pimp was already dead by the time we got there and whoever did the deed was gone. Word on the street says his lackeys have gone to work for a bigger boss.”

      She faced Callie and leveled her with an intense gaze. “We will do everything in our power to make sure Annie stays safe, Miss Castellanos. Her testimony could be the key to taking down a much larger operation. If she can identify suspects, we can topple the deck of cards one by one.”

      Callie nodded before looking back at her sister, comforted by the officer’s promise. It made her feel less alone, and conviction seeped into her bones. 

      This was Callie’s fault. She knew that deep down. If the cops couldn’t find all the men involved, then she would. Once she found them, she wouldn’t stop until every monster was brought to justice. It was the only way she could atone.

      “There’s a foundation that’s offered their support, the Rahab Foundation. They say they help women just like Annie transition back home more smoothly. They might help.” The officer nodded toward Annie before speaking. “Go. Talk to her. Again, be careful. She’s fragile. We haven’t been able to get her to say a word. She needs someone she loves and trusts.” 

      Callie nodded absentmindedly and took a step toward her sister. 

      “Annie?” Nothing. “Sissy?” 

      Callie waited, but her sister never stopped staring off. Worry carved into her chest, taking some of her heart and lungs with it. 

      “Annie?”

      Suddenly, the room began to tunnel around the edges of Callie’s vision. Her sister’s sunken features snapped to hers like a glitching robot. In the next blink, they were in a different hospital room altogether. A new bruise lined Annie’s throat, a twisted bedsheet in one hand. Her dark-brown eyes bulged, threatening to pop out of her painfully tilted head. Whispers exploded against Callie’s ears just before her sister’s mouth fell open in a silent scream. Except only a raspy accusation fell out of the unmoving bluish lips, as if she was actually speaking directly into Callie’s mind.  

      “You… killed… me.”

      “No!”

      “Callie! Wake up, brown eyes. You’re havin’ a nightmare.” 

      Something squeezed her thigh and she grabbed it to gain her bearings, realizing only after she opened her eyes that it was Phoenix’s hand. But she didn’t let go. Phoenix’s fingers stroked her leg, bringing her back into the present. She shivered and pulled his hand from her leg to clutch it against her chest. 

      “Jesus, Callie. Are you okay? Your heart is racin’. You’re okay. It was just a nightmare.” 

      “You’re right.” She swallowed. “But memories are the worst nightmares.” 

      “Fuck, if that ain’t the truth.” Phoenix pulled her into his embrace. It took her a moment to figure out that he’d pulled over. They’d been driving back roads for hours, to ensure the Maserati didn’t garner too much attention like it would have on a highway. She had no idea where they were, but there was something peaceful about the empty backcountry road. 

      Phoenix leaned away from her before brushing his free hand across her cheek and murmuring. “Aren’t we a pair? You save me from my nightmares and I save you from yours.”

      Callie’s heart stuttered at his observation. “You knew about that?” 

      A small smile crept up on his tan face. “I’ve been havin’ nightmares for years, Callie. You think I wouldn’t figure out why they suddenly stopped? If it weren’t for you, I don’t think I would’ve survived being tortured in reality and my dreams. That last week without you was bad enough.” 

      Her eyes widened at his confession. An apology formed on her lips but he continued to speak, his amber eyes were full of concern. 

      “You talked about someone named Annie?” Phoenix’s quiet statement made her heart skip and she extracted herself from his hold. “What were you dreamin’ about?” 

      She coughed and rubbed the ache in her chest. “Nothing. It’s all in the past now.”

      “Well, nothing seemed terrifyin’ as shit. So what was it actually about?”

      Words spilled out of her mouth before she could stop herself. “My sister.”

      His forehead creased and she had the insane thought to smooth it with her thumb. “Want to talk about it?”

      No.

      So why did she nod again? 

      “I… I let her down. She was my younger sister. Barely two years, but I always felt like I needed to take care of her, especially after our parents passed away. I was supposed to watch her. Promised my mother right before…” She drifted off while she traced the tattoo on her wrist.

      “Jesus, I’m sorry, Callie.”

      “It was easy enough to do, until Annie went to a different college than me. She got in with the wrong crowd. Her boyfriend made her dress differently, act differently. He was controlling and she never wanted to hear me say anything negative about him. She became more withdrawn to the point that we hardly talked. I didn’t understand it then, but I think he was grooming her for what was to come. One night she went to a rager and didn’t come back. Her boyfriend said that she went off with someone at the party. But later we realized she’d actually been… sold. Trafficked. She was found a few months later.”

      “Fuck…”

      “When she was rescued, she pulled away even more. She’d suffered from depression after my parents passed away, but it was debilitating when she got back. I’ll never forgive myself.”

      “Goddamn. And then the same thing happened to you?” he muttered. “What are the odds of that?”

      None.

      His question caught her off guard but she didn’t let the surprise show on her face. Instead, only shrugging, not ready to tell the whole story until she knew exactly what his story was. “Unlucky, I guess.” 

      “Shit.” He hugged her again and whispered against her hair. “I’m sorry, Callie.” 

      With his long arms enveloping her, she sank into his embrace, like touch was the most natural way to comfort someone. Not only that, she actually felt safe for the first time in way too long. He’d gone through hell and back with her, fighting her demons side by side. When was the last time that someone had provided that sort of protection? Years? Ever?

      Callie shook her head and peeled herself away from his embrace. Wiping her face. “Let’s uh… Let’s get this show on the road, shall we?”

      “Sure. Yeah… good idea.” He nodded, his lips in a grim, thin line. She’d hurt his feelings. 

      Her heart ached knowing that, but she pushed the emotion down. It would never last with him. As soon as she could, she was turning him over to the authorities. 

      He pressed the button to start the car again and she swore to keep her hands to herself, hoping that this wouldn’t be another promise she’d end up breaking.
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      Henry popped the top off the beer and lifted it to his lips as he surveyed the room. 

      “Little early for that, don’t you think?”

      At the gruff voice, Henry resisted the instinct to jump. Draco had been watching him ever since he’d stepped into the building. Could he tell that Henry was freaking out? 

      Dean, Vlad, and the General had all been MIA since late last night and Henry had an awful feeling in his stomach that something real bad was about to go down. 

      “Just wantin’ to take the edge off, is all. Bein’ around a buncha kids has never really been my thing.” He nodded toward a giggling Thea and squealing Katie-Belle as Snake and Jaybird acted like fools playing dress-up. He’d never understood how grown-ass men could resort to absolute idiocy around children. 

      Draco glanced to where Henry had nodded and swiveled back with a frown. 

      “There’s two of them,” he pointed out before sipping his water. 

      Henry should’ve known from the get-go the one-syllable Viking giant was trouble. He didn’t even like sweet tea, for fuck’s sake. 

      “Yeah.” Henry chuckled, hoping his nerves didn’t come through. “What can I say? Just not good around them.” He didn’t offer anything else, hoping Draco would leave. But no, instead, the Viking’s redheaded friend stepped up beside him, almost like they were acting as a buffer to the rest of the party. 

      “What’s going on?” Devil asked.

      Draco jutted his chin to Henry. “Kids make Officer Brown nervous.”

      “What? Nervous?” Henry scoffed. “I wouldn’t say nervous—”

      Devil narrowed his eyes at him. “Kids? Really? Afraid they’ll tickle you to death, Brown?”

      Henry bit back the urge to argue with them, settling for an awkward laugh. “Good one.” 

      Heated embarrassment crept up Henry’s neck. Every day, he went back and forth about his feelings for the BlackStone team. Despite knowing he’d have to betray them in the end, all he’d wanted was to be accepted. It was a twisted thought process, sure, one that relied on never getting caught and hopefully winding up on the winning side. But if they were going to treat him like an outsider forever, it’d make it easier to turn on them. He’d hate the outcome for Hawk, but these other self-righteous pricks would get what they had coming to them, eventually.

      Then he could get what he deserved.

      Beach in Mexico. Beach in Mexico. Beach in Mexico.

      If only one of his goddamn contacts would call him back. Then it’d be hasta la vista to this hick town hellhole and as far away as he could get. 

      “You men enjoying yourselves?”

      Henry’s two interrogators shifted as Hawk clapped his large hand over Henry’s shoulder. It’d been the BlackStone leader’s idea to have a potluck to celebrate both Nora and Draco coming back from their mission, and the rest of the team returning to live in the BlackStone Securities’ facility. 

      Once Henry had made his confession to Hawk the night before about his former field training officer, the leader had practically insisted that Henry come to the party. It’d felt good to know that even after admitting one of his sins, that Hawk still wanted him to be part of the team.

      Then again, while Hawk had mentioned the party before, he’d only offered the real invite last night. Surely, they’d made plans before dinner time yesterday. Still, even though the real invite had been last minute, Henry had jumped at the opportunity. 

      Last-minute invite means he forgot.

      At least I was invited at all.

      The consolation felt thin thanks to his frayed nerves. He was probably reading too much into the whole invite thing. It was a potluck for fuck’s sake. Maybe they’d been busy. Besides, Hawk had hinted at wanting him to be around for a big announcement and get to know the team better. What better way than a potluck lunch where everyone brought a dish and watched the Atlanta Braves play on the big screen? 

      It’d meant three catered dishes courtesy of Hawk, Jules and Jaybird, and Henry, tons of dessert thanks to Nora and Draco, a nice home-cooked casserole and cookies from Naomi and Snake, a shit ton of chips and dip from Ellie and Devil, and empanadas from Assistant District Attorney Marco Aguilar’s abuelita—although why he got the invite was a total mystery to Henry. 

      All the food was delicious, but Henry’s nerves were getting the best of him, like they always did around the team. He wasn’t a teammate after all. Not yet anyway.

      “I don’t know about these guys, but I’m havin’ a great time.” Henry smiled. 

      “Henry hates kids,” Devil offered like a total dick.

      “I do not—”

      Hawk interrupted him, ignoring Devil’s shitty comment. “Glad you’re liking it. I was hoping to get our minds off of everything. What with that video we got yesterday…”

      Henry grimaced as Hawk trailed off to sip his sweet tea. He couldn’t help the reaction, but hoped they took it as agreement rather than what it was. 

      The truth was, he didn’t want to think about Phoenix, or the fact that he knew exactly where Phoenix and the General were. 

      When he’d accepted Dean’s invitation to join the General’s team a few years ago, Henry had never dreamed of finding a best friend. Losing Phoenix would haunt him, but hopefully the beach waves would be loud enough to drown out nightmares. 

      Until then, he may have lost one friend, but he was gaining a team. After his conversation with their leader, it didn’t matter if Draco and Devil didn’t like him. The rest of the guys did and he’d soak that in until he had to leave. 

      Hawk stood, tapping his finger against his lips before he spoke. “I need Snake and Nora to dig up more info about this Calianne Castellanos. Something is telling me there’s more. I know she, uh, passed away in a psychiatric hospital, but what about her sister—”

      “Okay, okay, that’s enough shoptalk for now, Cap’n. This is an effin’ party.” Nora, the bright spark that Draco didn’t deserve, bounced between them. She raised an approving, dyed-lavender brow at Henry before grinning to Hawk. “Looks like dear ol’ Henry’s got the spirit. If you need a Natty nooner, I’m sure we’ve got more in the fridge. If not, there’s at least some of that Brennivín stuff—”

      “Hell no, that’s for special occasions,” Draco argued.

      “Hell no. Hell no. Hell no!” Thea sang at the top of her lungs before exploding into yet another fit of high-pitched giggles that made Henry want to stab his eardrums. 

      “Language, please,” Naomi reminded them from the living room with a laugh. 

      That was one good thing from all of this at least. He’d known Dean was a mean motherfucker, but beating the woman he loved? And what with the gleeful way he looked torturing Phoenix? Damn, the man must get off on it. What a piece of shit. 

      So are you.

      “So what’ll it be, boys? Natty, Brennivín—”

      “Pix…” Draco growled at his girlfriend.

      “No, thanks.” Hawk raised his Solo cup. “I’m good with my sweet tea for now, but I’ll cool it on the work talk.” He took another sip, his eyes creasing at the edges afterward. 

      Trying to drown out the hatred in his mind, Henry brought his attention back to the conversation, deciding to go with pumping up Hawk. That always worked to get in good with people. 

      “It was a great idea about havin’ a party, boss. It is nice to get our mind off things.”

      “Yeah, great idea…” Devil smirked over a chip piled high with bulldog caviar. “... boss.”

      Hawk’s disapproving look at Devil made the hair on the back of Henry’s neck stand on end, but Devil only shrugged before turning toward his blonde obsession, Ellie. 

      “Did I, uh, say somethin’ wrong?” Henry asked, stiffening his legs to avoid shifting on his feet.

      Do they know?

      Playing it cool around these guys was going to be hard as fuck.

      “Nah, man.” Hawk shook his head. “I’m just not the ‘boss.’ We’re all a team.”

      “Not all of us,” Draco muttered, making Henry wince, but Hawk didn’t seem to notice. 

      “That reminds me.” His voice lowered and he turned Henry away from the crowd to speak to him. “I wanted to thank you for sharing with me about your FTO last night after I showed you the video. I know that was hard for you, but I appreciate you being honest with me.” 

      A pang of guilt squeezed Henry’s chest, but he pushed it away. “Yeah, man, thanks for bein’ so cool about it.” 

      “Of course, that sort of honesty needs to be acknowledged.” Hawk angled to face the entire open concept kitchen and living room. “Gather around everyone. I have an announcement to make.” 

      The change in Hawk’s demeanor made Henry’s chest leap. 

      What is he up to? 

      The group paused what they were doing, even Thea in Snake’s arms, and they formed a half circle. 

      “As you know,” Hawk began. “We’ve been working our ass” —Thea giggled and Hawk quickly cleared his throat— “behinds off trying to find out more about the General. Everyone has played a huge part, especially you, Marco.” Marco raised his Solo cup with a practiced smile. “Without Marco’s connections in the FBI and helping us become liaisons, we wouldn’t be in the game, let alone leveling the playing field. But Henry…” He turned toward Henry, and Henry’s rapid heartbeat felt like it was going to explode from his chest. 

      “I wanted to formally invite you, Henry, to join our team.”

      Henry beamed, ready to make a speech, until he realized that an awkward silence had taken over the crowd. Confused looks and frowns peppered every face in the semicircle, and Henry’s own lips thinned with disappointment. 

      “What about his job as a police officer?” Jules asked as she propped her infant up against her chest. Henry loved Jules and respected the hell out of her, but he’d never wanted to punch a woman more. If she ruined this for him, he didn’t care if she saved his ass before—

      “He’s assured me that he could do both,” Hawk explained. “We won’t interfere or ask him to do more than he’s willing.” 

      “Really?” Jules asked as her gaze darted to Marco’s concerned one. “Because it seems like a conflict of interest.” 

      “So has everythin’ else I’ve done for y’all,” Henry muttered. 

      “Hey, watch the tone.” Jules’s fiancé, Jason—or Jaybird, as he was stupidly called among the crew—stepped forward slightly, his arms loose at his sides.

      Henry tried to backtrack. He just had to get through this little hiccup and he’d be in. One step closer to a beach in paradise. 

      “I mean… it’s fine. The grander picture is what matters, right? Takin’ down the General?”

      Jules nodded slowly, but her face remained unappeased. “That’s fair, I guess.” 

      Deal with that later. Just move on.

      “I’d love to be a part of this team. I think I’ve proved myself—”

      “Hold up…” Snake stood from his position on the couch arm and swiped at his phone. “Holy shit, Hawk, you have to see this.” 

      “Mommy… Wes said a bad word.”

      “It’s fine baby, just ignore it,” Naomi whispered. 

      “What is it?” Henry asked as the rest of the team focused on Snake. “Wh-what’s goin’ on?” He moved with the crowd, trying to see over shoulders to Snake’s cell phone screen. 

      “No way…” Jaybird whispered, eyes wide. 

      “What should we do?” Snake asked, his dark-black brows furrowed in worry. 

      Hawk’s face was grim as he glanced around the team until he finally landed on Henry. “Ready for your first assignment, teammate?”
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      “Fuck me, this burger is hittin’ the spot.” 

      Callie glanced at the man making obscenely sexual moans over a freaking burger. She crossed her legs, because there was no way she’d admit they turned her on. 

      “I can’t even believe there’s a place that serves burgers in the morning. That doesn’t sound appetizing at all.” 

      “Welcome to the South, where Dine-Out never disappoints. If you don’t like it, then just keep eatin’ your sausage biscuit and let me have my moment. And make sure not to get anything on these seats, will ya?”

      Callie scoffed. “Who cares about the seats? This car was owned by a trafficker. It can burn, for all I care…” She narrowed her eyes at him. “Or does that not matter to you?”

      Phoenix shook his head. “It’s not the Mazi’s fault her owner was a shitbag. These are leather seats with carbon fiber trim. There’s no reason to take our anger out on the poor girl.” 

      Callie rolled her eyes, but did as she was told, trying to keep her own moans to a minimum. But once the buttery flavor of the biscuit hit her tongue, she couldn't hold back. “God, that is so good, though.” 

      “Right? See, I told ya.” 

      “It’s been way too long since I had anything of substance,” she answered and took another bite. “I think I would’ve broken out of there a lot sooner if I remembered what butter tasted like.” 

      She expected Phoenix to snort at her joke, but when she looked at him, a somber look had replaced the happiness that’d glowed from his face for that brief moment. It made her feel guilty to have taken it away from him. 

      Every mile into the mountains and toward his team’s facility made her antsy with nerves. Callie’s mind buzzed, confused as hell at her own feelings, and definitely not wanting to explore them out loud, so she came up with problems to solve instead. 

      “I didn’t mean to kill the mood,” she muttered and took another bite.

      “You don’t need to apologize, Callie. I’m not great at talkin’ myself, but if you want to talk about it, I’m here.” 

      She didn’t… did she? Opening up to this man wasn’t high on her top-priority list. And the fear of letting him in outweighed any possible benefit that could have. Especially, if he wasn’t one of the good guys. The thought made her blanch and anxiety made her mind explode with worry. 

      “What if we’re being tracked?”

      Phoenix glanced at her with an eyebrow raised in curiosity. “Why would you say that?”

      “You know…” Callie waved her hand around, indicating the expensive ass supercar. “We did steal a car. What if we get in trouble?”

      “What if we get in trouble? We left one too many bodies in our wake to be concerned about that. What’s addin’ a little grand theft auto to the rap sheet?” She opened her mouth to figure out something else to argue, but he continued. “Besides, all these new cars have GPS mapping built-in and that means GPS trackin’. It’s either drive this one or stealing an old pre-2000s little beater like… that one.”

      Callie followed his finger to an old nondescript brown sedan as it passed by them in the opposite lane of the highway. She frowned as she faced him again. “How do you know that one didn’t have GPS?”

      He chuckled. “You don’t know me as well as you think you do, brown eyes, and I know cars. I like this ride, and I don’t feel like robbin’ an innocent person today. Besides, the owner is dead. If anyone comes lookin’ for him by searchin’ for his car, I can’t wait to lead them straight to my team. We’ll take ’em out in a heartbeat.”

      Of course they would. They’re criminals!

      “Your team’s really that powerful, huh? They can just take down anyone who comes at them?”

      “Yup. It’s good to be on my side.” A wide smile spread proudly on his face. “Aren’t you glad you didn’t kill me?”

      “I still haven’t decided.” She scowled. “Besides, criminal activity doesn’t help your case.”

      He barked out a laugh like she hadn’t admitted that she’d pull the trigger the next chance she got. 

      But would I though? 

      “Didn’t know I was on trial. But, hey, at least I know an excellent lawyer.”

      “Of course you do.” She rolled her eyes and grunted with frustration. “Bet you’ve got loads of money to pay them, too. Speaking of which… do you still have all that money that you stole from the General’s office, or did it fall out while we ran away?”

      “Nope and nope,” he answered, popping the P.

      Callie felt her eyebrows narrow. “What do you mean ‘nope’? Where’d it go?”

      “Well, while you were sleepin’, I got us some gas and played a little Robin Hood before I left.”

      “What…” Callie shook her head, feeling too much like a parrot. “Can you stop speaking in riddles and answer the damn questions?”

      “You and that sexy attitude.” Phoenix sighed. “I left it at the pump. Hopefully some well-deservin’ homeless person gets it.”

      “You what?”

      He shrugged. “What? I doubt it’s being tracked since the government doesn’t know anything about the General’s little side hustle, and I’m sure he wouldn’t want to be on anyone’s radar.” 

      Alarm bells began to blare in her head. “How do you know the government doesn’t know anything about the General?”

      “Let’s just say… I have an in with the government.” 

      Her heart began to pound. “No, let’s not just say that. What do you mean—”

      “What’s the problem here, Callie?” All the teasing left Phoenix’s voice as he took his eyes off the road to analyze her. “Were you wantin’ a cut of the blood money or somethin’? Because I’d rather die than use that shit for anything other than gettin’ my ass home.” 

      Her jaw dropped slightly. What kind of trafficker cared about blood money? That was their currency. The General had said that 813’s team worked for him, but the longer she was around him, the less she believed it. None of it made sense.

      She swallowed and didn’t answer, her brain too confused to figure out what was going on, and her heart not ready to admit anything. Instead, she looked out the window at the small town they’d entered. Quaint buildings mixed with tall ones, showing it obviously was trying to expand, but it still maintained that charm. A sign on a small visitor’s center that looked like it tripled as the Mayor’s office and a realtor, welcomed them to Ashland County.

      “How much longer until we get to your team?” she asked as they left the main strip, her eyes taking in everything, still wondering if she’d have to use the information to escape from this man, too.

      “Just a little bit longer. About half an hour.”

      Callie caught sight of a blinking sign outside of a local bank. Her hands slapped against the window, as if doing so could somehow get her closer. As they passed the sign, she whipped her head around to make sure she hadn’t imagined it. 

      She hadn’t. 

      “What… the hell?”
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      Phoenix glanced at the beauty next to him as she lost her ever-loving mind. She repeated the same denial over and over again as she turned around frantically, seemingly searching outside the Maserati. 

      “No. No. No. No. No. This can’t be true.” 

      “Callie, what’s goin’ on? Talk to me. Is it your side?” 

      But she kept twisting in her seat, obviously not caring about her injury. He looked for a place to park as they exited Ashland’s Main Street. When she tore her fingers through her raven hair, Phoenix gritted his teeth and swerved to the side of the road. The Mazi growled in protest, and Phoenix cringed as the gravel lining the wide shoulder of the road splashed up and hit the carbon fiber body. He continued until they were safely off the road before putting the Mazi in park, pushing the ignition button off, and turning to Callie. Her grip looked painful in her thick black hair and her dark-olive skin paled. 

      He tried to reach for her, but she shook her head violently and plastered herself up against the door. 

      “Brown eyes, look at me.” 

      Phoenix grabbed at her wrists and almost as if she was going off of instinct, she spun her hands in an impressive defensive maneuver that allowed her to evade his grip. In the blink of an eye, she drove her arm back and angled her palm to break his nose with the heel of her hand. He caught her wrists again, holding them tighter this time as she screamed and fought with a new fervor. Her eyes had gone wild, obviously not seeing anything as her mind took her somewhere else entirely in a fight for her life. 

      “Let me go! Let me go!”

      “Fuck, Callie, it’s me! Phoenix! 813! The guy who gives you great orgasms and burned hell down with you. Come back to me!” He repeated nonsensical encouragement and attempted jokes to snap her out of it, all while avoiding getting hit. But she managed to free her hand and slap his face to get away from him. 

      “Oh hell no. Fuck this.” 

      He unbuckled and swiftly leaped from the driver’s seat to straddle her, careful not to touch her injured side. Her screams pitched higher and she tried to kick him off, but he settled on top of her and stretched her hands high above her head until they hit the roof of the car. Stretching her underneath him. 

      His back was on fire as the skin strained with his burn, but he pushed through it as he tried to save Callie from whatever torment her mind was torturing her with. He leaned into her vision, making sure she couldn’t see anything but him as he spoke to her. Air huffed from her nostrils as she seemed to try to focus on him again. 

      “Calm the fuck down, brown eyes.” 

      “No!”

      Not knowing what else to do, he captured her lips with his. She stopped, instantly stilling underneath him until she melted to his touch. He swept his tongue inside her mouth, eager to taste her again as relief loosened the tension in his chest. When she opened freely and kissed him back, he let them get caught up in the kiss for a few seconds longer before finally pulling away. 

      When he did, her closed eyes fluttered open, and teardrops slid down her cheeks, trailing around her swollen pout.

      Her breaths matched his breathing’s cadence, so he inhaled and exhaled deeply, trying to keep her calm before he spoke in a soothing tone. 

      “Talk to me, baby.” 

      She searched his eyes. He desperately wished he knew what was going on behind that gorgeous dark-chocolate gaze. They had to trust each other, at least for now. It made him nervous to think about how his team would react to her and all the mysteries she carried. Whatever her story was, she had answers to what they’d been trying to find for over a year. Hopefully she’d be willing to talk with them. 

      He’d taken a peek at the scroll he’d stolen from her when she was asleep. From what he could tell, she’d been keeping tabs on the men the General had entertained in the underground. Her knowledge would be invaluable in defeating the bastard. 

      At the very least, even if she didn’t want to talk, the nonprofit crisis center that BlackStone Securities worked with could help her. Phoenix had been holding off on therapy for way too long, but they’d both sure as fuck needed it now.

      “Callie.” Another tear rolled down, and he gathered her hands into one of his and used the other to wipe off her cheek with his thumb. 

      She choked on a cough and finally whispered back to him. “It’s been over two years.” 

      His heart raced. He hoped liked hell she wasn’t saying what he thought she was saying. “Two years… since what?”

      “Since, I…” She opened her mouth and slammed it infuriatingly shut. 

      “No. Don’t do that. Talk to me. Two years since what?” 

      Fuck, it felt cruel to make her say it out loud, but he sure didn’t want to be the one to do it. And he had a feeling she needed to. But the way she bit her dark-blush lip until it turned white made him realize she wasn’t going to. He finally swallowed before finishing the sentence. 

      “Since you were kidnapped?” 

      “I wasn’t—” She pinched her eyes closed. “Forget it.” 

      “Fuckin’ A, dude.” Frustration made him growl and now that she’d calmed down, he unleashed her hands from his grasp and settled back into his seat. “Fine, keep it to yourself. I’m gettin’ sick of the secrets, but by all means, keep yours. As long as you don’t scream and freak out on me again while I’m drivin’, I don’t give a fuck.” 

      He pressed the ignition again before merging the car back onto the road, thankful that no one in the nosy town had decided to come stop by and check on them. As he continued driving, the woman at his right crossed her arms and glared at him. 

      Like I said… I don’t give a fuck.

      “What?” he hissed, refusing to take his eyes off the road as it began to wind again.

      Okay, maybe I care a little bit. 

      “You want me to share all my secrets, huh? Well, how about you first, hm? Why do you scream every single night?”

      A lump formed in his throat, and he coughed to clear it. “That’s not the issue right now.”

      “See? Not so easy, huh?”

      He huffed and shook his head before making the same observation he had earlier in the car ride. “Aren’t we quite the fucking pair?” 

      All he heard for a moment was the growl of the Maserati. But then Callie let out a dry laugh… that turned into a chuckle… and eventually transformed into the cutest damn giggle. Granted, it was a touch hysterical, but it bubbled laughter up into his chest as well. The tension in his chest eased and for the first time since he’d been kidnapped, he almost felt relaxed. 

      After a few moments, they both had to catch their breaths. When Phoenix had finally caught his, his chest felt lighter than it had in months. The burned skin on his back itched as his shoulders sagged with relief. 

      He was no longer worried about whether his friends would accept her. They all had a sick sense of humor. Trauma did that to a person. And anyone who could laugh like they just did would be welcomed by his team with open arms. 

      “My crew is gonna love you.”

      “Really?” Callie’s voice had an air of sarcasm. “They’re going to love the General’s whore?”

      He flinched. Fuck, he was an asshole for ever throwing that in her face. 

      “That’s what I thought.” Her dejected admission made his chest ache and he grabbed her shoulder.

      “No, listen. I’m sorry I ever called you that. I just… Dean said you were more than that.”

      Confusion marred her brow. “More than a whore? What does that mean?”

      Phoenix’s stomach churned over. “He said that you were his accomplice, too. And for some reason, I believed the fucker.” 

      She shifted under his touch and he glanced to see a look of shame before it disappeared under steel resolve. 

      “I did what I had to do to survive. If I was ever an accomplice, I can assure you it wasn’t what I wanted to be doing.” Her voice lowered. “None of it was, really.”

      “I know. He made it sound like you liked it down there. I shouldn’t have listened to that goddamn wife beater.” 

      “A wife beater?” She turned to him fully, wincing and holding her left side with her hand as she twisted. “You actually knew him?”

      “Unfortunately, yes. My team works really closely with a nonprofit—”

      “The Rahab Foundation?”

      He did a double take at the harsh edge in her question. “Um… no, but we’ve worked with them before.”

      “I knew it,” she whispered, her entire demeanor hardened as she shrugged off his hand.

      “Knew what?” he asked, baffled by the change in her demeanor. 

      “Nothing,” she sighed. “Just keep going, but I’m afraid I already know what you’re going to say.” 

      “Well, if what the General told me about them is true, then no. Sasha Saves isn’t actually like the Rahab Foundation at all.”

      Her head whipped to his. “Explain.” Surprised by the sudden curiosity in her wide eyes, his own narrowed before returning his gaze to the road.  

      He believed what the General said about their team and everything that implied about the Rahab Foundation, but admitting it still felt like defeat. Actually saying it out loud was going to sting like a bitch. 

      “If what the General said was true,” he began slowly, his chest already tightening with guilt, “then for seven years, my team thought we were savin’ lives, rescuin’ people from traffickin’. But it was all a lie.” 

      “What?” Callie’s breathless voice sounded like she’d been punched in the gut. “You… you thought you were saving people?”

      Phoenix nodded, not able to look at her yet. Shame formed a thick lump in his throat that he had to swallow down before he could finally answer her. “Yeah… that’s exactly what we thought. The Rahab Foundation was the organization we were provided to use by the government. We thought they were helpin’ reintroduce these women back into society. But the General says when we rescued the women, they were actually set up to be trafficked again. Which means the Rahab Foundation—” His voice cracked and Callie tentatively reached for him before grabbing his hand and squeezing. 

      “The foundation returned women into trafficking,” she finished for him weakly, like she’d already known. 

      His eyes snapped to her watery ones. He squeezed the wheel with his other hand. “The organization my team works with now is Sasha Saves. It’s run by three women, two who’ve been directly impacted by trafficking. One of them is my teammate’s fiancée, the other is his sister, also my buddy’s girlfriend. The third woman’s a kick-ass computer hacker… and apparently dating one of my friends.” He cleared his throat and attempted to crack a joke, trying to ease the tension after talking about the foundation. “We’re an incestuous little family, but you’d like them, I think.”

      But Callie didn’t laugh, instead he saw only a soft smile on her face as she seemed to study him. “The way you talk about them, it’s clear you love them all. And them you. It’s sweet. They’re your family.”

      “Well, there’s one who’s on the team who’s more like the brother I never wanted. And that’s where Dean comes in.” 

      “How so?”

      “Dean’s ex-fiancée… he used to hurt her bad. She and her firecracker of a daughter sought out Sasha Saves. That was where Naomi met my teammate, Snake—”

      “Snake? His name is Snake? That’s awful.”

      Phoenix snorted, imagining Snake’s scowl every time Phoenix teased him about using their call signs. “He sort of hates it, too. But it was the call sign we had in MF7. Anyway, he and Naomi developed a thing while she stayed at our facility as a safe house. I even caught them foolin’ around once.” The foggy memory of Naomi trying to shoo him away was hazy thanks to the booze. “I think I did anyway.”

      “Awkward.” Callie laughed. “Are they still together?” 

      Phoenix felt his mouth twist. “Not sure. Vlad took me before I knew the end of their love story. Sucks too, because security firm romances are one of my guilty pleasures.”

      Callie scoffed. “You? A romance reader?”

      He shrugged. It wasn’t the first time that confession had garnered that reaction. “The sexier the better. The world sucks enough. Why not add a little spice? Some of them are a hell of a manual, if you know what I mean.” He winked at Callie. She groaned and rolled her eyes, but the grin at the end was well worth it.  

      “Oh my god. How the hell did I have you so wrong, Phoenix?” 

      “I get that a lot actually.” Phoenix felt his lips lift at the corners. “Glad I could set the record straight.”

      “So who else am I meeting now that you’ve whisked me away to take me to your leader?”

      “You make it sound much cooler than it is. These dudes are lame, compared to me.” The muscles in his face were so out of practice, his smile was actually beginning to ache. It felt good to finally be carefree for once. “Let’s see… there’s Jaybird, Devil, Draco, Snake, and Hawk. Hawk’s in charge and the older brother to all of us. He’s got the weight of the world on his broad and sturdy shoulders. One of the women says he’s ‘the young Idris Elba James Bond the world needs.’” He described each teammate, letting it soak in that he was finally getting to go home. “And Henry, he’s my partner in crime. At least he was…” 

      “Best trainee I ever had.”

      Dean’s admission flashed into Phoenix’s mind. He’d almost forgotten with everything else they’d been through. What was he supposed to do with that information? 

      Hawk will know what to do. 

      “He has some explainin’ to do. It’s a long story, but he knew Dean and all his bullshit before we knew of him, and he chose not to tell us.” 

      “Red flag,” Callie pointed out. 

      “Yeah, no kiddin’. Anyway… before I found that out, he was always there to take my mind off all the chaos in my head. Which brings me back to Snake.”

      “Uh-oh, sounds like a family feud.”

      “Something like that. Our last mission went fubar. We were supposed to be taking down a trafficker, but apparently one of our men betrayed us.” He swiped his hand down his face, still a little weirded out that there was a short beard at the bottom. “No one else was supposed to be there, but once my team got in to take out the target, they found several women around him, with a bomb strapped to his chest. The comms fucked up and when the fucker set the bomb off, I was somehow able to hear the sound of the women screamin’ as they died.”

      “Oh my god, Phoenix…”

      He continued, knowing that if he didn’t then, he may never be able to open up about it again. “Those screams are in every nightmare. And fuck, I’ve wasted so much time blamin’ Snake for somethin’ he had no control of. Vlad says that our leader at the time, Eagle, had gone behind our backs.” He shook his head, his shoulders suddenly feeling heavy under the weight of the realization. “I owe Snake a huge apology. Got a lot of atonin’ to do to make that relationship right again.” 

      “You’ll do it.” Callie’s voice was small as she looked at her hands. “I… I’m a little jealous of how you are with them. I haven’t had that kind of bond since Annie, before she was taken.”

      “When was that?” 

      “About a year and a half before I wound up with the General. So according to that time and date sign at the bank back there, nearly four years ago…” Her exhausted sigh made Phoenix grimace. “That sounds so long ago. But I swear, it feels like she was rescued just yesterday. At least, she was physically rescued. Her mind never recovered. I had to um… have her committed. She…” Callie’s voice cracked. “She didn’t make it out.” 

      “Shit, Callie.” Phoenix glanced over to her, wishing his heart could literally reach out to hers. But he settled for squeezing her hand, remembering that she’d done that for him when she’d tried to comfort him. “I’m so sorry.”

      “I’ve always felt like that was my fault, but because of my job, I didn’t have the emotional ability or time to care for her, and in the end, no one could stop her. It’s why I’ve worked so hard for justice. It’s to bring the bad ones down, but hopefully if I do, maybe I can earn her forgiveness for letting her down twice. Once when she was taken the first time. The second when she took herself.”

      “How are you trying to find justice? I mean, my team could help. We could find the fuckers who took your sister and combine all the information we found and use the time you had underground.” 

      “I…” Her face shuttered closed, as if she’d finally realized how much she’d revealed and needed to pull back. It was infuriating. He’d shared his whole goddamn life story, but she still didn’t trust him? “Wait, is that your facility?”

      Her question brought his attention back to driving. He’d taken the long, winding mountain road, lined with pine and spruce, on autopilot and hadn’t realized how close they’d gotten. Beyond the tall, chain-link fence, new trees had been planted to hide the complex, but far enough away not to be a security hazard. Beyond that, he could still see slivers of the large facility he’d called home for nearly three years. 

      It was an abandoned manufacturing warehouse they’d repurposed into a compound for their business, BlackStone Securities. The first floor was where they did most of their work, while the second floor was the residential floor. As they drove up, it all looked substantially the same, just shinier thanks to repairs. A stranger wouldn’t even be able to tell there’d been a bomb less than a few months ago. Did that mean everyone else was safe, too? His heart ached with relief at the sight of home.

      “Yup. That’s BlackStone Securities’ facility. My apartment is on the second floor and everything else helps us catch the bad guys.” He knew he was beaming with pride, but he couldn’t help it. No matter what the General had said, he’d worked his ass off for his team and company doing what they thought was right. 

      “Looks like a prison,” Callie pointed out with an uneasy voice, making Phoenix narrow his eyes and see his home through her lens. 

      The windows now had bars on them that they hadn’t before, and he noticed the razor wire now on top of the fence. As they drove up to the entrance, the new, thick steel gate looked much more ominous than the old one. An uneasy feeling settled in his gut, but he pushed it away. These were his teammates. He was finally coming home. 

      “They must’ve, uh, upped security since the bombin’.”

      “The bombing? This building was bombed and you think it’s the safest place to be?” Callie’s voice squeaked at the end. 

      He only nodded as he rolled down the window to plug in his code. “See? They require a security password to enter.” He winced as he thought about how drunk he’d gotten the night before the bombing. “Hopefully I remember mine. I always used my phone, but I lost that even before I was taken. I got drunk off my ass and had to get my buddy Henry to drive me home, so I must’ve had it then, but who knows what I did with it after that? I had to fire up my old phone the next day to see if I could find it.” He shook his head. “Seems like a lifetime ago. Not that it matters. It wasn’t like the General was going to let me phone a friend from inside the box.”

      Callie snorted at his not-so-untrue joke and he smiled a little at the sound. He entered the numbers and as soon as he pressed the last button, the new security pin code machine flashed red with an INCORRECT PASSCODE warning.

      “Must’ve changed the code, too. Or my memory’s shit,” Phoenix muttered as he tried to rack his brain for a potential new password. “Fuckin’ A, all my passwords are on my phone.” 

      An unmistakable click made him pause. 

      “Uh… Phoenix. We have company,” Callie whispered.

      Phoenix slowly scanned the area outside of the Maserati. It took him way too long to see the guns aimed at them. He was out of practice already and his team was the best, so they’d sneaked up on him easily. 

      Slowly, his leader’s tall, commanding presence approached them. Phoenix’s hands rose out of habit and instinct as Hawk pressed the cold barrel to his head. 

      “Both of you. Get out. Slowly. And no one gets hurt.”

      “Hawk… what the—”

      “Get out. Now.” Hawk’s command brooked no argument but Phoenix’s mind still couldn’t keep up. “Assistant District Attorney Marco Aguilar is inside. We’re working with the FBI now, too. We can have them here in minutes.”

      “The FBI?” Callie asked Phoenix. “Wait… your team works with the FBI?”

      Too much was happening too quickly with not enough information. “The FBI? Hawk, what’re you talkin’—” 

      The doors opened on both sides and hands reached in to grab him. Unable to help himself, he began to fight back, punching his friend in his stomach before Snake and Jaybird converged on him, each trying to restrain him and breaking his heart in the process.

      “Stop resisting, man,” Jaybird grumbled.

      “Stop grabbing me then.” 

      Callie yelped and all of a sudden he was eating gravel and seeing red as they tackled him to the ground. He squirmed underneath someone’s knee, his back on fire as he tried to find Callie. The supercar was so close to the ground, he wasn’t able to see anything underneath it except for boots and her bare feet. He struggled against his friends, shouting and totally at a loss of what was going on when Callie’s voice rose above everyone else’s. 

      “Stop!” The commanding tone halted his movements, surprising him and apparently his teammates since they’d stopped, too. She cleared her throat and at the authority in her voice, goose bumps erupted on his skin despite the hot summer sun. “My name is Special Agent Callista Castellanos and I’m with the FBI. Touch me again and I’ll arrest you for assaulting a federal agent.” 

      What. 

      The. 

      Fuck.

      “Now… which one of you will take me to the district attorney?”
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      “Where the hell is Callie?”

      Draco and Devil didn’t answer as they assisted him into the War Room. “Fuck man, it’s just a debrief. Lay off me, will ya? I didn’t need y’all to stand outside the bathroom when I took a piss, and I don’t need an escort. I know my goddamn way around.” He glanced around the remodeled conference room. “Although I like what you’ve done with the place.”

      “Yeah, well you sort of made us have to remodel,” Snake griped, standing in front of a security pad on the wall. 

      When he’d finished entering the code, the floor opened like a trapdoor with a steep steel staircase to the bottom. Phoenix watched as it yawned up, his heart pounding in his chest at knowing an underground cell was at the bottom of the landing. After a moment, he glanced up, noting all of the waiting faces of his teammates. 

      “After you,” Snake said, gesturing to the hole in the ground.

      “You… you want me to go in there?” Phoenix jerked around as he tried to meet everyone’s eyes, but only Hawk and Snake would. Devil, Draco and Jaybird refused to look at him. “There’s no way I’m going down there.”

      “It’s temporary, Phoenix. We just have to figure things out before the FBI comes,” Hawk explained. 

      “Figure out what? I’ll tell you everything you need to know.”

      “We just want to talk,” Snake offered. “It’s the safest place with Marco and Special Agent Castellanos here.”

      Special Agent Castellanos.

      What a mindfuck that was. He’d known she’d been trained somehow, but it had never crossed his mind that she’d been taught by the good guys. At least now he knew his original instincts about her were true, and that he could trust her. He hoped she thought the same.

      “There’s more to all this now,” Hawk urged. Something in his voice made Phoenix want to listen. “Come on, man, I’ll be right behind you.”

      It’s okay. I’ve got this. I’ll only be down there a little while. It’s not permanent.

      Phoenix felt himself nod as he took the steep staircase. It’d apparently been untouched in the bombing. The stainless steel walls and concrete flooring were still pristine. They’d kept very few prisoners here over the short existence of the BlackStone facility. There was no way he’d be one of them. 

      Right?

      He walked to the first cell, feeling like he was walking the plank with every step. As he entered the small room, the brightness calmed him, as did when everyone followed him inside.

      It’s fine, see? We’re in this together. This is my team.

      Although after the welcome he’d had, that encouraging voice was getting weaker and weaker. 

      Jaybird closed the door, leaving him in the room with the team. His whole team. 

      Phoenix gaped at Draco, awake and in the flesh. The last time he’d seen him, the angry blond giant had been in a coma for over a year. Now he was alive and kicking, which should’ve been impossible.

      Unless he took the same drugs the General gave me. Hopefully, he got some sleep when he used it or Nora would have been in for some wild and crazy nights.

      “Draco, fuck, dude. It’s good to see you.” Granted, everything that had happened in the past thirty minutes was a weird situation, but it was hard not to smile seeing Draco fully recovered.

      Draco nodded once, glancing at Hawk as he did. The guy had never been very chatty, but the lackluster response still stung. The juxtaposition between Phoenix’s relief and excitement, and his emotionless teammates, made his heart ache. He wanted to tackle them all in a group hug, and here they were shoving him into a metal chair. 

      Literally.

      The move surprised him so much he didn’t have a chance to stop his back from colliding with it. He shouted a curse and shot up from the seat. The puckered and blistered skin hurt like hell, and from what he’d seen in the Maserati’s rearview mirror, the injury might even be worse than he felt. At least he didn’t have to go through the healing torture from those meds, though. 

      “Something wrong with your back?” Devil, the team’s medic asked, a measured concern coloring his question.

      “Got burned when Callie and I escaped, is all.”

      “Escaped?” a tentative, Southern, male voice asked. Phoenix quickly spotted the man who owned it.

      “Henry?”

      “Let me see.” Without waiting, Devil gingerly peeled Phoenix’s shirt away from the skin clinging to it. Phoenix stilled, hissing through gritted teeth with the movement. “I’ll go get my kit,” Devil mumbled as a chorus of muttered curses echoed from the team.  

      “Phoenix, that’s bad.”

      It took hearing that Southern accent a second time for Phoenix to locate its owner behind his large teammates. But once he did, his jaw ticced. His former friend’s tan face paled as he swiped his hand through his black hair.

      “What the fuck are you doin’ down here? What the fuck is Henry doin’ here, Hawk? This is team business.” 

      “I was, uh… checkin’ to make sure everyone knew we were back and we’d be up soon.” 

      Hawk cleared his throat and stepped forward, an odd overly bright smile on his face that made Henry beam. It looked strange as fuck to Phoenix, though. The man rarely showed emotion, let alone smiled. And when he did, it was for his teammates. Anything else was a subtle crease at the edges of his eyes. 

      What is goin’ on?

      “Henry is our teammate now. He’s one of us.”

      Someone grunted awkwardly, Draco, if Phoenix had to guess. But Phoenix kept watching Henry, meeting his scared, wide eyes.

      “Best trainee I ever had.”

      The little bomb that Dean dropped finally went off. With how close Phoenix and Henry were, there was no way Henry shouldn’t have told him that he’d trained under Dean. Henry had been one of his best friends, but that was some shady shit that needed to be addressed.

      But Hawk’s words finally registered and his gaze snapped to Hawk’s. “Wait, he’s on our team? Really?” Phoenix tilted his head to see around Hawk and glare at Henry. “Hey, Henry… why don’t you tell the class who your teacher was when you were a rookie on the force?”

      All his teammates except for Hawk, swung their eyes from Phoenix to land on Henry. 

      Henry stuttered, but to his credit, didn’t back up. “Dean Jones.” His sheepish look didn’t make Phoenix feel triumphant, only more pissed. 

      “What the fuck?” Snake turned on Hawk, hands balled at his side. “He worked with Dean Jones and you conveniently left that out?” His pale skin flushed to a brilliant red and his warm blue eyes grew terrifyingly cold. “After all that monster put Naomi through, you didn’t think we should know that?”

      “I only found out last night, Snake—”

      Curses and questions erupted from the group, but Hawk quieted them by holding up his hand. “I didn’t have time to tell you.” His dark eyes narrowed slightly as he spoke slowly, an imperceptible change to anyone outside his teammates. “Get it together. We’ve already discussed the stakes and there are other factors in motion right now.”

      Phoenix scanned his teammates. Everyone looked grim, except for Henry, whose forehead had wrinkled in confusion. 

      Hawk was definitely trying to tell his actual teammates something, something that Henry hadn’t been privy to, for some reason. The clues were like a faint contrail in the sky. Phoenix tried to follow it, but when Hawk began to speak again, he’d lost the trajectory. 

      “Henry told me about how Dean tricked him as his field training officer into accepting a bribe.”

      “My ma was really sick at the time. She didn’t make it.” 

      The anger in the room softened, but Phoenix still saw red. Snake too, apparently. Neither one of them was going to let it go, it seemed. Not that easily.

      “Fuck that,” Phoenix spat. “If the explanation was so simple, why not tell us?” 

      “I almost lost my job because of that asshole. If it weren’t for Jules, I would have.” Henry’s eyes glanced at Jaybird. “She convinced the sheriff to give me a second chance. I… I didn’t want to admit that I’d been tricked.” 

      “She knew Dean, too?” Jaybird asked, but Henry shook his head.

      “No. Jules was a defense attorney on the case that I’d been tricked into taking the bribe. Dean wasn’t on the same case and they fired him before the department’s internal affairs unit turned on me. There was no reason for her to connect those dots.” 

      The tension in the room was still palpable, and Phoenix wasn’t done. “Well from what Dean had to say while he was beatin’ the shit out of me, y’all still talk. What the fuck’s that about?”

      “Dean was with you?!” Snake growled, but Phoenix could feel that none of the anger was directed at him. 

      “Don’t worry. He’s not anywhere now. Or ever again.” When Phoenix gave Snake a pointed look, the man’s shoulders sagged with relief. 

      “Dean’s dead?” Henry sputtered and looked to Hawk for help, but Hawk’s face remained impassive. “I… I mean… I don’t know what that was about. I don’t talk to him mu—at all anymore. He’s been MIA since he was arrested for domestic violence and I hardly talked to him before that.”

      “Fair enough,” Hawk answered.

      “Fair enough?” Phoenix shouted. “That’s all you gotta say, Hawk? Fair e-fuckin’-nuff?!” Phoenix’s veins pulsed under his skin, the fury in his blood ready to boil over. 

      Hawk leveled him with a steady gaze. “I’ve got this under control, Phoenix.” Something about the way Hawk looked at him, the steely command in his dark eyes, made him relax a fraction. 

      The cell door opened, making Phoenix flinch at the sound of the door on its metal hinges. 

      “Hey, uh, guys? Naomi and Ellie took the kids to Jaybird’s apartment, but everyone else is gathered outside the War Room,” Devil announced. 

      “Why? We told them we’d be up soon,” Hawk asked, an edge of irritation in his voice.

      Devil shrugged. “Agent Castellanos led the charge, it sounds like. She’s pissed and wants to know where Phoenix is. Nora almost let them in, but I stopped her. I know we’re trying to keep our… accommodations down here, under wraps from the authorities. Marco said the feds are finally on their way. They should be here in the next few hours.” 

      “The feds?” Henry squeaked.

      “Shit,” Hawk muttered, before nodding at his teammates. “We’ll go up and let them know Phoenix will be ready soon. Devil, treat him as quickly as possible.”

      Devil nodded and sidestepped the rest of his teammates as they filed out. Phoenix’s heart stuttered in his chest painfully, as he watched each of his friends leave. 

      “Before anything else happens, I want to see Callie,” Phoenix demanded. “I can go back upstairs with you guys. I don’t understand why we’re down here in the first place.”

      Hawk seemed to be fighting a grimace. “There’s a lot of moving parts, but you have to trust me. You don’t need to worry about her, brother. The other women were able to find her some clothes so she’s more comfortable. She’ll be fine.”

      “Did y’all get her a bed? A shower? For fuck’s sake, the woman needs more than a change of clothes after what she’s been through. She might need stitches.”

      “I’ll check on her after I’m finished with you,” Devil offered.

      “From what you’ve both said,” Hawk replied. “Being with Nora and Jules right now is one of the best things for her. They’re probably talking about Sasha Saves. She’s being taken care of, I promise.” 

      Hawk’s words were a balm to the worry eating away at him. Phoenix nodded and gulped back any further protests. “Good. If she’s okay… I’m okay.”

      “I have to go upstairs and convince the resident prosecutor we don’t have a hostage down here.” Hawk tipped his head toward Devil right before leaving. “Devil’s got you.”

      “A hostage? Why would he even think that?” Phoenix whispered in disbelief as his heart surged into his throat. But by the time he asked the question, Hawk had already left. Phoenix could only stare at the blank space he left behind. 

      “Hey, help me get this shirt off you. If we can’t get it over your injury, I’ll cut it. I don’t like the way it’s sticking to the wound.” 

      Phoenix blinked rapidly before he finally registered that Devil was talking to him. He nodded before his friend helped him remove the T-shirt. The fabric tugged on the wet, injured skin, making his breath hitch.

      “Sorry,” Devil grumbled before the shirt finally made it over Phoenix’s head. He stepped back and circled around Phoenix. “Fuck, man… you’ve been through some shit. What happened?”

      “It’s a long story,” Phoenix muttered. “And honestly, I’d rather tell it once, if it’s alright with you.” 

      “Yeah, sure. I think we still have more of that healing medicine from MF7—”

      “NO!” Phoenix shouted at the top of his lungs. His chest caved in and his stomach turned, making him want to physically vomit out the memories trying to invade his brain. Blood rushed in his ears as he tried to catch his breath. “No meds. No. No. No. No. Don’t leave me.” An odd spinning sensation began to set in, and he gripped the metal seat with one hand to keep from toppling over. He covered his mouth with his free hand to alleviate the queasy sensation and spoke past his skin. “Seriously. You can’t. You don’t understand—”

      “It’s only temporary, man,” Devil offered. “I’ll be right back down, I swear.” 

      Despite Devil’s reassurances, Phoenix’s adrenaline went into overdrive. His chest heaved and his vision dimmed as his whole body cowered to the ground. Gasps escaped his chest and he widened his eyes. It was a learned reflex after being caged in darkness for so long, despite the fact that the fluorescent lights still blared overhead. 

      A strong hand grabbed his shoulder and he fucking lost it. Fight or flight took over and all he knew was blind rage and the fear tunneling his vision. Shouting and a firm voice spoke to him from afar as insanity sucked his mind into darkness. 

      On the brink of succumbing to his terror, he desperately prayed for gorgeous brown eyes to drown in instead.
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      “Special Agent Castellanos, it’s good to meet you. Assistant District Attorney Marco Aguilar, at your service.”

      The formal greeting made Callie freeze in surprise. She stopped gawking around the BlackStone facility’s hallway and stared hard at the ADA’s outstretched hand all the way up to the badge he showed off in his other. She studied the badge, silently confirming to herself that it was legitimate before finally enclosing his hand in her own. The foreign grip and respect in his voice nearly brought tears to her eyes. It’d been so long since she’d shaken someone’s hand. Or worn pants. 

      “Nice—” She cleared her throat. “Nice to meet you, too. My contact with the FBI said they’ll be here within the next few hours.” They’d given her a phone to call one of her old supervisors, and she had almost sobbed at the sound of Agent Kapoor’s voice. 

      It was happening. Were they really free? 

      Her hands smoothed over the pink V-neck shirt and black leggings that one of the women had fetched for her. The tight fabric on her legs made her skin itch, but it still felt good to be in something besides a long bed shirt or a bodysuit. Not to mention a new thong. Compared to her minimal wardrobe for the past two years, the brand-new clothes felt like heaven. 

      The young blonde woman who’d given her the clothes had introduced herself as Ellie before she’d left with the redheaded woman and two small children. Seeing those two precious little girls, asleep and at peace in this terrible world, had been enough to make tears spring to her eyes. Apparently freedom made a girl a basket case of emotions. 

      The women had also offered her a shower and it’d nearly killed her to decline, settling for a quick sponge bath. The memory of hot water gliding over her skin was almost too enticing to pass up, but she didn’t know these people and they’d taken her only ally to God knew where. 

      As far as she could figure out, Phoenix was behind the door she guarded. One of the redheaded BlackStone men had already come out and gone back in again with a medical kit. It was infuriating that they wouldn’t let her in, claiming they were in a meeting. She wasn’t leaving until Phoenix came out of the door, too. 

      “My contact said they’re on their way, too.” Marco’s brilliant smile glinted. She narrowed her eyes but Marco chuckled with his hands up in surrender. “Don’t be mad. I had to double-check my own sources.” 

      She raised her brow. “Touché. I wouldn’t expect anything less.” 

      The door beside her opened again suddenly, and she tensed to avoid jumping. The dark-skinned man she’d gathered was their leader, stood in the doorway. “Come into the War Room. We’ll go ahead and get a quick debrief before the feds show up.”

      She glanced inside behind him, looking for Phoenix, but only saw the rest of the team. 

      Where is he?

      Her heart began to pound, but she swallowed back her nerves and followed the two women, Jules and Nora, and Marco into the room. Once they were all inside, no one made moves to sit down, so she crossed her arms and leveled her gaze on the leader. 

      The room was the size of a normal conference room back at Quantico, with a brand-new shiny wooden table and eight brand-new computer chairs. In fact, everything in the room looked brand new. The wall of computers, the gloss on the unblemished concrete floor, the desks and filing cabinets.

      The door closed behind her, setting her nerves on fire, and an awkward silence settled over the room. It took her a second to realize that everyone stared at her with bated breath. 

      Phoenix loved and trusted everyone in the room. His team. 

      But where is Phoenix?

      “Where is Phoenix?” she finally asked out loud, remembering she could actually do that now that she was free. It still felt too surreal to believe.  

      Silence greeted her, giving the room the eerie feeling that the words had died in the air. 

      Finally the handsome, dark-skinned man cleared his throat, commanding the attention in the room. 

      This must be Hawk.

      “Phoenix is being treated by our medic.” 

      “Okay.” She shrugged. “Let me see him.” 

      “I’m afraid I can’t—”

      “Let. Me. See. Him,” she growled back at Hawk. “Now. Where is he? I know he came in here, so where’d he go?”

      “He’s fine,” the blue-haired Clark Kent look-alike named Snake answered. “We’re just going to question him before the FBI gets here.”

      “Snake—” Hawk hissed.

      Snake backtracked. “Well, not question him. He’s just detained for right now—”

      “Detained?” Callie stepped forward before she could stop herself. She was in a roomful of large, sober, trained men she didn’t know. Pissing them off wouldn’t be wise, but she could barely keep her emotions in check. “Why the fuck is he being detained? He just got out of a cage and you guys are putting him into another one?” 

      “Yeah, what exactly does detained mean?” Marco asked, his voice at a questioning pitch. “I knew you were going to question him, but that wording… sucks. Can you elaborate?”

      Their leader at least had the decency to look contrite before the fleeting emotion left his face. “We’re waiting for the FBI to come here. We can explain everything then.” 

      “Well, I won’t be doing any explaining until I know he’s okay. He saved my life and helped me escape. I’m not leaving him in another cell to rot until I have proof he deserves to be there.”

      Snake floundered for an explanation. “We have evidence he was working with the General. He sent us a video—”

      “Is that a goddamn joke?” Callie couldn’t help her scathing tone. “He was forced to make that video!”

      “How?” another man asked. She scanned his dark hair and the nauseous green tint to his face, trying to remember what Phoenix had said about each one. His demeanor was… different than the rest. Less tight lipped. Was this the one Phoenix had been friends with? Henry? The one who lied by omission? “Phoenix was dressed in his uniform and didn’t look too forced when he told his team that MF7 had been complicit in human trafficking.” 

      Henry, I’ve got my eye on you.

      Callie shook her head in disbelief. “He was tied up from the waist down and he only did it because—” Her mouth snapped shut before she closed her eyes and gathered the courage to talk. “He only did it to keep the General from hurting me.” 

      “Hurting you?” Hawk asked, his voice taking a tint of protection and outrage as his hands fisted in his crossed arms. “Hurt you how?”

      “I’m a woman. Take your guess,” Callie answered, not wanting to voice her time underground out loud. Not to these strangers she didn’t trust yet. 

      The whole room rang out in a chorus of curses. Callie kept her expression cool as she glanced around the room at the anger blatant on everyone’s face on her behalf. 

      Interesting.

      The reaction twisted a sharp pain in her chest, but she refused to let herself feel bad about what happened to her. 

      I did it to myself. I signed up for all of this. What happened to me was my choice. My fault. I could’ve left at any time. I did it for Annie.

      But I didn’t expect to let it get as bad as it did. I didn’t expect to go missing for two years. Where were my supervisors?

      Why didn’t they come get me?

      Because I never told them my plans. I was so sure I would have it under control—

      No. Her usual mental self-talk wasn’t working as well above ground, where reality couldn’t be avoided. She couldn’t think about those things. That was a trap she’d never be able to climb out of. 

      She cleared her throat. “I want to see Phoenix.”

      Snake winced. “Callie, it’s hard to explain everything right now. We’d really like to wait until the FBI gets here.”

      “I am the FBI, remember? We can hash everything out later when my fellow agents arrive. But take me to Phoenix now.” 

      “Callie…” Snake glanced around the room, ending with Hawk before replying. “He might have made that video on your behalf, but someone has betrayed us, and Phoenix has been off ever since our last mission. ”

      Yeah, because he thought you did it. 

      But that wasn’t her confession to atone for, so she listened silently combating every accusation.

      “Now he refuses to wear his headset.”

      The screams he always heard, it was PTSD.

      “He also knocked someone out that we could’ve questioned and refused to help us interrogate another man.”

      From the ruthless way they’d escaped the underground together, this didn’t seem like his normal MO, but when she remembered how kind he’d tried to be to her at the beginning, it made more sense. Before the underground, Phoenix didn’t like to see—or hear—people getting hurt.

      The General had beaten that out of him, obviously. Everyone has their breaking point.  

      “And his code was used to let the bombers get into the facility,” Henry added.  

      The new voice made her still.

      “Wait a minute…” She slowly tried to meet everyone’s eyes, scrutinizing everyone's reactions. Only Henry kept her gaze. “You guys actually think that Phoenix helped bomb this place?”  

      Henry nodded. Hawk remained absolutely still while the rest of his team shifted uncomfortably on their feet. All Callie could think of was the love and devotion Phoenix had in his eyes while he spoke about his teammates. What they were insinuating was lunacy.

      “Seriously? You think he is capable of that?” She drove her point home again.

      Henry shrugged, a half-assed look of apology on his face. “We don’t know what he’s capable of anymore.”

      Callie scoffed and crossed her arms. “This is fucking outrageous. Take me to him. Now.”

      The men glanced at one another nervously before Hawk finally gave a single nod. Snake obeyed and walked to the security pad on the back wall. He stood in front of it, blocking her—and everyone else’s—view with his body. 

      With a snick and hiss of pneumatics, a sudden hole opened in the floor as a metal panel slid away. Adrenaline shot through her veins, and the air around her grew hot. It was so well-hidden, but for small lines indicating a slight rectangle, the metal blended perfectly with the concrete standing.  

      “He’s… you… you put him… underground?” She vaguely registered Marco cursing in Spanish behind her. 

      “Follow me,” Snake instructed before turning to descend the steep metal stairs. But Callie couldn’t see straight. Her vision had gone hazy and her breath caught in her chest. 

      “Callie,” Nora called out. She put a gentle hand on Callie’s shoulder, but Callie shrugged it off and jumped away. 

      “Callie, are you alright? Here.” The brunette in a pantsuit—Jules—pulled one of the computer chairs toward Callie. “Why don’t you sit down—” But Callie began to shake, backing away from all of them as best as she could while staring at the goddamn hole. In. The. Ground. 

      “Um, yeah. This is where our brig is—”

      Her head shook ‘no,’ of its own volition. “Like hell I’m going down there. Why would I go down there?”

      Snake sighed like an older brother exasperated by a little sister’s questions. “Because this is where Phoenix is. If you want to see him, follow me.”

      “You have to get him out of there,” Callie whispered. She finally tore her eyes away from the hole and glared back at Snake before darting from person to person. Confused and concerned looks crossed the group’s faces, but Callie couldn’t create a coherent thought as rage and concern fogged her mind. 

      “You have to… you have to let him out. He can’t be down there. Oh my god, what have you done to him?” 

      Jules stepped forward, speaking in a calm and firm voice that Callie was sure she’d used a thousand times on victims.  

      But Callie wasn’t a victim. 

      She was pissed.
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      Callie waved Jules away and took a steadying breath, lacing her fingers before attempting to speak in a way that didn’t make her sound as hysterical as she felt. 

      “For the past few months, Phoenix has been prisoner 813. He’s been kept in a six by nine-foot cell, chained in darkness, only to be let out to be tortured and healed in excruciating ways every few days. It was all underground. No windows. No sunlight. No people, except for his torturers. For months, all he saw was the General, Vlad, Dean—”

      “Dean?” someone asked, but she ignored the question. 

      “And me. After he escaped, all he could do was talk about going home to you.” She didn’t try to hide the sneer that covered her face. “And you’ve locked. Him. Up.”

      Shock and horror paled most of their faces as she continued. Her heart pounded in her chest as every fiber of her being told her to flee, to never go below ground again, but if he needed her, she had to. 

      “Take me to him and then let him out or you can kiss any testimony I have goodbye.” 

      She walked to the hole, gathering her strength with every step. 

      “Callie—” Snake tried.

      “No.” She whipped around to him and pointed an accusing finger. “You bastards may have convinced yourselves he’s bad, and hell, I don’t know everything… maybe he is. But I know that I fight for truth and justice and if Phoenix has done something criminal, he deserves both. Neither of those can be found in an underground cell, pre-arrest.” 

      She pointed a finger at Marco, whose bronze skin had paled to a sickly yellow, then to Henry. “And you. You call yourselves officers of the court and you’ve allowed these people to imprison someone?”

      “Qué chingados. What the fuck, guys? We can’t have the FBI coming in here to find a man imprisoned without an arrest warrant. It fucks everything up.” Marco pinched the bridge of his nose, closing his eyes and obviously trying not to explode. At least he seemed relatively innocent. 

      Henry, however, looked unfazed.

      Whatever Phoenix had questioned about their friendship, he needed to believe those instincts. Henry was no friend. 

      She gave each man another scathing look before nodding to Snake. “Lead the way.” 

      Each step down the steep metal stairs and into the shiny and concrete basement gave her a massive sense of déjà vu. Snake’s clean, lemon and cedar scent nearly made her gag as she followed him, as her body fought against memories the smell evoked. Her heart palpitated in a dangerous rhythm that made her light-headed. If she felt this way, she had no doubt in her mind Phoenix did, too.

      “Hurry,” she hissed at the tattooed Clark Kent, who sped up his long strides. 

      They approached the first cell and opened the door. Shouting and screams that had been sealed inside the cell now forced their way into her head. Adrenaline made her narrow her focus on her wild-eyed Phoenix fighting for his life. His tattooed namesake writhed on his skin as he fought.

      The redheaded medic grunted as he tried to keep a sturdy hold on Phoenix. The guy was obviously trying not to hurt Phoenix even more, avoiding his naked back, but his odd placement only made it worse. “Calm down, man.” 

      She closed the few feet between them in an instant, fighting through the already exhausted medic and wrapping her arms around Phoenix’s neck in an embrace. His ragged screams quieted instantly. Almost like a reflex, he immediately wrapped his arms around her, standing and holding her up. She swung her legs up onto him and squeezed tight to cling to his body. 

      “It’s okay, Phoenix. I’m here.” His free hand at her lower back gripped her borrowed shirt tightly. 

      “You’re here,” he whispered against her ear, making her shiver. “Thank fuck, you’re here, brown eyes.”

      She held on to him tighter but turned around to glare at the redhead and Snake. “We go upstairs now or I swear to God I will make sure every single one of you guys gets their own black-and-white limo to the closest jail.”

      Snake sucked his teeth before nodding and stepping aside for them to walk first. His lips brushed against her ear as a featherlight “thank you, baby” escaped him. She nodded against his shoulder and kissed his neck before lessening her grip on him. His arms only tightened in response. 

      “No,” he growled. 

      Her stomach fluttered and she wrapped herself around him again as Phoenix began to walk them out of the cell. 

      “Where are you going?” Snake asked as both he and the medic followed them out.

      “We’re leavin’,” Phoenix grumbled as he carefully carried Callie up the steps.

      “Wait, you’re what?” Snake asked.  

      When they breached the opening, Phoenix entered the main floor and stopped. His chest rumbled against hers as he addressed the room. 

      “We’re leavin’ and goin’ as far away from you traitors as possible. We’re done.”

      “Phoenix. You don’t get it—” Snake tried to explain, but Henry interrupted.

      “Man, you helped attack this facility and then made a video about it. We’re not the traitors.” 

      “What else should I call you? Not friend. Certainly not brother,” Phoenix bellowed. “We came to y’all for help and you stuck guns in our faces and put me in a cell. We’re outta here.”

      “What about the traffickers?” Nora’s soft, lyrical voice asked quietly.

      Phoenix halted. After a moment, he finally muttered defeatedly, “Catch your own traffickers.”

      Callie’s heart stalled and squeezed with ache. He was hurt, vulnerable, and scared. They both were. But they both also knew taking down this ring was more important than licking their wounds. Despite the fact that Phoenix’s team had failed at every turn since they’d gotten there, Phoenix had to stay and put up with them for the greater good. 

      “You don’t mean that,” Callie whispered and loosened her grip on his neck.

      “You’re right. I don’t.” She felt Phoenix's sigh before he let her sink to the ground and land on her socked feet. The fabric felt odd on her skin, but it was nice to have something other than six-inch heels between her and cold cement. 

      Callie stepped back and met Phoenix’s weary eyes before scanning the room. Hawk had crossed his arms again, a grimace marring his handsome face, while the others ducked their heads and avoided eye contact. The tall blond giant winced when Phoenix started speaking again in his rough voice.

      “I love you guys. But if another one of you assholes touches me or Callie, I won’t hesitate to put you in the ground.”

      Postures stiffened at the overt threat.

      Hawk broke the silence, nodding solemnly. “Understood.” 

      Phoenix jutted his chin back to him. “When is the FBI comin’?”

      “Few hours. Should be here by nineteen hundred hours.” 

      Phoenix squeezed Callie’s hand. “Good. We’re gonna go to my room, take a proper shower and a goddamn nap.”

      The mere suggestion of being able to get some shut-eye in a nice, safe bed had the exhaustion she’d held at bay soaking into her bones. 

      Hawk’s lips thinned but he nodded again. “We’ll have someone come get you when they arrive.”

      “But what about guardin’ him?” Henry asked.

      Callie sneered. “Imprison him again and I will sic every federal agent I know on you after I personally kick your ass.”

      “She can do it too I’ve seen her.” Phoenix chuckled. “Guard the door, don’t guard the door. I don’t give a fuck. Let us know when they’re here and not a minute sooner. Let’s go, brown eyes.”

      With that, Phoenix led Callie out of the room, holding her hand in his.
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      Walking back to his room was surreal.

      Vlad had targeted only the War Room and weapons room, meaning the first and second floors of that side of the facility had been toast. Thankfully, no residential areas had been hit, so his room was exactly as he left it. 

      “This was your room?” Callie asked quietly, squeezing the hand he’d laid over her shoulders.

      He glanced down at her and nodded once. “Yup. This is it. Just like I left it.” 

      The whole floor had a concrete, industrial aesthetic and his room was no different. His bed was still unmade, an act of rebellion he’d developed after leaving MF7. His clothes still sat in the hamper and the box of Lucky Charms he kept for a midnight—typically drunken—snack still remained at his bedside. No personal trinkets, mementos, or anything to even show what sports teams he liked. 

      “It’s so… impersonal.” Callie frowned.

      He surveyed the room, trying to use the lens of a stranger’s eyes. Of Callie’s eyes. After all he'd been through, his room felt more like a time capsule than home. For the first time, Phoenix realized there wasn’t anything to show he even lived there. It had about as much character as the dank cell he’d escaped from.

      “Yeah… you’re right.”

      Callie unwrapped herself from under his arm and walked around the room. A warmth bloomed deep in his chest at the sight of her joining his space. He’d had women over before, but this was different. More… intimate.

      “Just like you left it?” Callie asked.

      “Yup.” He watched her, entranced as her fingers glided over his plain black department store dresser.

      “Kinda weird that after all this time of not trusting you, they’d keep it this way.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well if someone betrayed me, I’d kick their ass and all their shit to the curb the next day. At least search the place for answers as to why they turned on me.”

      Phoenix felt his brow wrinkle and he stuffed his hands deep into his grungy pockets. The grimy feel made him cringe, but a piece of paper caught his attention. He pulled it out before it dawned on him what it was. 

      “My list,” Callie whispered reverently, now so close in front of him he could feel her breath against his hand. Suddenly, the thought of her being there involuntarily made his stomach churn. He held up the scroll, asking a question he was terrified to hear the answer to. “If I gave you this now… would you run?”

      Confusion pursed her lips. “Run?” She shook her head slowly.

      “Away from me. To the FBI maybe. Get to them first, before they get here? You don’t need me with this. You can take the Mazi and everything inside it and run.”

      Her eyes narrowed at him while her pretty lips thinned, lightening their dark-blush color. 

      “I don’t know what the fuck is up with my crew, but if you need it, I’ll give it all to you. Then you can go anywhere. You won’t need me anymore.” 

      Callie snatched his wrist, rubbing her thumb over the roughened skin there while her other hand cupped his cheek. “I’m not leaving you, Phoenix. Whatever comes next, we get through it together. No one else has been through what we have. Once you’ve been through hell, going alone in this fucked-up world isn’t an option anymore.”

      Phoenix wrapped his free hand around her nape and pulled her in, whispering against her forehead. “I’ve been alone in my nightmares for so long… it’s nice to have someone to remind me they’re not real.”

      “Not anymore,” she whispered.

      He kissed her forehead and pulled away, swallowing back the aching need to say too much, too soon. They’d known each other for months with stolen moments and shared torture, but they’d only been side by side for the past twenty-four hours.

      Twenty-four hours. One day. Well over a thousand seconds and each one felt like its last. When he thought about it like that, nothing felt “too soon” anymore. 

      Did she feel the same way? She was the one thing he had going for him in the world right now. He couldn’t risk it.

      “Fuck, I need to take a shower and a nap. You can go first, but if I’ve passed out by the time you’re done, just let me sleep dirty. I’m sure I’ll be dead to the world.”

      “Sleep dirty, huh?” She giggled. His heart ached to hear her happiness forever. “Is the bathroom this way?” 

      “Yup.” He led her inside to show her all its workings. “I’ll get it started for you.”

      “Oh my god, this place is stunning.” 

      Phoenix glanced around the bathroom to see what she did. Dark, polished concrete walls and floors—made to look like real stone—gleamed everywhere under the warm golden lights. The large shower took up a good portion of the room, but its glass panes allowed enough lighting for the perfect ambiance to get lost in a soothing shower underneath the rainfall showerhead. 

      He opened the hinged glass door to reach in and turn on the water. When it came on, he closed his eyes for a moment, listening to the gentle pitter-patter against the concrete, reveling in the caressing embrace of the sound. A gasp behind him made him spin to look at Callie. 

      “Callie?” Those gorgeous brown eyes didn’t sway from the shower. “You okay? Talk to me.” 

      She sputtered before she finally dragged her awed stare away from it and to him. “It… it sounds like rainfall.” Her breath caught and she brought her hand to her mouth, covering her surprised grin. “I haven’t heard it in so long.” 

      His chest grew tight and he tugged her hand to the side so he could see her happiness in full force. He glanced away only long enough to check the water’s temperature. “It’s about to be all yours after I get it… just… right. There we go.” He pulled his wet hand out and shook it dry. 

      The door clicked shut behind him.

      He turned slowly on his heel to find Callie tugging off the shirt one of the women had let her borrow, leaving her in a black sports bra and leggings. She mesmerized him as she held his stare with a hungry one of her own.

      “I don’t want you to leave, Phoenix.”

      His cock twitched at the huskiness in her voice, but his eyes caught on the bullet graze on her side, still a cut, but nowhere near as bad as he’d thought when it happened. “Callie, you were hurt today.” 

      “It didn’t stop you before.” She smirked.

      Guilt twinged in his chest. “Yeah, well I was angry before. I shouldn’t have let my emotions get to me. I don’t want to be the one who causes you pain.” 

      Her hungry gaze bore into him while she shook her head. “You have no idea what pain does to me, Phoenix. This scratch isn’t enough.” 

      His brow furrowed at her claim, but his mind went blank as she unzipped her sports bra down her smooth olive skin. The move revealed her cleavage inch by tantalizing inch. He gravitated to her, spreading both hands flat on her belly before caressing underneath the sports bra. Moving his hands upward, his palms brushed over each nipple, molding around her breasts. She shrugged the bra off then immediately tucked her thumbs underneath her leggings and panties to tug them from her legs. 

      She stood before him, completely naked and vulnerable. He traced her curves, memorizing all of her faint battle scars. He glimpsed the brand on her hip before he rested his eyes on hers again and caressed the scar on her cheek with his thumb. 

      “You were right, brown eyes.” 

      She closed her eyes and leaned into his touch before asking softly. “Right about what?” 

      “You’re no damsel in distress.” Her eyes flickered up again as he stepped closer, holding her face in both of his hands. “You’re a fuckin’ fighter.” 

      “We both are. Our nightmares have no chance against us.” A slow, genuine smile spread across her lips.

      “Now, how did I survive without this beautiful smile? I almost hate to kiss it away.” The grin turned mischievous as she wrapped her arms high up on his neck. “Almost.” 

      Her lips collided with his, matching the intensity revving inside him. His tongue dove in to dance with hers while they both fought to unbutton his jeans. Together they peeled them off, revealing his already swelling cock. 

      He’d kicked his jeans away and led her into the shower. But, as soon as the hot water blazed against his blistered back, he hissed and jolted back. 

      “Did your medic not treat you?” Callie’s eyebrows drew together. “Or was he too busy traumatizing you?”

      Phoenix chuckled, trying to both ignore the sting from his injury and avoid the hurtful memory. “I think he tried, but I lost my shit before he could do anything.”

      Callie tried to inspect him, but Phoenix grabbed her hands with a shake of his head.  

      “Please. Don’t. I don’t want to remember being 813 right now. I just want you and me, here in this moment, showerin’ in the rain.” The smile he’d been aiming for, beamed back at him again.

      “Okay.” She switched gears, tracing down his muscles in a way that had his cock hardening instantly. Heat swarmed in her eyes as she reached for it, but he grabbed her instead and deposited her right underneath the water. She sputtered another giggle as she wiped water from her eyes. 

      “Phoenix!” she squealed at him. Playfulness rounded her cheeks as she splashed water at him.   

      His laughter echoing back at him against the walls, sounding odd after his vocal cords had been injured. He swiped his face, sticking his head under the water before shaking it like a dog, careful to avoid getting any on his back this time. 

      She grabbed a two-in-one shampoo from the inset shelf and squirted some into her hands. Once she had a large glob, she plopped it on her head and massaged it into her scalp. Jumping at the opportunity to make her feel good, he swatted her hands away to finish the job. She melted into his touch, her forehead on his chest. 

      “Oh, my god, Phoenix. That feels so good.” 

      “Good,” he murmured low. “You deserve it.” 

      She moaned loud and long before reaching for his cock. He jolted and cursed when she swirled her hand around the base. 

      “Fuck, Callie.” 

      After teasing his cock, she straightened and stepped out of his grip, letting go of his shaft to deposit more shampoo in her hands. 

      “Come here, you mangy mutt, and let me wash you.”

      “You don’t have to tell me twice,” he joked and dipped his head. 

      As soon as her fingers threaded into his hair, a moan he couldn’t contain howled from his lips. The pleasurable sensation threatened to knock him over and he found himself grabbing Callie’s hips to keep himself steady. He succumbed to the utter heaven her fingers gave to him. 

      After a few more moments of bliss, he straightened back up and deposited liquid body wash in his hands before roaming over her slippery skin. He watched in awe as the suds spilled over the swells of her breasts and he molded them in each hand, twirling his thumbs around them to draw out diamond-like hardness. Her soft intake of breath made his cock twitch. He drifted one hand down to her core, tracing the valley just above her thigh before delving into her curls and finding her clit.

      Her fingers clutched his hair as she rocked into his finger. 

      “Phoenix, oh my god…” she whispered, closing her eyes and tipping her head back. Phoenix continued his ministrations while the rainfall shower rinsed her hair. When her nipples had become perfect peaks, he slid his free hand down her torso, following the lines of her curves until his fingers grazed her brand. 

      Her breath hitched, making Phoenix pause both hands and meet her gaze. Apprehension filled the dark-chocolate depths as she bit her lip. Keeping his stare, he spread both hands against her taut belly and knelt to the ground. Once on his knees, he broke their eye contact. The soap drizzled down her skin, parting for the angry star on her hip. He met her eyes again before gently leaving a kiss on top. 

      “You’re a fighter, brown eyes. Never forget that.” 

      Desire replaced that painful vulnerability in her expression. A tear leaked from the corner of her eye, joining the water droplets framing her face. He kissed the burn again before trailing more open-mouthed kisses to the top of her bed of curls.

      Making sure she could balance, he raised one foot to clean it as she held herself up with her palm against the dark concrete wall. The water still trailed down her skin as if it rushed to greet him. 

      Callie giggled softly when his finger brushed over the center of her arch. 

      “I love knowing that you’re ticklish.” His admission made her eyes sparkle. “I want to know everything about you.” 

      He placed her foot down on the ground and went about performing the same attention to the other. This time, though, when he was finished, he lifted her leg up and over his other shoulder, gingerly avoiding his burn.

      “Phoenix—”

      Before she could utter another word, he buried his face in her pussy. Her wet curls kissed his cheeks as he lapped up her center, tasting the water and her on his tongue. The way she cried out his name and snatched his hair in her grip made his cock throb.

      He laved his tongue through her arousal, piercing her entrance to ready her for him. Dragging it up to her clit, he then circled the hardening nub with his pointed tongue. Her cries and tugs on his hair grew more insistent, making her squirm in his arms. Using both hands, he gripped her ass and pulled her in for his feast. He was grateful that she kept her foot from his burned back even as she desperately tried to pull him to her core. 

      “Oh… my god, I’m so close, Phoenix.” 

      Phoenix winked up at her before swirling his tongue faster, zeroing in on her clit. Her body tensed in his hands as every muscle tried to reach that bliss. His cock strained, hard and aching for her, but he refused to touch himself until she’d reached her peak.

      She uttered his name like a prayer, repeating in whispers that gained in pitch as she rose to the top. A final moan echoed against the concrete, vibrating in his ears. Her hands relaxed in his hair and he steadied her to keep her from collapsing against the wall.

      “Fuck, Phoenix… that was amazing.” 

      Phoenix got to his feet. “Come here,” he murmured and tangled his hands in her wet hair. Their lips collided in a fierce kiss as water rained gently down on them. He was still careful not to let any of the spray hit him directly. The droplets flowing down his blistered back had a chance to cool before reaching the wound and the lukewarm water mixing with the cool air felt like heaven on his burns.

      Their kiss lasted forever and not long enough while he devoured her lips, tasting her and hoping she could taste herself on his tongue. He kept the kiss going until her hands began to stroke down his pecs, massaging into his skin. She seemed to be almost tentative in her touch and he grabbed both of her hands, making her nails dig into his skin.

      “Touch me like you mean it, brown eyes,” he whispered against her lips. She dug her nails farther into his skin and he hissed at the pleasure of it. He’d never been into pain when he fucked but apparently the underground changed him in more ways than one.

      Callie’s soapy hands massaged and scratched down his arms and chest, while Phoenix tugged her in by her hips. His cock pressed into her lower belly, desperate to fill her. As if she understood his urgency, both of her hands encircled his cock and began to massage him. 

      He hissed out her name at the touch and let go of her hips, throwing his hands up and caging her in with his hands against the wall on either side of her head. Long strokes made him groan in ecstasy as she twisted up and down his shaft. He felt his balls tighten and his spine tingle as sensation led him to his own peak. 

      “Stop. Stop,” he begged against her ear, but couldn’t bear to pull away.

      “Why?”

      “I’m… I’m gonna come if we keep going like this.”

      She laughed. “That’s the idea, Phoenix.”

      “Not like this.” He grabbed her ass cheek and tugged her impossibly closer, jutting his cock against her mound. “I want to be inside you when I come.”

      “Deal.” She grinned slowly before wrapping her arms around his neck and leaping up on him, using the wall for leverage and wrapping her legs around his hips like a vise.

      He beamed back at her as he cupped his hand under the water and rinsed his cock of any soap. As he stroked himself, he let his hand graze her core, loving the way her eyes flared with need. When he was clean, he lined up with her entrance and waited before looking into her eyes.

      This was the first time they were going to have sex without being prisoners, without being on the run. It was him and her. The urge to keep her all for himself swelled inside. 

      “I’m no one’s.”

      The reality of their situation made his chest ache. She was the first woman he’d ever felt this way with, and it would crush him if she ran away from him. But they’d just fought for their freedom, and if she needed to leave after all this was over, he’d have to let her go. He couldn’t take her choices away from her again. 

      “You okay?” she asked, her forehead wrinkled with concern.

      “You… matter to me. And after everything we’ve been through, that might be the scariest thing of all.”

      She tilted her head, analyzing him. Finally, she caressed his cheek with one hand and met his gaze. “It’s only scary if we let it be.”

      “I like the sound of that,” he admitted with a smile. “Now hold on, brown eyes.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Callie braced herself as he plunged inside her in one stroke. She was ready for him after having one orgasm. Over the past two years, she’d fought the drugs poisoning her system to avoid having an orgasm. But Phoenix was a drug of his own and with him, she didn’t want to fight the high. She moaned long as she felt every inch of him.

      “Oh my god. You're so deep, Phoenix.” She dug her nails into his neck. “It hurts in the best of ways.”

      He gritted his teeth when her fingernails broke skin and his eyes rolled back while he kept his rhythm. “I know what you mean. Fuckin’ A. You’re gonna be the death of me.”

      A laugh huffed from her chest. “I’ve heard that one before.” 

      Cupping both of her butt cheeks, he growled into her ear and slowed his rhythm, somehow burying himself deeper. One of his hands trailed over her ass and circled the puckered rosette between her cheeks. She tensed slightly, her heart racing.

      “One day, I want to take you here.”

      An idea sparked in her mind and she stilled their movement. She stroked her thumb along his scruffy jawline, bringing his attention to her eyes.

      “What about today?”

      “Today?” The creases around his amber eyes showed he warred with excitement and uncertainty. “Are you sure?”

      She nodded before he’d even finished. “Yeah, no one’s ever…” The admission caught in her throat and she squeezed her eyes closed. There was no doubt that she would need a fuckton of therapy, but right then, she knew exactly what she wanted. “The General thought anal was a perversion.”

      “Of course,” Phoenix groaned. “Fuck him. Is this what you want?”

      “I-I… my body wasn’t my own for so long. It’s my choice now, and I want you to be my first there.”

      An absolutely primal look clouded Phoenix’s face. “Your first?” His finger circled the sensitive hole. “Here?” 

      He hoisted her up higher and skated his free hand down her curves. The closer he got to that forbidden spot, her pulse thrummed faster, heightening her senses. His fingers found the untouched hole and she moaned when his hard-as-steel length began to move in and out of her pussy again.

      “I’ll be your first here?” he asked again, his finger rimming the circle before pressing into it slightly, making her tingle. “In this tight little asshole?” 

      “Yes, please, Phoenix. I need you to be the first.” 

      She bit her lip as he kept up his thrusts and probed the tight muscles of the ring, making her squirm with anticipation. When his soaking wet finger teased inside, she tensed all over, her body unsure about the foreign feeling.

      “Relax, baby.” His murmured command had her melting in his embrace. 

      The trust her body instinctively gave him, allowed for his finger to enter just inside the opening. She moaned, desperate for him to explore. Just as she was ready for more, he pulled out and grabbed both globes of her ass to lift her off of his cock. As he slid out, they both groaned and her legs wobbled when he set her down. He steadied her and kissed the side of her head before giving her a wink. 

      “One sec.”

      He opened the hinged glass door and stepped, naked and soaking wet, onto the bath mat before reaching across the bathroom with his long arms to a drawer. The way his muscled biceps moved made her core flutter with need. He pulled out a small clear bottle and returned to the shower, closing the door before all the steam escaped.

      Warm water caressed her like a summer rain as he set the bottle on a small ledge and twirled his finger in the air.

      “Turn around for me, brown eyes.”

      Once she’d obeyed, she breathed deeply, trying to catch her breath as it raced against her heartbeat. She splayed her hands against the polished wall, and tried to ignore the fact that despite the sheen, the concrete was too dark to see her reflection. Dread twisted her stomach. 

      It’s Phoenix. It’s me and Phoenix. Just us.

      But as soon as she felt the stroke down her spine, along the General’s most recent cut, her vision clouded and her breath froze in her chest. So did the hand on her back.

      “Callie, baby… you good?”

      She swallowed and tried to nod, but her head shook side to side of its own accord. Strong hands grasped her shoulders and gently turned her around. Phoenix caged her in with an arm on either side of her, his protective presence demanding her attention. 

      “Talk to me, Callie.”

      “That’s the way… that’s the way he…”

      “Shit.” Phoenix immediately gathered her in his arms and she wrapped hers around his lower back. “I’m so fuckin’ sorry.”

      “I-It’s okay. I just need to know it’s you.” He nodded against her head while stroking her hair. 

      “I have an idea. Turn around.”

      “But, Phoenix, I—”

      “No. Not against the wall. This way.” Before she could stop him, he’d turned her toward the fixed glass pane beside the door. He ran his hands up her back, massaging her shoulders once before stroking his arms down hers. His chest pushed against her back and his cock prodded along the crease in her ass.

      “When I take you, I want you to watch and know it’s me giving you pleasure.” His hands encompassed hers as he pressed them against the glass. Adrenaline made her pulse climb higher, her body fighting the exhilarating sensation that she might fall through. 

      “Don’t worry, it’s okay to put your weight on it. Everything’s bulletproof around here. It can hold us both.” 

      With one hand intertwining his fingers into hers, he wiped the steamy glass clean with the other, revealing the rest of the bathroom. And the mirror. 

      In the reflection, Phoenix’s hungry stare met hers as he cupped her breast and shaped her nipple into a point in his fingers. “Relax, brown eyes, and watch how good we look together.”

      His other hand squeezed hers before letting go and massaging down her back again. When he reached her lower back, he let go of her breast too, and kneaded his thumbs into the muscles right above her butt cheeks.

      Those tense muscles eased from his touch, making her moan. Her eyes locked with his in their reflection. She knew instantly that she wouldn’t need to be reminded of who touched her. No one had ever cared for her like this. The reverence in Phoenix’s eyes alone pierced her heart. 

      Both of his hands made their way downward, kneading over her ass cheeks before they both disappeared. The sound of the lubricant depositing in his hand had her insides practically vibrating. When his hand returned to massage her cheek, the other traced the seam between her cheeks, trailing lukewarm liquid down to where no one else had ever touched.

      “Breathe, Callie,” he murmured while his finger massaged her hole. She gasped an inhale, not realizing she’d even stopped. “I’m going to make you feel good while I prep you.”

      She nodded just before his hard cock prodded her center. The hand on her cheek moved to the top of her hamstring and gripped her, widening her stance. When her body had given him room, his cock sank into her pussy again, and the first digit of his index finger did the same to her rosette. 

      They moaned in concert and his chest dropped over her back as she sought his touch as well. He began to move both his finger and his cock and she cried his name out at the full sensation of both. His free hand glided up her belly, stroking her breasts before sliding up and grabbing her arm, flowing and kneading down the muscles until he intertwined his fingers in hers again. 

      He pulled her hand away from the glass pane, placing it on the back of his head. As if they acted on their own, her fingers immediately latched on, threading into his wet hair. Phoenix moved his hand to her hip and gripped it, moving her body against him as he pushed in and out in both her entrances. 

      Another finger teased that forbidden spot. He bit her ear lightly, making her cry out as that finger joined the first. Picking up speed, he stretched her inch by inch with each pump.

      She bit her lip at the delicious inferno building inside her and caught his admiration in the mirror. The anticipation that thundered in her heart, gazed back at her from amber eyes. 

      “Once you’re open for me, I’m going to push my cock inside. Tell me you want it, brown eyes.”

      She nodded quickly. “Yes. Please, I want it.”

      “Good girl.”

      He curved into her, hitting that spot he’d found their first time. Those fingers worked their way inside too, making the pressure rise in her core. 

      “You’re almost ready for me, aren’t you, baby?”

      “Yes…” she moaned. 

      His fingers slowly dragged from her. She couldn’t see his movements as he rinsed his hands, but when he pulled from her core, she couldn’t help her whimper. 

      “Now watch me get ready for you.” He moved his hand from her hip and caressed her chin, turning her head to face him. 

      He rinsed soap from his hand and used it to squeeze the clear lube into his other palm. Wrapping his hand around his swollen cock, he coated it in the liquid. 

      “You’re so tight. I don’t want to hurt you,” he reassured her.

      “You won’t.” She shook her head immediately, then smiled. “Not unless it’s on purpose.” 

      His grin back made her breathless. “You know me so well already. But do you trust me?”

      She nodded, her eyes locked on the sparkling amber in his.

      “Okay, turn around for me, again. Remember, don’t take your eyes off the mirror. Watch what I am doing with you.” 

      She nodded again before placing her palms against the thick glass pane and drinking in their reflection.

      Phoenix’s golden, sandy eyes ate her up as his hands roamed her spine, landing on her cheeks. He spread her wide and she bit her lip when his thick cockhead prodded her untouched hole. 

      “Breathe with me,” Phoenix murmured before pulling her against him with his hands on her hips. 

      She took a fortifying breath, and on her exhale, his cock breached her. Callie moaned at the pressure, but thankfully Phoenix kept going. 

      “Almost there, baby, this is the hardest part. You’re doing so good. Just breathe and relax.”

      His hands stroked all over her body, gliding up her torso and holding her close with her back against his chest. On instinct, her breaths began to mimic his, and she shivered when he whispered in her ear. 

      “Touch yourself, Callie.”

      Her hand ventured down her belly toward her core on his command. When his hands cupped and massaged her breasts, her own finger traveled to her clit. She began to explore the swollen nub as the pressure against her asshole reached a fever pitch. It became almost too much until Phoenix finally grunted and slid his thick cockhead past her ring.

      “Fuck, you’re so goddamn tight. Keep touching yourself, baby. I’m gonna move.”

      She bent her head and worked her clit faster while he drew his length in and out of her. Using one hand, he traced her jaw and slowly lifted her to meet his eyes in the mirror. 

      “I’m not gonna last long, but I want you to come with me. Can you do that for me?”

      “Again? I’m not sure I can.”

      “Do you trust me?”

      “Yes.”

      He chuckled, his gaze holding hers as he kissed her neck and moved her hair to the side. His hot breath on her ear sent an electrifying shiver up her body. “Then you will.”

      The hand on her jaw moved down to her neck and palmed her throat. She sucked in a breath right before his grip tightened, cutting off her air. “We’re gonna watch as I fuck this little hole and you give yourself pleasure. No matter how good you feel, follow my directions, and don’t stop looking in my eyes until I tell you to, okay?” 

      She nodded as much as she could with his hand on her throat.

      “Good girl. Now breathe,” he commanded as he loosened his hand from her throat. She obeyed and sucked in a breath on a moan. He picked up speed while he spoke again. 

      “Stop.” His hand clasped around her throat again, squeezing the sides and cutting off her breath. Her hand grabbed his wrist and her other hung loosely, forgetting to massage her clit. His free hand molded around hers, taking charge and directing her fingers back to the pulsing bundle of nerves. 

      “Don’t forget about taking care of you, Callie. Breathe.” He let go of her throat again. The tension in her muscles loosened like a mini orgasm as she took another invigorating breath. His speed increased inside of her and the pressure built in her core, sending her clit into tiny contractions as her body climbed that peak.  

      His hand covered her neck again and she caught his earnest eyes in the mirror. “You ready?”

      She sucked in another inhale and nodded at their reflection as he tightened around the sides of her throat. 

      His hoarse whisper was full of need as he warned her. “I’m about to come, baby. Get here with me. Next time I let you breathe, come with me. Relax. Close your eyes. Let go. And know we’re free.”

      We’re free.

      An overwhelming sense of relaxation washed over her. With his hand over hers, their fingers swirled over her clit, moving faster. Their moans echoed an intense melody that had her riding up that wave. Once her hand began to seek their rhythm, his hand moved from hers and held her against him so hard that she felt his heart beating rapidly in his chest. With his hand tight around her throat, her moan caught in his grip. Light-headed bliss rolled over her body, readying her for the finale. His lips met her ear and he whispered harshly.

      “Now, Callie.”

      In a single instant, he bit hard onto her earlobe and released her throat, moving his hand to press against her lower belly. The move brought her impossibly closer, melding her into him. She cried out and closed her eyes, letting the sensations take over her entire body as they rolled into oblivion together. He groaned her name, his thrusts hard and deliciously painful in her sensitive area. They moaned as one and the wave finally crashed to shore, leaving Callie limp in his arms, trusting him to catch her.

      The arm around her waist did just that as he held them both up against the glass pane. His heavy breaths puffed against her neck, erupting goose bumps of pleasure on her skin as she shivered. 

      “Fuck, baby.”

      His satisfied gaze return to hers in the mirror. He kissed her neck before trailing his lips up to her ear. Her chest expanded until she felt like she was about to burst if she didn’t open her mouth right then to say the words already trying to rush out. 

      “Phoenix… I… I…” She swallowed, unable to speak past the feelings taking over. 

      His hand on her waist trailed up her torso to her jaw and turned her to meet his lips. She angled her head and cupped his cheek as she opened for him. Their kiss was slow, an exploration of lips, tongues, and emotion. When they finally broke away, Phoenix focused on her eyes, captive in her embrace before he replied.

      “Me too, brown eyes, me too.”
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      After he attended to her in the shower, washing and rinsing the lube off in the cool water, he’d dried them both off. When she reached for the shirt she’d been wearing, he stopped her with his hand on hers. 

      “The guys were supposed to grab you something new. Hold on. I’ll check.” He left the bathroom, his towel wrapped around his waist as he opened his apartment door. Expecting to have someone watching him, he was surprised to just find a bag of clothes right outside the room. He shrugged and grabbed the bag, taking it inside after locking his door. 

      An idea sparked as he sifted through his dresser for a pair of gray sweatpants. Once he put them on, his hand hesitated over his T-shirt drawer. He was tempted to snag one and ask her to wear it. But the thought of her having to wear the same uniform she’d worn for the past two years just to appease his male pride, made him feel nauseous. 

      “They delivered,” he announced as he walked into the bathroom. “Here you go.” 

      She took the bag and inspected it before setting it on the counter. “I have a proposition.” 

      “Okay.” He leaned against the doorjamb. “What’s that?” 

      “What if I… don’t wear these clothes?”

      “And wear what instead? Your birthday suit? Can’t promise I’ll keep my hands to myself, even in my sleep.” Phoenix waggled his eyebrows for emphasis.

      She snorted and rolled her eyes. “No. Of course not. I just remember how you looked when I wore another man’s shirt, so… I was wondering if I could wear yours instead?” 

      A mischievous smile ticced up on his lips as his heart stuttered. “You read my mind, brown eyes.”

      He scooped her up in his arms—towel, bag of clothes, and all—loving the way she squealed as he carried her to his bed. Embracing her made his spent cock threaten to come to life again, but his exhaustion was finally taking over completely, and he was sure hers was, too. 

      “Here.” He went to the drawer and picked an Army T-shirt before tossing it to her. “You can wear this while we take a quick power nap, then change into the regular clothes.” 

      She caught the shirt midair and extracted a simple thong from the bag. Somehow able to keep the towel in place, she shimmied into the thong before sliding the shirt over her.

      “Holy shit.” Every one of Phoenix’s muscles tensed with need at the sight of her in his shirt. The army-green fabric pooled at her waist, showing off her long legs. His fingers ached to wrap them around him again.

      “What?” She glanced up at him and he leveled his gaze on her before stalking toward her. 

      “I just like the way you look in my shirt.” She blushed but he picked her up and settled her underneath his covers. “I want to take it right back off of you, but we need sleep before we get interrogated by your boss and my team.” 

      He watched her cozy up in his sheets, but his back spasmed in protest at the thought of lying down to join her. Instead, he crawled onto the bed and collapsed on his front, right next to her. The foreign and incredibly soft texture of his bed nearly overwhelmed him. He froze for a moment, taking it all in before his body finally surrendered to the comfort. As he puffed up his pillow for more comfort, she sidled up to him and slung her leg over his. Once he’d settled with his pillow, the angle made it comfortable for him to look at her and wrap her closer to him with one arm. 

      She snuggled underneath his arm, like it was the most natural thing in the world. Awe filled him at how unaffected she seemed after everything they’d been through. But, he had a feeling it’d all come crashing down at some point.

      He’d be there to catch her when it did. 

      “What do you think is up with your team?” she asked quietly. “Why don’t they trust you?”

      “Hell if I know,” Phoenix muttered. “I haven’t had much time to think about it and they fuckin’ blindsided me, that’s for damn sure.”

      Callie’s face scrunched up. “They said something about you knocking a guy out a while back, instead of questioning him?”

      Phoenix narrowed his eyes for a second before he remembered the night she was talking about. The night they’d busted the Ashland County Fundraiser and saved several women from being trafficked further. 

      “Yeah, because that guy pulled a gun on me and I didn’t want to have to kill him. I didn’t like violence back then. I’d do anything to end a fight as early as I could. Knowing I’d hear screams in real life scared the shit out of me.”

      “What about now?” Her small voice tightened his chest. “Do you like violence now?”

      Phoenix sighed. Did he? Maybe, but actually admitting that felt like defeat. Like he’d finally succumbed to the General’s torture.

      “Ever since I was underground, my thoughts have gotten a lot darker…” he answered. “I guess you can say I’ll still do anything to end a fight, but the outcome might be different.”

      Callie nodded underneath his arm. “I guess we both changed in our own ways. Before I let the General play with me—” 

      There it is. There’s the fuckin’ trauma.

      “It wasn’t playing, Callie. You’re not a fuckin’ toy,” he growled out.

      She bit her lip and shook her head. “No… you don’t understand. I… It was my choice to be there. What happened was all stuff I could control. I could’ve gotten out at any time—”

      He turned on his side quickly, ignoring the way his skin tugged painfully as he took Callie’s face in his hands.

      “No, Callie, what happened to you… you need to know none of it is your fault. What those monsters did to you, to us, was wrong. You did what you had to in order to survive.”

      A small hot tear dripped down her cheek and landed on his hand. “Not yet, Phoenix. Right now, I need it to be my choice.”

      “But, Callie—”

      “Haven’t you ever needed the lie?”

      Realization crashed down on him then, nearly breaking his heart. She was still doing what she had to do to survive. If lying to herself was what got her through each moment, he understood. He’d been lying to himself ever since Yemen.

      “Yeah… but lyin’ doesn’t make the truth go away,” he finally admitted.

      “No, but it makes it so I can heal myself in the meantime. Until I’m ready enough to face it.”

      “Fuck, do I know what you mean there.” Wrapping his arms around her again, he pulled her into his chest, careful not to hurt the cut on her side. He silently vowed to make sure they both saw someone to help them. Maybe the women could hook them up with a contact they had at Sasha Saves. He knew a couple of the guys were seeing therapists, and Hawk had even suggested one. Drinking and fucking hadn’t worked even before the underground, and he’d be damned before he let his issues make Callie’s worse. They’d been through hell together. Therapy should be nothing compared to that. 

      “I felt safe with you.” Her warm breath against his chest made his skin tingle. “The things we just did… they could’ve been scary or worse… mind numbing. But I knew I was safe with you. That I had control. I was finally in charge, and I could relax knowing the man who had me would protect me.”

      “Always, brown eyes.”

      “I know.”

      She squirmed in his arms for a second before she cleared her throat. “We, uh… we haven’t talked about it. But I’m on the birth control shot. And I’m clean. I tested negative before the party. The General always made sure I was clean.” 

      Phoenix’s muscles tensed at the reminder. With everything they’d been through, he’d completely forgotten about the ramifications of going bare inside her. 

      “I’m clean, too,” he said. “And I’ve never been bare with anyone else.” 

      They lay together in a comfortable silence as his eyelids began to grow heavier. But they snapped back open when she spoke again. 

      “I think it’s Henry.”

      He pulled away enough to see her look up at him. “You think what’s Henry?”

      “I think he’s a traitor, too. I know you think your old leader betrayed you guys. But I think Henry will, too, if he hasn’t already.” 

      Thoughts he’d been afraid to entertain bombarded his brain. Henry had been his partner in crime for over a year. Thinking that his friend could turn on him after that, made his chest ache.  

      “Why do you think that?”

      She sighed and wrapped her arm around his lower back and squeezed. “You know how you said your phone was missing the night before you got taken?”

      “Yeah.” Dread dug icy claws into his stomach.

      “Could Henry have had it?”

      Phoenix tried to remember that night, but he’d been so fucking trashed. “He could’ve. But I was so far gone, anyone could’ve.”

      “Well, your code was used to let Vlad in to attack BlackStone. Could Henry have used your phone to do it?”

      “Fuck. Yes.”

      “And Henry seemed really eager to blame you when the team was talking about you.”

      “Goddamnit,” Phoenix muttered and reached above her head to rub his eyes.

      “Look, whatever happens next… I have your six. You know that, right?”

      He nodded wearily. “Yeah, I know. I also know you can kick ass, so that helps, too.” 

      “Only if I have to.” She giggled. “I’m a kick ass and take names for the police report kinda girl. Justice over retribution.”

      A smile lifted his lips. “Well then, no matter what happens next, we’ll make sure justice wins out.”

      Silence rested between them again before she began speaking again. This time she talked about everything and nothing, even through her yawns. Her voice grew sleepy, like she was fighting how tired she was. It almost made him laugh to hear how their talkative roles had switched now that they were free, but he squeezed her tightly instead.  

      “It’s okay, brown eyes. I’m here. You can sleep now. I’ve got you through the nightmares. They ain’t got nothing on me.” 

      Her breath hitched at his promise and she left a small kiss on his chest. “Us. I’ve got you through your nightmares too, Phoenix.”

      He kissed her head, knowing that just like all those times he’d woken up, well rested, with her on his mind like a fever dream, she’d keep his nightmares at bay.  

      “I know.”
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      “These new chairs suck,” Phoenix complained under his breath. “I can’t even lean back.” 

      The new rolling chairs didn’t have stoppers, making it impossible for him to tip back and balance on two legs. 

      Devil smirked from the end of the table. “You’ll just figure out how to break these ones like you did the last.” 

      The rest of the room snickered softly. All except for Henry. The guy looked sickly pale, sending Phoenix’s alarm bells blaring. But his own paranoia could have also been because of the small crowd gathered around the new round table. 

      Everyone had piled into the War Room, awaiting the FBI’s imminent arrival. Normally, he wouldn’t have thought anything about the number of people in the room. But it felt cramped having so many bodies in one place. He itched to go back upstairs and sleep the rest of the day with Callie. Instead, he tried to respond with that false charm he’d perfected… and failed.

      “Touché.” Phoenix settled for jutting his chin in agreement, looking out from underneath his baseball cap. 

      He’d missed the hat, but going months without it now made the tightness on his head feel odd. The bill limited his vision, making him feel like he couldn’t prepare for everything around him. It was unnerving, but he’d get used to it again. Hopefully. 

      Callie wrinkled her nose at him. “You look weird with that thing on.” 

      Snake snorted. “He looks weird without it. It’s practically an extension of him.” 

      Callie narrowed her eyes at Snake, still wary of everyone. Phoenix felt the urge to fall back into old habits and snap back at Snake. But fuck, he was just too exhausted. 

      They’d been able to manage a catnap, but before he’d even been able to dream, Devil knocked on his door to tell them the feds were close. There’d at least been enough time for Devil to treat their injuries. Unfortunately, it’d been too late to stitch up Callie’s wound on her side, so the medic had done what he could with bandaging. She’d scar, but scars earned during escape are easier to look at than scars inflicted during captivity. 

      “They’re here,” Nora whispered just before Hawk walked in, two FBI agents behind him.

      Callie squeezed Phoenix’s hand underneath the table, but when she saw her supervisor, Callie jumped up to hug the older woman, almost knocking her briefcase off her shoulder.

      The scowl lines etched into the agent's medium-brown skin melted away as she hugged her back. 

      “Agent Castellanos,” she whispered like a prayer. “We thought we’d lost you.” 

      They squeezed each other once more before parting. The woman smoothed her black-and-silver hair, obviously checking to make sure it was still knotted in the tight bun low on her neck. 

      Callie’s raven hair was wild and free in comparison, but Phoenix could easily imagine her in a similar style, ready to take on the world, one asshole at a time.  

      The other, short, stern-looking, pale-skinned agent nodded to Callie. His neatly trimmed mustache twitched at a hint of a smile before he cleared his throat and waited for Callie to give him their attention. 

      “Glad to have you back, Agent Castellanos. My name is Special Agent Perry.” He flashed his badge before nodding to Callie’s old supervisor. “Special Agent Kapoor and I are eager to hear your detailed report. I understand you have agreed to give us an oral one now?”

      “Yes, sir.” Callie’s voice adopted that same air of authority she’d used on his team. 

      “Very good. As for everyone else, thank you, but we need to interview Agent Castellanos alone.”

      “He stays—”

      “I stay,” Phoenix demanded in unison with Callie.  

      Both agents jolted back, Agent Perry’s head tilted while Agent Kapoor’s brows furrowed before she spoke. 

      “That’s… unorthodox, Callie. We question witnesses privately.”

      “I’m staying, too.” Jules stepped out of the crowd and smoothed her blouse underneath her blazer. “If he stays, I do as well. I’m Juliet Bellerose, Mr. Santori’s attorney.”

      “You are?” Both agents, Phoenix, and a few others in the crowd echoed the question before Jules widened her eyes slightly at Phoenix. 

      “I am. No one thinks they need an attorney until it’s too late.” She rounded the table to Phoenix and whispered low enough so that only he could hear her. “Even if you somehow got out of there clean as a whistle, you need someone on your side right now.”

      Phoenix glanced at Callie, seeing her shrug before he nodded slowly. “Yeah. Okay. I stay. Jules stays.” 

      “And me.” Hawk raised his hand and stepped forward.

      Agent Perry rolled his eyes. “This is not a party, people. We have enough joining in already.” 

      “BlackStone Securities is a federal liaison per your bureau.” Hawk crossed his arms and leveled them with a steady gaze. “Technically, our whole crew could be joining in on the party but I’m only insisting on me.” 

      Agent Perry sighed, twisting his mustache before glancing at Agent Kapoor. She shrugged and nodded, prompting Agent Perry to point to the conference table. “Well, you four. Have a seat. Everyone else out. No exceptions.”

      Hawk leaned into Snake’s ear, whispering for a moment before Snake nodded, glancing around the room. Phoenix tried to see what Snake was looking at, but there was nothing to see other than his teammates and Henry.

      Secretive motherfuckers.

      He was sick of it. As soon as the agents left, Phoenix was going to force his teammates to hash it out. Everything up until that point had been complete bullshit. 

      No one objected as the rest of the crowd filed out, leaving Phoenix, Callie, Jules, and Hawk to fill the only chairs across from the two agents. As if they’d practiced the move, both agents pulled out notepads from inside their briefcases and looked expectantly at Callie. 

      “Ready when you are, Callie.” Agent Kapoor smiled, still obviously relieved over Callie coming back from the dead. 

      Callie nodded, glancing at Phoenix before beginning. The tremor in her voice made him ache. 

      “It all started when my sister disappeared.” 

      Phoenix listened quietly, his heart breaking with every word as Callie told them about how her sister, Annie—Calianne, had been kidnapped and trafficked. When she’d been rescued, she wasn’t the same and Callie had to institutionalize her to keep her from harming herself.

      “But it didn’t work. She… she hung herself with her bedsheet.” 

      “Shit,” Phoenix cursed under his breath and squeezed Callie’s hand under the table. Her fingers did the same but never eased up on the pressure. 

      “When she was taken, I became obsessed with figuring out who was behind her kidnapping. All I had was this…” She let go of Phoenix’s hand to brush her thumb over the butterfly tattoo on her wrist. “Her kidnappers tattooed this on her. B-branded her—” 

      Fuck. 

      “—after she was rescued, a woman’s crisis center called the Rahab Foundation tried to help her—”

      “Wait… the Rahab Foundation. When was this?” Phoenix asked, his gaze cutting to Hawk’s, his heart pounding in his chest. “Did we…” 

      Hawk glanced at the agents. Phoenix noticed them watching their exchange carefully. 

      “Did you… what?” Callie asked, her voice lilting in confusion.

      The agents looked back at Callie but Phoenix kept his eyes on Hawk long enough to catch his subtle nod.

      Oh shit.

      “Phoenix,” Callie hissed under her breath. 

      He glanced back at Callie before growling at Hawk. “Tell her.” 

      “Tell me what?”

      Hawk’s lips tightened before he cleared his throat. “We actually have evidence that our team rescued Calianne—Annie. From our pictures on file, I would’ve guessed you were her. You two look so similar.”

      Callie’s eyes widened in shock, but she played it off well otherwise. “Yeah, we were barely two years apart, and my mom said we could pass as twins in pictures. So she named us alike: Callista and Calianne. Callie and Annie.” 

      Hawk nodded before continuing. “Our team used to rescue women from trafficking. Our records show Calianne Castellanos was one of them.” 

      Phoenix’s heart pounded as the General’s words stitched together the missing holes in the story. “Which means we set her up for failure. We saved her, just for him to sell her again without competition.” 

      Tears pricked his eyes as Callie faced him.

      “Except that didn’t happen, Phoenix. Annie left this world before it could. You guys were only her saviors.”

      “But it could’ve—”

      “It didn’t. But I didn’t realize that.” Callie shook her head, and her compassion eased the sudden tension in his chest. “I thought you were working for him—”

      “Which was why… you hated me,” Phoenix finished slowly with a huff of exasperation. In all of the chaos, he hadn’t had a chance to piece any of it together until then. “No fuckin’ wonder. I don’t blame you. I’d hate me, too.” 

      A sad smile lifted Callie’s lips. “But I realized along the way that you’re one of the good ones.”

      “Thank fuck for that,” Phoenix muttered. 

      She peered around him to speak to Hawk. “You were sent to take out the man who kidnapped her, weren’t you? That’s how you saved her? You were the ones who took down her kidnapper?”

      “Yes,” Hawk’s deep voice replied calmly, with a hint of warning. 

      Agent Perry’s pale face had turned a bright shade of red as he faced Hawk. “Why didn’t you tell us any of this?” 

      Hawk leveled his gaze on the agent. “We signed up as your liaisons on a need-to-know basis. You weren’t looking for Calianne Castellanos, which meant you didn’t need to know that we were.”

      The man sputtered, but Agent Kapoor spoke before he could ask another question. “Are you looking for anyone else?” 

      The slightest hesitation flickered over Hawk’s face before he spoke. “No. We are not. There were three women we were interested in learning more about. And we’ve found their whereabouts.” 

      “Hold up. Y’all were lookin’ for Annie, though?” Phoenix asked. “Why?”

      “She and two other women attended the Ashland County Elite Scholarship Fundraiser two years ago, but seemingly went missing afterward.” 

      “Callie? Is that what happened?” Agent Kapoor questioned. “Were you kidnapped from the fundraiser? You mentioned you had a personal case you were working on for observation, but you never took any notes or wrote a report. I scoured your computer, phone, office… I even went to your apartment. But we lost all trace of you.”

      The conversation barreled into Phoenix, feeling like it did whenever he got whiplash from going zero to one hundred in a Maserati. Callie nodded slowly, obviously trying to wrap her head around the deluge of information just like Phoenix was. Her hand, clutched in his, was the only thing keeping him afloat.

      “Like I said, Annie went to the Rahab Foundation initially, but one day I was about to take her to meet with them, and she refused outright. She told me they would—and I quote—make everything worse. It was such an odd reaction, and I didn’t know what to make of it. I suspected something had happened, but neither Annie nor the foundation were talking. I respected her wishes up until she passed away. After that, I turned over every stone I could. The Rahab Foundation was a big red flag. Women who were saved and taken to the Rahab Foundation wound up disappearing, and authorities chalked it up to the women being traumatized and running away. But I had a feeling there was more to it than that. I tried to get the bureau involved—”

      “But I said no,” Agent Kapoor finished. “Callie, we didn’t have enough information and you were still a new agent. You were going off of a hunch—”

      “Yeah, and my hunch turned out to be right,” Callie hissed, shutting the agent up. Phoenix could hear the emotion threatening to spill out of her, but Callie took a big breath and continued her story, her voice carefully measured once she began again.

      “I kept Annie’s death quiet. I didn’t want it to be public knowledge, especially not how she died, or where. I think keeping that confidential is why Annie still received an invite from the Rahab Foundation to the Ashland Elite Scholarship Party. I knew I had to go. We looked similar enough that I could pass off as her and infiltrate the party. I got the same tattoo she did to help the ruse.” She rubbed over the butterfly on her wrist. “I thought it would be a recon mission. But then things took a turn for the unexpected. Someone drugged me that night. I don’t know how. I only drank water from my bottle. I was kidnapped and transported to the underground—”

      “The underground?” Agent Kapoor asked. 

      Callie nodded once. “It’s where I’ve been for the past two years. I was able to stay on the General’s radar because I reminded him of… I reminded him of his daughter, the sick fuck.” 

      Hawk gasped audibly, surprising the hell out of Phoenix. The man was usually cool as a cucumber, but his dark eyes had widened and his jaw hung open. The leader swallowed and shook his head. “Sorry. Um… k-keep going. I just had something in my throat.” 

      Un-fuckin’-likely.

      Phoenix’s leader and friend was the most collected guy he knew. Something had gotten his attention. But Hawk was also calculating. Whatever he’d been thinking, he’d only share when he was ready. Phoenix used to hate it, but had learned to trust Hawk’s judgment implicitly. At least, until he up and decided Phoenix was a traitor.

      “This general,” Agent Perry began, his lips pursed as he seemed to study his handwritten notes. “What did he want with you? Why did he keep you around for so long? What was his agenda? And we need a name.”

      A heavy tension filled the room. Callie squirmed beside him before raising her chin and answering. 

      “I was… useful to him. His name is General Richard Smithers.”

      Agent Perry’s light skin paled further. “General Smithers? He’s the one behind the trafficking ring?” Callie’s lips thinned and Agent Perry seemed to backtrack. “Are you sure? I mean… he’s a general in the Army and holds golfing… fundraisers… for charity.” As the agent tried to explain, it was like his own words were registering as he spoke. He swiped his face in disbelief. Its pale color tinged with green when Callie answered. 

      “Considering he raped me repeatedly over the past two years, yeah… I’d say I’m sure.”

      “Shit,” he cursed under his breath. Callie opened her mouth to argue, but he held up his hand to stop her. “No, Agent Castellanos, I believe you. It’s just… this is going to get messy,” he muttered before gaining his composure. “You said you were useful to him. Aside from…” He cleared his throat but didn’t finish.

      Phoenix could feel Callie’s rage settle down with the other agent’s concession. “I kept the General’s trust by stealing secrets from men he had me… entertain.”

      “Entertain?” Agent Perry carefully blanked his face. “You… you mean you—”

      “Yes.” Callie’s lips tightened into a grim line and it took the totality of Phoenix's willpower not to punch the fool. She kept her eyes on the male agent in a challenge. “Whatever you’re thinking, it’s probably correct. I was drugged for most of it—”

      “She did what she had to in order to survive,” Phoenix interrupted. He squeezed her hand underneath the table. “We both did.” 

      “Phoenix, think before you say more,” Jules warned him quietly, but Phoenix couldn’t take his eyes off the way Callie and Agent Kapoor stared pointedly at each other. He missed whatever they were silently telling each other, but when Agent Kapoor spoke again, an air of defeat tainted her words. 

      “What was the drug and how often were you drugged when you… questioned these men, Callie?”

      “What does that matter?” Phoenix asked as Jules cursed beside him. Anger flooded Callie’s face, setting Phoenix’s protective instincts on fire.

      “Every time.”

      “Fuck.” Agent Perry swiped his hand down his tired face as Jules and Kapoor muttered similar sentiments. 

      “What? What’s the issue?” Phoenix asked.

      “Her testimony is compromised,” Jules explained. “It’ll be up to a jury to believe a drugged woman over this General person.”

      “What? That’s bullshit. Okay, what about my testimony? I saw the guy with my own two eyes while he—” Phoenix cut off as Callie’s expression shuttered closed. 

      She dropped his hand and used it to cover her face with both of hers before her protest muffled out from behind her palms. “You were drugged, too.”

      “Goddamnit,” Agent Perry muttered as he laid his pen onto his notebook.

      “Hey, it looks bad, but this is still winnable,” Jules explained with a confident voice. “So they were drugged. They still had the same experience. And with the info Callie gathered… I mean, it’s messy but doable. I know for a fact that ADA Aguilar has won with worse.”

      Agent Kapoor nodded. “She’s right. We’ll do our jobs. Gather evidence and testimony and pray like hell that the DA gets justice.” The mood in the air turned less stifling as hope filtered back in. “This info you were able to obtain, Callie, were you able to write it down?”

      “Yup,” Phoenix offered before digging into his pocket for the scroll Callie had given him to hold. “Not only that, but we left with some souvenirs, too.” He handed Callie the scroll. She unrolled it onto the table and pointed at the names. 

      At the same time, Hawk retrieved a box that Phoenix had missed hidden under the table.

      “We got the souvenirs,” he said before sitting them on the table. He shrugged at Phoenix. “We searched the car that you… arrived in.” 

      “You were able to leave in a car?” Agent Perry tilted his head.

      “Getaway car,” Phoenix answered with a smirk until Jules lightly swatted him against the chest.

      “Phoenix, damnit, be quiet.” She returned her gaze to the agents. “Before we go any further, we demand immunity for anything related to the vehicle. My client won’t go down for any charges while aiding the government in their case.”

      “That’s a lot of fuckin’ immunity,” Phoenix muttered. 

      “Shut. Up. Mr. Santori,” Jules gritted through her teeth.

      “Which reminds me.” Agent Kapoor pivoted to face him. “How did you end up down there?”

      Phoenix cleared his throat. “One of the General’s henchmen blew this place up. He threatened the life of a man we had under our protection. Basically, I made a deal that if I went with the man, he wouldn’t kill our charge.”

      He resisted the urge to glare at Hawk, instead hoping that his leader would set the traitor accusations to rest.

      “Did that work?” Agent Kapoor asked with an eyebrow raised.

      “No,” Phoenix grunted. “Apparently he was tortured and killed shortly after we arrived underground.”

      “Wait. Mr. Black.” Agent Perry turned to Hawk. “Didn’t we receive an Ashland County officer’s report that one of your own men allowed the bombing to occur? This man, if I remember correctly?”

      “Me? Bomb the facility?” Phoenix whipped his head to Hawk, a sardonic grin on his face as he challenged his leader. “You’re giving me way too much credit.” 

      “If I’m remembering my notes correctly, your code was used to get in the gate,” Kapoor said after flipping to an earlier page in her notepad. 

      “Actually.” Hawk held up his hands, quieting the room with the gesture. “I have some news on that front. It’s why I called you last night, Agent Perry, before these two showed up. We only found out yesterday that General Smithers is involved via an encrypted video emailed to our company. From that, I was able to confirm a theory that I’ve been investigating ever since our facility was bombed.” He turned to Phoenix. “And now that you’re here, I’d like your help to bring the motherfucker down. Call it poetic justice.”

      “Okay…” Phoenix dragged out the word, curiosity and frustration warring in his head. “What’d you have in mind?”

      A vibration on the table caused them all to pause and Hawk glanced down at his phone and cursed before looking at him again. “Phoenix, brother, you able to listen and drive?”

      Phoenix narrowed his eyes at his leader, trying to read the guy. But as usual, he couldn’t tell what emotion was behind the leader’s serious expression.

      “As long as I don’t have to hear it over a headset… why?”

      Hawk gave a full smile that Phoenix had rarely seen, the brilliant one that he only showed when he was truly happy for his friends… or about a mission that’d been a long time coming. 

      “Because we’ve got a traitor to catch.”
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      Callie raced after Phoenix, not caring that she was only in bare socks. Hawk followed closely on her heels as they all ran to the BlackStone Securities garage.

      “Follow us!” Hawk called to the special agents behind them. “Trust me. You’ll want your cuffs.”

      “What’s goin’ on, Hawk?” Phoenix shouted over his shoulder before grabbing a set of keys on the wall.

      “I’ll explain in the car. I got an alert that he's leaving. We need to stop him before he gets away. I’m calling the rest of the team as soon as we get going.”

      “Better be a really good explanation,” Callie yelled right before Phoenix slid behind the steering wheel of an orange-and-black Camaro.

      “Nah, man. The Trackhawk,” Hawk argued.

      “If you want me to catch up to someone, this baby will be the one to take us there. The Mazi’s a close second, but I’d bet my life on my Camaro any day.”

      Callie reached the passenger side and pushed the seat up. “After you, sir.” Hawk pursed his lips but shook his head, obviously realizing it wasn’t the time to argue. He grumbled something as he quickly clambered into the tight fit of the back seat and strapped in. 

      By the time she’d righted the seat and climbed in, Hawk was already on the phone. 

      “We’ve been waiting for this moment the past twenty-four hours and he gave you guys the slip? What happened?” Hawk’s lips tightened as he grimaced. “Okay. Get the team ready and take your SUV. I want you guys there when we catch up to him. Hawk, out.” 

      Phoenix keyed the ignition and glanced at Callie. “Gun case is underneath the passenger seat.” 

      She immediately dug underneath the seat and retrieved the case, checking the magazine before sliding it into the weapon. “Got it.” 

      “Hold on, brown eyes.” 

      The Camaro’s roar reverberated throughout the garage, pummeling her senses. It was alive. While the Maserati had been all style, smooth lines, and a purring exhaust, the Camaro was a stark contrast. It bellowed at the world, drowning out everything else around it with a wordless, wrathful challenge. The Maserati had brought them freedom, but the Camaro brought life. It fit Phoenix perfectly. 

      The tires screamed in protest before catching the smooth concrete. Callie held on to the door handle to avoid crashing into the side of the window. As soon as she’d gotten her bearings, she rolled her window down, readying herself to fire if necessary.

      The agents piled into their own government-issued Crown Victoria, but Callie knew they’d be no match for Phoenix. It’d be up to her shooting and his driving to stop whoever they were after. Thank goodness BlackStone was a federal liaison or they’d be on the sidelines, and the traitor would be long gone.

      “Okay, Hawk,” Phoenix yelled over the rumbling engine. “It’s your time to shine, asshole. You said you’d talk. So talk.”

      Hawk leaned up in the back seat and lifted his face from his phone to answer them.

      “It’s Henry.”

      “I knew it,” Callie muttered to herself as Phoenix cursed.

      “Tell me everything.” Phoenix blazed toward the already opening gate, threading the needle with the barreling vehicle. Callie’s breath caught in her throat as the gate zipped by, only inches away from her window.

      “After you were taken, all we had was a damaged video showing you leaving and apologizing to the camera. It could’ve been taken a couple of ways. Unfortunately, Snake was convinced you were apologizing for betraying us. Ever since Yemen, he’s thought you hated him. I think it clouded his judgment and the other guys didn’t know what to think. It didn’t help Jaybird’s opinion when you took off the headset at the inland port over a year ago either—”

      “Which way?” Phoenix interrupted. 

      Hawk looked at his phone. “Cameras say left.”

      Phoenix ripped the wheel left, having slowed enough to avoid losing control. “You know why I took off the headset. The screams—”

      “I know and I never told anyone, like you asked. Even though I hated keeping that shit to myself.”

      “Okay,” Callie interjected. “What does that have to do with Henry?”

      “I went to Henry’s apartment,” Hawk continued, but paused as they all clung for dear life to whatever they could on the winding mountain road. “I wanted to see how he was holding up. He seemed tore up when you went missing, but something felt off. Not only that, I found your phone there—”

      “Callie said my phone was used to let Vlad in.”

      “Yup, and not only that, Henry knew Vlad’s name. We’ve barely talked about him by name, but he remembered it straight away. Not to mention, what he told me about Dean being his FTO.”

      “Fuck,” Phoenix muttered again.

      “I’ve kept it all to myself, biding my time, trying to figure out who he was talking to, his motives, giving him useless information, but withholding the rest. The guy was easy to work once I figured out he wanted to be a part of the team. The fucker thought we’d bring him in just like that. I let him believe it, hoping he’d lead me to you while I kept my enemy closer.”

      “Why didn’t you get the info from him like you did Ascot?” Phoenix countered.

      “It’s all about getting the right information. He was a thread that I thought could lead me to you. I couldn’t cut it without knowing where you were… then the video came.” 

      “What’d he say about that?” Callie asked, trying not to remember why Phoenix had agreed to make the video in the first place. 

      As if he could read her mind, Phoenix broke his grip on the stick shift to squeeze her leg, returning it immediately to shift gears around a steep curve. The Camaro was low to the ground and ran like a dream, but even it had trouble keeping rubber to the road at the breakneck speeds Phoenix was pushing it to.

      “We watched your video the day before yesterday, but not with him. Snake and I decided to leave him out of that part of the meeting. I’d shared with him my reservations a week ago, asking Snake to suss him out with me. Snake was still on the fence about you, but agreed that something was up with Henry. Neither one of us were sure how to approach it, except to keep our enemy closer. From the video, it was clear to all of us that you were under duress. Henry tried to maintain that you were a traitor, but that confirmed everything I’d already suspected about him. After showing the video to him separately, I invited him to a potluck today under the guise of welcoming him to the team—”

      “With the kids there and everything?” Callie asked, horror seeping in at the realization. “Why would you involve them if you knew Henry was bad?”

      Hawk winced. “The kids were never in any danger. If anything went down, my men could take care of it, or they could hide in one of the apartments. I wasn’t planning on outing him at the potluck anyway. It was supposed to be a distraction while we waited for the FBI to come. I called them right after showing Henry the video, but they said they couldn’t give a definitive time to show up on a hunch.” He cursed. “I even told them I had new evidence to show them, but they claimed our mission wasn’t a priority right now. Fucking bureaucrats.” 

      “No kidding.” Callie scoffed. She knew firsthand what the bureau thought about hunches. “Did the rest of the team know about Henry?”

      “I hadn’t shared anything more with them. I knew that Devil and Draco wouldn’t be able to keep a straight face. The guy was already on their bad side for acting like he could replace you, Phoenix. And Jaybird and Snake… those guys are loose cannons when it comes to their women and the kids. Nothing could tip Henry off because I didn’t know how involved he was with the General, and I didn’t want him to warn the guy and potentially do something to you, Phoenix. So I decided to act like nothing was out of the ordinary, only telling Snake to be ready for anything. After convincing the FBI to take Henry in, I planned to get the team to raid General Smithers’s consulting firm based off of whatever intel Henry could give us.”

      “What if the FBI hadn’t taken you seriously?” Callie asked. 

      Hawk shrugged. “If the FBI refused to believe me, then I was going to force Henry to tell us how to get to Phoenix, anyway.” 

      Before the underground, that kind of admission would’ve sent alarm bells clanging in her mind. But that kind of loyalty in Phoenix helped her escape that hell. She couldn’t fault him for risking it all for his teammate. 

      “But then we showed up,” Phoenix finished.

      “Exactly. I had to improvise once you showed up. I was afraid Henry would split if it seemed like I thought you were innocent. So when you went to the bathroom, I told Henry to go check on everyone else. That’s when I told the team to follow my lead and not let Henry out of their sight. They were confused, but that’s why we doubled down and played up your so-called betrayal for Henry until the FBI came.”

      “Did you have to double down so hard that you put me in one of those cells?”

      Hawk sucked his teeth and shook his head. “Brother, I’m sorry. I had no idea how affected you were, or what had happened to you. I never would’ve gone that far if I’d known—”

      “I tried to tell you!”

      Callie turned to see Hawk cringe at Phoenix’s gravelly shout. He’d yelled it over the roar of the Camaro’s engine, and it physically hurt to hear what that place had done to him.

      “I know,” Hawk conceded. “Catching Henry was my mission. It’s always been mission first, then my team.” 

      “That’s some fucked-up thinking, Hawk. It should be the ones you love first.” There was an edge of pity to Phoenix’s voice that made Callie’s chest tighten. Had they had this conversation before?

      Hawk sighed. Callie watched with sympathy as he met Phoenix’s eyes in the rearview mirror. “I think I’m figuring that out… just too late.”

      “And now we’re here,” Callie summed up, twisting to check the road again for Henry.

      “Yup. All that back to now,” Hawk continued. “The team was supposed to be keeping an eye on him, but apparently he gave them the slip when he went to the bathroom. Snake’s new security measures rigged our phones to send alerts whenever the gate opens. Cameras are everywhere now—”

      “In the rooms, too?” Callie yelped.

      “God no,” Hawk answered quickly and Callie’s heart eased back into an appropriate adrenaline level considering they were flying around mountain roads at death-defying speeds. “Shit, I hate even making them keep their doors cracked throughout the day, but it’s the only way to hear anything past the soundproofing. I saw while we were in the meeting that Henry had buzzed out. The rest of the guys are gearing up in case this gets hot. And Agents Kapoor and Perry are…” He turned around. Callie followed his lead, but couldn’t see their car. 

      “Slow as fuck,” Phoenix finished for him.

      “Yeah, apparently,” Hawk groaned. “We have to catch up with him, we need to know what he knows.”

      “Not to mention the fact he deserves a cell right beside Vlad and the General,” Callie muttered, turning away from Hawk to see out the windshield again. She didn’t know the area, but they’d been traveling the winding roads long enough. Henry shouldn’t have been able to get so far.

      “There he is!” Phoenix shouted, pointing to a brown Lincoln. “He’s not in his cruiser?” 

      “I don’t think he wanted the Ashland County Sheriff’s Department knowing he worked so closely with us.” 

      Henry seemed to notice them as well, since the Lincoln picked up speed, zigzagging slightly. Callie could see the traitor glancing over his shoulder every few seconds. 

      She racked the slide, leaned from her window, and took aim at the Lincoln’s tires. The wind blew her hair back as she took aim. Just as her finger brushed the trigger, an old red pickup rolled out of a driveway hidden between the pines. 

      Phoenix cursed as he slammed on the brakes to avoid destroying the elderly man in the driver’s seat. The old man, clearly missing context, gave them a wrinkly smile and lifted his hand from the steering wheel in a wave before pulling all the way out in front of them and into their lane. 

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Callie groaned, pulling the gun back and trying to find Henry around the wide truck bed. “He’s getting away.”

      “Oh ye of little faith.” 

      Adrenaline rushed through her and she slapped her hand on the edge of the seat to gain purchase as Phoenix shifted gears. He looked out his window, trying to see around the truck while they passed him. The engine roared while Phoenix hugged the shoulder of the road, barely missing the guardrails that lined the drop-offs.  

      An SUV approached them from around the bend.

      “Phoenix…” Callie couldn’t help the edge in her voice as he crushed the gas pedal into the floor, the engine growling in response.

      “I’ve got this.” 

      The SUV’s horn blared, but Phoenix continued to speed down the left lane, trying to pass the oblivious old man on their right. 

      “Phoenix, man—” Hawk began, but Phoenix interrupted by flipping a small metal switch on the dash. 

      It clicked and for half a moment, nothing happened. Then the beast roared again, fully unleashed. Callie felt the acceleration force her back into her seat as everything whizzed by in a blur. The SUV’s horn blared as they rushed to collide, and Callie couldn’t close her eyes.

      Like a train wreck. 

      Shut up, brain, oh my god.

      All three of them yelled, matching the car’s rumbling note, and Callie instinctively leaned toward the door as the SUV’s bright headlights promised to be the last thing she ever saw.

      Phoenix whipped the steering wheel at the last second. 

      Tires screeched in protest as they narrowly avoided the old red Ford. The SUV’s horn changed pitch as it raced by Phoenix’s opened window and Callie slapped her hand to her chest, trying to stop her heart from fleeing the scene. A loud whoop exploded beside her, and Phoenix banged his hand against the roof of the car.

      “Fuck yeah, baby! Let’s go! WHOO! That’s what I’m talking about!” 

      Callie glanced at the lunatic beside her, the sheer joy in his expression made her own cheeks rise into a smile, but she couldn't help teasing him. “Yay, you didn’t kill us!”

      Phoenix gave her a playful eye roll, but Hawk interrupted them. “We still haven’t caught up to him. I don’t want us to lose him.”

      “We didn’t lose him,” Phoenix insisted. “He’s in a Lincoln, no match for this ol’ girl and the way I’ve souped her up.”

      Callie held on to her door’s handle while the road’s curves lessened, waiting to see if the next bend would reveal her prey. Finally, the road straightened out into tall pines lining the empty road—empty all but for one other car.

      “There he is!” Callie pointed needlessly, positioning herself to better aim out the window. Phoenix punched the gas and the Camaro’s throaty howl echoed through the trees.

      “If I get you close enough, can you shoot his tires?”

      Callie nodded out of habit before yelling over the wind whipping her hair. “Yes. Give me less than twenty feet. If his tires are old, should take one or two shots max and it’ll flatten them in seconds.”

      Her statement was met with silence and she turned with a frown. “What?”

      Both men shook their heads. One dark gaze thoughtful and impressed, the other, positively sinful. 

      Her frown deepened. “What, Phoenix?”

      “Nothing. It’s just hot that you know that.”

      She rolled her eyes before peeking back at Hawk, whose face had returned to what seemed to be his default “take no shit” setting. 

      “Let’s do this, boys.” 

      The engine roared in the early summer night as Phoenix hit peak speeds trying to catch up with Henry. As he’d predicted, there was no hope for the Lincoln. Phoenix gained speed and Callie lined up the shot, his right rear tire in her sights. When she had the shot, the car suddenly swerved left, forcing a miss as Phoenix had to respond in kind.

      “Damnit.”

      “You gonna let a little defensive maneuverin’ take you down? Thought you never missed, brown eyes!”

      “Shut up,” she grumbled under her breath but used the taunt for what it was meant to be, fuel for perfection.

      Phoenix began to swerve too, matching Henry’s movements and getting closer until Callie could see the treads on the tires. She aimed again, accounting for the movements of both cars.

      And… now!

      She squeezed the trigger and fired, the gunshot a resounding crack through the air in spite of the whipping wind and powerful engine. 

      The tire didn’t pop like they did in movies, she’d have needed a rifle against the treads for that. But when Henry swerved she aimed again, firing a second time into the vulnerable sidewall of the tire.

      That did it. 

      The tire wall gave way, deflating instantly, causing the rim to scrape into the asphalt. Sparks trailed behind the metal before the car fishtailed. Phoenix slammed on the brakes to avoid a collision. Henry’s Lincoln careened off the road, the exposed rim dragging into the soft soil until the car halted outside the fenced tree line.  

      Phoenix steered so closely to Henry’s car, Callie was certain they would clip it. She resisted the urge to duck away as the Camaro skidded to a stop right outside the Lincoln’s driver’s side door, preventing both Callie and Henry from opening their doors. 

      Callie leveled her eyes and gun between Henry’s wide eyes. “Henry Brown. You are under arrest—”

      Henry flung himself out the passenger side and Callie felt the Camaro dip as Phoenix jumped out of the driver’s side window. 

      “Oh no, you fuckin’ don’t.” Phoenix leaped onto the hood of the car, running across it before hopping onto the Lincoln’s hood and closing the distance. Taking the leap in stride, Phoenix sprang off of the edge of the car, crashing Henry into the ground before he could flee. 

      Callie crawled over to the driver’s side door, sliding out after Hawk. 

      By the time she’d circled the vehicles, Phoenix had already pinned Henry, driving his knee into the center of the man’s back. Phoenix’s hand shoved Henry’s face into the dirt. Hawk covered the interaction, gun ready. 

      Callie slowed to a stop before taking a deep breath, steadying herself as the sound of multiple vehicles and a siren echoed from the mountains behind them. 

      “Sounds like the cavalry’s made it,” Hawk declared.

      “Y’all, come on,” Henry tried to bargain in his muffled voice. “Let me go. Phoenix, we’re friends, man, what’re you doin’?”

      “Answer one question for me… friend. Did you know where I was?”

      A damning pause was the only answer he got. Phoenix’s face contorted in anger and hurt before he shook his head. “That’s what I thought. You’re not goin’ anywhere.” He leaned farther forward, driving his knee deeper into Henry’s back and crushing his cheek into the dirt. “Hawk, you don’t happen to have any cuffs on you, do ya?”

      “As a matter of fact, I do.” Hawk tugged a pair of silver handcuffs from his back pocket. “I thought they might come in handy.”

      In the distance, Callie saw both the FBI’s Crown Vic and the Trackhawk carrying the rest of the team. She swallowed and took a step forward before taking the cuffs from Hawk’s outstretched hand.

      She handed Phoenix her gun and pulled Henry’s arm behind him. Phoenix shifted to give her room as she brought Henry’s wrists to the center of his spine and snapped the first cuff into place. She quickly locked the second and double-checked for tightness before huffing out a breath. 

      “Henry Brown. You have the right to remain silent…”
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      The scene bustled with Phoenix’s team, federal agents, and even local officers. The latter had blocked off the road, keeping onlookers from getting anywhere close. Phoenix watched, numb, as his former friend was hauled into the back of a police cruiser. They were going to book him and arraign him by morning. But there was no way he’d get out before trial. Not since the General had already proven that witnesses didn’t stick around. They either became prisoners or wound up dead.

      Phoenix knew which one was worse.

      The thought of the dead bodies he’d left to rot in the underground made Phoenix shake his head and hop from the hood of the Camaro and back to his feet onto the dirt.

      “Where are you going?” Callie asked in a soft voice, her hand now wrapped around his calloused wrist, a sudden comfort on his skin.

      Ever since the other agents had arrived, she’d been all business, filling in blanks with Hawk and writing up reports. He’d always known Callie was gorgeous, but one thing he was finding out very quickly was that Special Agent Callista Castellanos was sexy as hell.

      “I’ve gotta talk to him, Callie. I might not see him again.”

      Callie frowned. “Okay, I’ll make sure the agents and the officers give you a few minutes. Just five, though, okay?”

      He nodded. “Thanks, brown eyes.”

      Her small smile made his chest ache to kiss her, but he knew better than to do that in front of her colleagues. Instead, he squeezed her shoulder and made his way toward Henry. 

      Callie’s hand caught his, stopping him right before daring to give him a quick peck. He barely had time to register what she’d done. By the time he had, she was already heading back to the other law enforcement agents. 

      The tension in his muscles loosened despite the conversation he knew he was about to have. Her touch had always settled him.

      When he saw his former friend cuffed in the back of a cop car, that grin burned away. Every step toward him felt like entering an alternate dimension where everyone he trusted dragged him down to suffer. Except this was real life. And this man might as well have done exactly that.

      Phoenix reached into the cruiser’s open passenger window and rolled down the rear one. Henry seemed to snap from a daze as he whipped his head around to see Phoenix as he leaned inside. 

      “Phoenix,” he huffed. “I… I’m sorry, man.” The man’s eyes brimmed with tears that would have torn at Phoenix’s heart before. Instead, Phoenix found himself comfortably distant.

      The happy facade he’d worn for two years had been brutally ripped off. After going through hell, Phoenix didn’t have it in him to give a fuck anymore about concealing his pain. Being in the underground was his villain origin story. His nightmares didn’t stand a chance against him.

      “You know, I believe you.” Phoenix shook his head. “But just because I believe you, doesn’t mean I forgive you. All I want to know now is why?”

      A breath shuddered from Henry’s chest. “I knew y’all might find out soon once you put all the pieces together. So I ran when I could.”

      “Jesus H. Christ, runnin’ was probably the smartest thing you’ve ever done. You just did it too late. I’m not askin’ why you ran. I’m askin’ why you sided with him.”

      Henry winced. “Dean got to me when I was down. My ma had just died. I’d gotten in trouble for bribery to pay for her bills. We’d been too poor to get her treatment in time.”

      The old Phoenix would have reached out and given the guy a pat on the shoulder, but now he couldn’t bring himself to bridge the gap. Awkward silence filled the air as Henry realized he wasn’t getting any sympathy from him.

      “Anyway, Dean introduced me to the right people—”

      “The right ones? Or the wrong ones?”

      Henry gulped before speaking again. “Wrong. The wrong people. Then I got in too deep. When I met you, I thought I could do both. It got harder the more Hawk invited me in. I’ve always been an outcast, but bein’ a part of a team felt good. It was just… too late for me. And you…” He raised his eyes and met Phoenix’s. “I swear, dude, I had no idea Vlad was gonna take you.”

      Phoenix shrugged. “You didn’t know before. But you knew where I was after. That was your chance for redemption, Henry. But you chose… what? Money, I’m guessin’?”

      Henry nodded, hanging his head again. “I’m sorry, Phoenix.”

      “Me too, man. You could’ve been great…” 

      Henry crumpled into a sob, but Phoenix backed out of the window, reaching into the passenger side door and rolling it back up, all the while trying to ignore the bawling, defeated man in the back seat. 

      As Phoenix walked back toward Callie, he swiped his face, drying off the sweat and a lone tear he hadn’t realized had escaped. A strong hand grabbed his shoulder. Phoenix turned and swung on instinct at the assailant—only to have Snake duck, then parry the second strike.

      “Whoa, reflexes are still sharp, huh?” Snake chuckled dryly before stepping back with his hands raised.

      Phoenix huffed a laugh, but the adrenaline still ran through him. He propped his hands on his hips, trying to relax his posture. “Yeah, gotta say, my hairpin trigger’s only gotten worse lately.”

      “Makes sense.” Snake nodded sympathetically before gesturing toward the woods. “You, uh, you got a second?” 

      Phoenix’s chest tightened as he studied Snake’s uncomfortable body language. They had so much to hash out. “Yeah… I’ve been meanin’ to talk to you, too, actually.”

      He followed Snake to the tree line where they had a modicum of privacy. After an awkward quiet settled between them, Phoenix decided to bite the bullet. “Snake, I’m sor—”

      “I’m sorry.”

      Phoenix jolted back before tilting his head. “What’re you sorry for, dude? I’m the one who’s been a dick to you the past couple years.” 

      Snake laughed. “Yeah, that’s true… But I didn’t do you any favors. The bullshit we pulled today deserves an apology all on its own. I got carried away, but what I’m even more sorry about is I was convinced you were the one who betrayed us.” Snake removed his glasses with one hand and massaged his eyes with the other. “If I’d only gotten my head out of my ass and looked at it with a different lens, I would've known. I should’ve known.” 

      “You know, it’s funny—” Phoenix began, swallowing the pain in the back of his throat. “—well, I mean, it’s not really funny. But I thought you were the one who betrayed us. Or at least—fuck, man. This is hard.” Phoenix took a deep breath and let it out. “It was easy to blame you for Yemen. What happened there was fucked, but I blamed you that my radio stayed open, while everyone else’s headset fizzled out. Everyone’s but Eagle’s. When his fell off during the blast, I could still hear… everything. I-I had to listen to those women dying. And every night since, I’ve been tortured by those same screams. Every intense situation I had a headset on, it was even worse.”

      “Fuck, Phoenix. I’m sorry, but you have to know I didn’t have anything to do with that—”

      Phoenix waved his hand, telling his teammate that he hadn’t finished. He searched the trees, looking up into the pine branches as he unpacked his baggage in front of his friend. 

      “I know. But every day that I tried to fuck and drink my way deaf, I blamed you. Because that was easier than fixing it. Easier than healin’.” He glanced back through the thin branches to Callie as he continued. “I need to get that shit under control now, though. Callie and I… we’ve been through so much together, I think we can get through anything, now.” He returned his gaze to Snake. “But I have to make sure I fix myself, too. People can cut each other with their broken pieces. I want to be whole for us both.” 

      “You will.” Snake’s lips lifted at the corner. “And sometimes you don’t know which piece is missing until you find the right one. Seems like Callie might be the right one for you.”

      Phoenix smiled. “She just might be.”

      A comfortable silence rested between them before Snake cleared his throat. “The General talked about someone betraying us though… it wasn’t either of us. But who was it?” 

      Phoenix grimaced, deciding it was time to share the bomb that’d been dropped on him in the underground. 

      “Eagle.”

      “What?” Snake’s eyes widened before he turned and cupped his hands. “Hawk! Get over here!”

      Hawk looked up from a discussion with Jaybird and Draco before clapping his hand on Jaybird’s shoulder and trotting over. “What’s up?”

      “Listen to this,” Snake replied, jutting his chin toward Phoenix.

      He sighed and locked eyes with Hawk. “Eagle was the one who hung us out to dry in Yemen.” 

      “What?” Hawk’s deep voice had a break in it. “Eagle had something to do with Yemen? Are you sure?”

      Phoenix nodded. “The General all but told me. Vlad confirmed it. According to him, the General figured out Eagle’s weak spot. Vlad said he had two attachments that Eagle had failed to say goodbye to.”

      “Two?” Hawk’s breath escaped him like he’d been punched. “No.”

      Phoenix winced. “Do you know who? There’s only—”

      “And I thought Eagle and I had an agreement to leave her be.” Hawk’s voice deepened and his hands sliced the air with emphasis. “We both chose to go into MF7 and leave our old lives behind. She was supposed to be able to live a normal life without the dangers we brought.” The hand channeling all his emotion rubbed the shadow against his jaw, more affected than Phoenix had ever seen him. “I guess I was wrong… about all of it. Fuck.” 

      “Who is it, Hawk?” Snake asked.

      Hawk shook his head before darting his eyes around for emphasis. “Not here. There are some things federal liaisons don’t need to share.” 

      Phoenix and Snake nodded, although Phoenix burned with questions. Judging by Snake’s expression, the gears were already turning in his head, too.

      “Speaking of which.” Hawk settled his gaze on them both. “We have a raid to prep for. Our former boss needs a visit.”

      Phoenix smirked. “Nothing would make me happier.”

      “Phoenix!” He straightened to peer around Hawk to see Callie beckoning him. 

      Phoenix’s leader tipped his head toward her. “Looks like there’s at least one thing that could make you happier.”

      “Look at that smile.” Snake laughed. “You’ve always been a wiseass, but I don’t think we’ve ever seen this particular grin on you before.”

      Phoenix didn’t deny it as he winked at them. “My lady calls.”

      He pivoted to meet her halfway in the middle of the road.

      “Did Hawk tell you?” she asked, her eyes sparkling with an energy he hadn’t seen in her yet. Phoenix frowned and tilted his head, trying to figure out what she was talking about, but she answered her own question. “About the raid? We’re leaving first thing in the morning. That’ll give us enough time to get the warrants we’ll need. We’re going back into the underground.”

      “You’re goin’ too?” he asked, unable to keep the surprise from coloring his question.

      Callie gave him a pointed look and crossed her arms. “Is that a problem?”

      “Hell no.” He laughed. “I wouldn't want anyone else at my six. I just didn’t realize this would be a joint op.”

      “Oh…” Callie loosened up, all the feminist wind taken out of her sails. “Well, yeah, it’s a joint operation. They’ve also given the clear that we’re allowed to leave the scene. We can rest up before we’re called back into the field.” 

      The idea of getting Callie back in bed flashed through his mind but Callie giggled and swatted his chest, apparently sharing his thoughts. 

      “Actually rest, Phoenix. Not like we failed to do earlier. I need my sleep and so do you. We’ve been nonstop for days. It’s a wonder we didn’t already slip up somewhere.”

      “I can’t promise I’ll be able to behave once I see you in tactical gear.” She raised a brow at him, so he sighed dramatically back at her before pulling her closer by the wrist. “Fine, but after we take down the bastard—” He pressed his lips into her hair to whisper in her ear. “You're mine, brown eyes.”

      She turned and clutched his collar, meeting his eyes with a sincerity that tugged at his soul. “Only if you’re mine, too.” 

      His heart soared, loving the way those deep-brown eyes twinkled with promise and hope.

      “Deal.”
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      “Where the fuck are Phoenix and Callie?” Draco’s voice echoed in the hallway near the weapons room.

      “Shit, Phoenix. We’ve gotta hurry,” Callie hissed in the dark. 

      “You can’t rush pleasure, brown eyes.”

      She rolled her eyes in annoyance before Phoenix found her clit with his thumb, making them roll into the back of her head instead. 

      “Oh my god, yes, Phoenix,” she moaned, not caring anymore if anyone outside the utility closet overheard them.

      “That’s it, baby.” Phoenix kissed her throat as he pumped inside her and swirled his thumb around her clit, sending shock waves of ecstasy up her spine. Her tactical pants hung off of one leg, slapping against the wall with every move. “I told you I wouldn’t be able to keep my hands off of you once I saw you in your gear. I love the uniform and I’m a man of my word.” 

      He curved into her hard, making her feel like she was about to tip over. His punishing grip on her ass cheek promised that he’d never let her fall. She swung her arm blindly into the darkness to catch a shelf. The leverage helped her meet him thrust for thrust, both chasing their orgasms.

      “I love how you keep your promises,” she whispered into his ear, her heart tightening at the truth behind the words.

      Phoenix stopped midstroke and pulled away from her neck. She couldn’t see him, but the air between them took on a weight of its own before he spoke.

      “I love you, Callie.”

      She sucked in a breath. Phoenix wasn’t the type of man to throw that phrase around. 

      Unable to see him, she moved both hands to find his face and held it steady to kiss him. Their tongues and lips melded together as he began to plunge deep, long, and thorough strokes. His thumb on her clit, a gentle caress while his other hand hugged her ass. 

      She pulled away for a breath and whispered against his lips to make her own declaration. “I love you too, Phoenix.”

      His cheeks rose under her fingertips as he smiled against her lips. “Hold on, brown eyes.” 

      Without any further warning, he ramped up speed again. He did it so quickly that she literally did have to hold on to his shoulders, but was still careful not to hurt his back. Her orgasm arrived in full force, skipping the buildup phase and going straight for the crashing waves onto the shore.

      “Phoenix… yes. Oh my god. Yes…”

      He ducked his forehead and cursed into her neck before driving into her one final time, shattering them both. They took a moment to gather their breaths, relishing in the postorgasmic haze. 

      A knock pounded against the closet door, jolting her in Phoenix’s arms. 

      “Time’s up, Phoenix. Get your asses out here.”

      Devil’s deep voice should’ve sparked a flush of embarrassment. But thanks to her release, relief washed over her, replacing the tension that’d been tightening her chest ever since they’d woken up to prepare for the mission.

      “Give us a minute, alright? Jesus,” Phoenix called back. 

      “We gave you plenty of minutes,” Hawk growled back. A giggle warmed in her chest and bubbled out at how exasperated he sounded. 

      “Sounds like someone else needs to get laid,” Phoenix stage-whispered. He groaned against her neck as he pulled out. His breath made her shiver, and another anguished moan escaped her at the new emptiness left in his wake. 

      As soon as he left her, she collected herself, putting her game face back on while Phoenix zipped up and helped her get dressed. By the time they were ready to leave the closet, nothing but peace, satisfaction, and anticipation filled her. 

      “You ready?” she asked, apprehension still tainting her voice. “It’s going to feel good finally taking this monster down.” 

      Phoenix wrapped his hand around the back of her neck before whispering in her ear. “Too bad we won’t be able to give the General the same send-off we gave Dean.” 

      Her core fluttered at the memory of the first time she and Phoenix had actually fucked. Right in front of Dean’s dying body. A thrill pulsed through her veins. 

      “He’d deserve it.” 

      “You’ve got that fucking right. Now let’s go kick some ass, brown eyes.”

      She opened the door and froze at the sight of the hallway full of men. They were intimidating in their all-black tactical gear, not so different from her green government-issued set that Agent Kapoor was able to provide for her overnight. It felt like wearing a favorite coat on the first day of winter, hugging her in a cozy embrace that reminded her of why she’d gone into the FBI in the first place.

      Annie. It’s all for her. 

      And others like her.

      And me too. The small voice of justice reminded her.

      And him. 

      Her eyes rested on the man she loved right before he winked at her.

      Deciding to ride with BlackStone, rather than inside the FBI tactical van, hadn’t been a hard decision. She didn’t trust anyone else at her six. That’s what she’d told Phoenix on their way to the garage. He’d barely let her take another breath before locking them in a utility closet and having his delicious way with her.

      Jaybird, the one who looked perpetually tired thanks to his infant, gave Phoenix a frisky smile. “Hope you guys are wrapping it up, unless you want Katie-Belle to have a friend.” 

      Blistering heat rose in her cheeks, and she resisted the urge to cover them. 

      Thank God for Devil’s rapid tests. She’d thought she was clean. The General had her tested religiously, but she’d wanted to double-check the birth control situation. She’d been shot up and had taken so many different drugs over the past few years that she’d needed that extra certainty. A birth control shot showed up in one of Devil’s tests according to their doctor friend. Phoenix had been amazing through it all, not showing an ounce of the judgment she had to push away herself. 

      She opened her mouth to answer but a blur followed by a grunt made her pause. When Phoenix stepped aside again, Jaybird was bent over, holding his stomach. Phoenix shook out his loosened fist as Devil and Draco snickered in the background. 

      “Super not your fuckin’ business, dude. Whether we are or aren’t, we’re ready for anything.” He winked at her before raising his brow at Jaybird and blowing off his knuckles. “Unlike you, it looks like.”

      “Noted,” Jaybird gritted out and held a thumbs-up. “Not my business.” Phoenix pulled Jaybird up by one of the loops in his vest, helping him stand up straight then stepped back to Callie. 

      The easy way he carried himself, you wouldn’t know that he’d just escaped from hell, or that his shoulder blades were covered in second-degree burns. Devil had dressed and bandaged them, but they still had to hurt. She’d been grateful that no one had questioned his resolve to go on the mission. 

      Hawk cleared his throat and stepped forward, his tactical gear pushing him from his typical commanding presence into a foreboding god of war. 

      “Our objective is the General’s underground hideout. This is a joint operation, so as you can see from Agent Castellanos’s presence, we’ll be joined by the FBI. One thing to remember is that we prefer the General alive.” He gave Callie and Phoenix a pointed look before his stoic face lifted subtly at his lips. “And while that would be ideal for judicial purposes… I’ve made no assurances.”

      “Fuck yes,” Phoenix muttered. A round of nods and grunts of approval passed through the strike team. 

      Callie wanted justice for everyone the General had wronged, but hell, it sure would be nice to know the asshole couldn’t slither out of his cage somehow.

      Officer Brown had already made a deal with Assistant District Attorney Marco Aguilar for partial immunity if he could be moved to an out-of-state maximum-security holding cell to avoid the unfortunate realities of being a police officer in prison. And retaliation from the General.

      He’d promise to sing like a canary, apparently the second witness in the case the DA was building against the trafficking ringleader. Callie was back with the good guys, and they were going to get justice for Annie. 

      She looked at Phoenix and gave him a small smile. The brilliant one he returned gave her butterflies, and she focused back on Hawk before she made another declaration or dragged Phoenix into a closet again.

      “We ready, men—team?”

      Hawk’s correction made Callie grin back and nod. The men shouted their battle cries and excitement thrummed in her veins.

      It’s go time.
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      It was all gone. 

      Officer Felix Santori and his whore had burned down his underground facility while escaping, killing everyone inside in the process.

      “It took years to perfect this operation. But fucking BlackStone is ruining it all in only a manner of months.”

      He banged his fists on his favorite desk—now utterly incinerated—sending up a cloud of ash. By the time the sprinkler system had come on, it was too late to salvage anything. What the fire hadn’t destroyed, the water had soaked through. 

      The scream boiling in his stomach finally erupted. He lashed out at everything in his office, tearing away the burned pieces and throwing them haphazardly.

      After he’d tired himself out, he dragged his eyes back to the frustratingly silent Russian giant in the doorway. Vlad made no sound, no movements during his entire meltdown. Instead, the behemoth stared at him, taking him in, trying to figure him out. 

      Except he had a feeling that Vlad had already taken his measure… and found him wanting. 

      The General swallowed and tried to collect his composure by sweeping his slick, gelled hair back into position. 

      “Are there any left?” he asked, hoping Vlad had good news. 

      “No. Everything is gone. Burned or stolen, I do not know. No one who survived stayed. We have many bodies to answer for. Those men you courted had men, too. They will come looking for their bosses.”

      “Fuck.” The General hung his head, trying to figure out what to do next. He couldn’t look at Vlad anymore. The Russian reeked of judgment, despite his empty stare. “Your men…” The General winced at the slipup. “The men you brought with you…” he clarified. The last thing Vlad needed was a reminder of how many loyal commies were under the General’s employ thanks to the Russian. “You will have them dispose of the bodies. I… I will come up with answers. No one will go to the news about where their employers went, since I have my military ranking to back me. Asking questions of authorities is judicial suicide.”

      “They do not ask your military questions. They have their own laws. They ask questions of you.” 

      The General squinted and went to rub his eyes before realizing he would spread ash into them. “They’re already asking questions? I’ve had no one contact me.” 

      “They do not need to contact you. They contact the one with the answers.” 

      The General scoffed and turned to where his portrait had once hung. Now only an empty safe stared back at him, the picture a pile of wet ash. “And who has the answers, pray tell?”

      “The one who is the boss.”

      The General laughed outright before finally turning around at the absurd statement. “And who the fuck would that… be…”

      Vlad’s dark orbs flickered with emotion and a terrifying, inhuman smile curled his lips.

      “Not you.”
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      “On my count,” Hawk commanded through his headset as he pressed against the wall. His team answered back their confirmation, as did the FBI liaisons they were working with. He waited beside the lobby’s stairwell door, scanning to ensure he was able to give the command. 

      The private security firm owned by General Richard Smithers was a ghost town, dead bodies and all. Whether no one had arrived to work because the General had ordered them to stay home, or whether they knew something was about to go down, Hawk didn’t know. All he knew was that it made their job a hell of a lot easier. 

      His heart thudded as he glanced around, but not a soul peeped back. He swallowed once, clearing his head before entering the lion’s den. 

      “Three,” he breathed into his headset. “Two… one… breach.” 

      The floor rocked beneath them as the breaching charge Draco had set exploded the stairwell’s basement door into metal splinters. Hawk waited for a beat, letting the dust settle, before cracking the intact door beside him to peer inside. No sounds reverberated back to him. 

      It’s go time.

      “Clear,” he reported before immediately setting off. 

      “Downstairs and to the right,” his teammate, Phoenix, offered over the headset as they ran. “We’ll be entering a hallway—a straight shot, no cover—so be ready.”

      Phoenix had briefed the team on the way to their mission, so Hawk already knew what to expect when he got to the basement floor, including Phoenix and Callie’s last kill during their escape. Hawk bent low, ready to fire if necessary as he made his way through the busted door. 

      Other than the dead man lying facedown at the other end of the darkened hallway, no one else was in sight. Still, Hawk’s booted steps were silent in the thick carpet. He clicked on his tactical light hooked to his gun and blinked to adjust his eyesight in the emergency lit corridor. 

      “I thought you said you burned this hellhole into ash,” he commented quietly. 

      “These steel walls must’ve prevented the fire from spreading,” Phoenix whispered behind him, following closely on his heels. “The doors are mechanical, so we’ll need to break them down.”

      They came up to a black door and positioned themselves defensively in case they were met with resistance from the other side. Two of his teammates, Jaybird and Devil, lined up on one side with a battering ram in their hands, and Phoenix and Special Agent Callie Castellanos took the opposite. Their other two teammates, Snake and Draco, were back in the van, coordinating with the FBI after Draco set the explosives. 

      Hawk aimed his weapon at the door, prepared to meet whoever waited for them beyond it. He always took point. This time would be no different. 

      “Now,” he ordered. 

      Jaybird and Devil burst into action, lining the battering ram up and crashing it into the door. It caved inward instantly before collapsing to the ground. Hawk barged into the room, ducking from any potential center of mass shots coming his way. 

      Nearly pitch-black, the room only had a faint haze of red produced by emergency lighting emanating from the back corner. An acrid, familiar stench slammed into his nostrils before he could see inside.  

      Burned flesh.

      He’d smelled it one other time before. That day still gave him nightmares. 

      Apprehension crawled over his skin, but he shined his flashlight over the room anyway… and immediately wished he hadn’t. 

      The source of the foul odor was clear. Charred corpses piled in heaps throughout what used to be the General’s lush playroom. His foot bumped into one of the dead, and he barely resisted the urge to jerk away at the sight of the hill of bodies next to him. It looked like that particular group had tried to flee through the door his team had just forced down. They’d been burned to a crisp, making it easy for the broken door to push them aside, allowing his team to enter. 

      What had once been where the General had entertained clients with victims of sex trafficking, was now full of stinking death and soggy ash. 

      “Looks like the sprinkler system was too late to combat the fire,” Jaybird muttered as he investigated the scene. 

      “Thank fuck, for that,” Phoenix cursed. “Not one of these bastards was innocent.”

      A metal table in the center of the room had warped from the heat. Sharp edges gleamed from on top of the table, and Hawk’s flashlight revealed what looked like a stockpile of medieval weaponry.  

      “That’s what they would’ve used on me,” Callie whispered behind him. “I was just a toy to them. A thing to be broken.” 

      Callie had been a prisoner in the General’s underground bunker for over two years. It was a miracle she’d made it out alive. From what those monsters had apparently planned for her, she almost didn’t. 

      Revulsion and anger coursed through his veins, and he tightened his grip on his gun. 

      “They died the way they deserved, then,” He replied, taking in how they’d seemingly tried to hide underneath each other to escape the fire that consumed their wretched souls. “Like cowards.” 

      “That door in the opposite corner is open,” Devil pointed to the red lighting that Hawk could now see glowed dimly from the hallway. “But these fuckers baked in here. If it’d been open, wouldn’t they have escaped?” 

      “Someone was here,” Phoenix answered. 

      “Or still is,” Hawk countered, still on high alert. “Watch your six. Phoenix, Callie, you come with me. Jaybird, Devil? See if you can find anything useful about the men here, then secure the rest of the bunker.”

      “BlackStone crew, don’t touch anything,” Callie added with authority. “The FBI will need to compile as much evidence as possible for the human trafficking case as a whole.”  

      As liaisons, the FBI had consented to Hawk’s team entering the building first so long as Callie, one of their field operatives, was present. He wanted to think it was because they trusted his team of trained, former MF7 spec ops soldiers. But with all the bureaucracy he’d been dealing with lately as BlackStone’s leader, he was more inclined to believe the feds wanted his team to take the brunt of whatever was thrown at them down there. Whether that was bullets now, or bad press later.

      His team verbally confirmed both his and Callie’s commands. He crossed the room toward the open door, with Callie and Phoenix following closely behind. 

      The hallway was a completely different story than the formerly lavish room behind them. The spartan, steel corridors looked untouched, with only a damp scent of wet concrete from the water sprinklers that’d turned on. Once they fully entered the hallway and found it clear, he hesitated a moment for Callie’s directions. 

      “Right, then a left at the end of the hallway. The General’s office is the first door on the left there.” 

      Following her verbal lead, he turned right, his eyes peeled for anyone coming their way. At the end of the hallway, he could barely make out a lump on the ground. He tensed up, bracing for a fight, but Phoenix whispered behind him. 

      “Dead. We took those two out when we escaped.” 

      Sure enough, his flashlight illuminated two men slumped over each other against the steel walls with blood seeped into the concrete surrounding them. 

      “You guys didn’t pull punches, huh?”

      “Why would we, when they didn’t?” Phoenix grumbled.

      “Touché.” 

      Phoenix and Callie had escaped the underground facility less than twenty-four hours ago. When his team had gotten the all clear to raid the General’s headquarters for his sex trafficking ring, the two former prisoners had jumped at the chance to join. Hawk didn’t blame them. 

      There was a lot of history between his team and General Smithers, the man who’d formed the MF7 unit before attempting to wipe it from existence. The General had kidnapped one of his teammates and had tried to kill them all several times over. The need to make the bastard pay for everything he’d done to Hawk’s men, his brothers, was a burning itch in his veins. Not to mention the countless victims in the trafficking ring. 

      And her.

      No.

      The logical voice in his head—the wise one that sounded just like his old man’s—told him to move on. He couldn’t think about her now. It was hard, considering he had to work alongside Callie, who looked eerily similar to her, but he had to let it go. 

      What was done, was done. Nearly a decade ago, he’d made all the wrong decisions. Now he had to live with them. Besides, she was better off without him. 

      But is she?

      Everything that’d come to light in the past forty-eight hours whispered over that voice of reason, growing louder as it guilted him into trying harder to find her. A few months back, he’d realized that she was somehow still caught up in all this. He’d thought she was safe from the General. When he’d left her all those years ago, he’d never looked back, believing that he and his best friend were making the right choice to both protect her and save the world. But now he questioned everything. 

      Later. Figure this shit out later. Not right now.

      As he rounded the corner, more bodies clogged the hallway, lit up by the bright fluorescent lighting in the open office. 

      Hawk’s heart stalled in his chest, and his feet did the same, pausing to get his bearings. He couldn’t peer inside, and after everything they’d seen, there was no indication that someone would be in the room. But he needed to be certain before he led his teammate into danger.  

      He stepped carefully and silently around each dead man, trying to hold his breath. The cold basement air had slowed decomposition, but the aftermath of death was already beginning to ripen in the air with the odors of blood and decay.

      Finally, after painstaking steps, he stopped and pressed his back against the wall beside the office’s door jamb. Not taking his eyes off the opening next to him, he held up his hand to signal Phoenix to wait. 

      Hawk took a deep breath before rolling around the door jamb to see who was inside and was met with—

      No one. 

      The General’s office was completely empty. Ransacked, burned, and wet, but empty. 

      “Clear,” he muttered low. 

      They entered behind him and Callie cursed. “Shit, this place is a mess.”

      “It looks like someone was here, though. After us, I mean.” Phoenix pointed to a mound of charred items next to the desk, and sweeping marks over the wood on top, as if the items had been swept off. “We didn’t do that. And then these…” He indicated the floor, where two distinct sets of footprints mingled in the ash. “From these prints, it looks like there might’ve been a struggle. Maybe someone was even dragged away?” 

      Hawk nodded in agreement. “Looks like it. We saw no sign of anyone else on our way here. If Jaybird and Devil see someone, they’ll let us know. Let’s investigate here while we can. There might be something salvageable or clues to tell us where the General is and what happened after you two escaped.”

      “Phoenix and I tried to grab everything we thought looked important. Documents, flash drives—”

      “—Polaroids of victims with names and dates on the back,” Phoenix spat out, obviously disgusted. 

      Static clicked in his ear before Devil grumbled over the headset, “Hey, boss.” 

      Hawk resisted rolling his eyes. He hated being called that, but someone had referred to him as such the day before, and now he knew Devil wouldn’t let him live it down.

      “Hawk, here. What’d you find?”

      “Not much since we can’t touch anything. Jaybird and I heard where you guys went over the comms and searched the opposite direction. It looks like everyone’s either gone, dead, or ash.”

      “Understood. Keep your guard up, just in case. We’re in the General’s office but we’ll be giving the all clear to the feds soon so they can take their evidence and bodies into custody.”

      “Copy. Devil, over and out.”  

      “Let’s just check everywhere we can. I don’t want to miss anything.” At this point, Hawk trusted the feds as far as he could throw them, but he couldn’t tell Phoenix that with Callie present. He wanted his team to get eyes on everything before the government took over and decided to kick them out of the investigation. It wouldn’t be the first time his team had been so royally screwed over. 

      He, Phoenix, and Callie fanned out, checking through various items. Most everything had been incinerated, including the ostentatious desk that filled a third of the office. A window took up one wall, and Hawk walked over to peer into the darkened room. 

      “That’s where I was tortured,” Phoenix explained with false cheer. “Nice decor, huh? I really like what they did with the place.” 

      Hawk huffed a dry laugh. He and his teammates were well-versed in gallows humor, but Phoenix had perfected it in this hellhole.

      He walked behind the desk, noticing a hole up high in the wall with a wide open door. A safe. “You get everything from there?” he asked, moving to stand underneath it. 

      Phoenix shrugged. “I think I did, but it was so high up it was hard for me to see inside. Want a boost to double-check?”

      Hawk shook his head. “Nah, I got it.” He tested the broken wood and metal that’d burned into a sturdy lump underneath the safe. Making sure it wouldn’t break, he jumped from the ground. Catching the lip of the safe, he pulled himself up and balanced on the pile beneath him. 

      “Show off,” Phoenix muttered.

      Emptiness stared back at Hawk from inside the four metal walls, until he realized the steel bottom was covered by a piece of paper. He swiped it before hopping back to the ground. 

      “What’d you find?” Phoenix huddled to Hawk’s side. “Ooooh, a plain sheet of paper. Fancy.”

      Callie snorted as she stood on Hawk’s other side. “The General wasn’t much for tech. I wouldn’t be surprised if he had the secret codes to atomic bombs just lying around on parchment.” 

      “Doesn’t seem like you’re too far off…” Hawk examined the string of numbers scrawled on the piece of paper directly above a date. “These look like coordinates from… less than a week ago?” He turned the sheet over. 

      His heart stopped.

      His breath ached in his chest.

      His fingers trembled on the paper, until Callie stilled it with her own hands. 

      “She looks like… me?” she gasped. It was a close-up picture of a woman who—but for her obviously dyed blonde hair—indeed looked just like Callie. The beautiful woman’s warm olive skin glowed under the sun as she laughed outside a café with someone not pictured. Her brilliant smile, the one she only gave him, made his heart beat again, just like it did all those years ago. 

      “No, that’s not you. It’s—” Phoenix sucked in a breath and shook his head. “Fuck. Hawk is that—”

      “Yeah… it’s Hannah.” Hawk swallowed, his mouth suddenly dry with panic over what this could mean. “He found her.”
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        A Second Chance Romantic Suspense

      

      Jason

      I’m not letting her go after this. 

      I left the love of my life when she needed me most. I thought I was saving the world, but instead I lost everything. 

      Now I need her.  

      My sister is missing and I'm suspect #1. Without Jules as my defense attorney, I would be locked in a cell instead of trying to save my sister. Once I find Ellie, I’m never letting either of them out of my sight.  

      There’s no way I’m making that mistake again.  

      Jules

      He’s just like every other client.  

      The man I thought was the love of my life, ghosted me when I needed him most. I’d like to say he was the one that got away. But no. He’s the bullet I dodged.   

      Now he needs me.  

      His sister is missing and he’s being charged with her kidnapping. He thinks we can mend what he broke. But I can’t trust him.

      There’s no way I’m making that mistake again.

      Read Escaping Conviction (Conviction Series Book One) on Amazon or FREE on Kindle Unlimited!
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      Devil

      They call me Devil. 

      But I'm haunted by the deaths I've caused. 

      That's why I've hidden who I am. 

      A failure.

      I control everything or I fight to block it out. 

      If I don't care, I don't lose. 

      But my defenses don't work on Ellie. 

      I saved her once. Now she's learning to save herself. 

      If only teaching her how didn't test my control. 

      She's my friend's sister. 

      Warm. Light. Innocent. 

      That's what I need to remember. 

      All I want is to fuel my angel's desire. 

      Ellie

      He calls me angel. 

      But I'm no one's saving grace. 

      I hate what I am. 

      A victim. 

      I lost so much before Devil found me. 

      And I'm afraid of losing what's left. 

      But fear made me a coward. 

      He saved me then. Now he's teaching me to save myself. 

      If only he didn't make me lose control. 

      He's my brother's friend. 

      Cold. Dark. Forbidden.

      That's what he wants me to think. 

      All I want is to feel Devil's burn. 

      Read Fighting Conviction (Conviction Series Book Two) on Amazon or FREE on Kindle Unlimited!
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        A Small Town, Protective Hero Romantic Suspense

      

      Snake 

      The enemy is two steps ahead. 

      Every time we think we have answers, 

      We're left with only more questions. 

      I've made mistakes, 

      Hunted the wrong villains, 

      And now innocents are paying the price. 

      Naomi's found herself in the middle of it all. 

      She can't know how broken I am, 

      The rage that I keep buried inside, 

      Or that my past has become her nightmare. 

      Naomi fears she's a damsel trapped by her villain, 

      But she's my queen. 

      And it's time she breaks free. 

      Naomi 

      The villain has me trapped. 

      Every time I think I can escape, 

      The chains strengthen and my hope fades. 

      I've made mistakes, 

      Trusted the wrong man, 

      And now I'm paying the price. 

      Snake wants me to run away from it all.

      He doesn't know how caged I am, 

      The fears that keep me frozen in place. 

      Or that my dream has become my nightmare. 

      Snake worries he's a monster ruined by his past, 

      But he's my knight. 

      And it's time I break free.

      Read Breaking Conviction (Conviction Series Book Three) on Amazon or FREE on Kindle Unlimited!
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        A Forced Proximity Romantic Suspense

      

      DRACO

      I dreamt of her purple hair

      And the pain on her face when I failed her.

      One night was all we had,

      Then they stole her from me.

      When I woke up, all her color was gone.

      A lot can happen in a year.

      She saved herself the day I almost died.

      Now her kidnappers aren't the only evil in town.

      We're going to find answers. Together.

      Even though she's keeping secrets from me.

      I want all of her. Everything.

      But she can't even look me in the eye

      Before she breaks my heart.

      NORA

      His quiet soul sees right through me

      Even the pain I hide behind my smile.

      I only knew him for one night,

      Then he sacrificed himself for me.

      Now he's awake and won't let me hide.

      A lot has happened this past year.

      I lost myself the day I thought he died.

      Now there's much more at stake.

      I've lived my life behind a mirror

      Playing the character others want to see.

      He wants all of me. Everything.

      But what will be left of me

      After he breaks my heart?

      Read Healing Conviction (Conviction Series Book Four) on Amazon or FREE on Kindle Unlimited!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

          

        

      

    

    
      Hi! If you’re new here, this is the part where I ramble on and say thanks a million times and it’s still not enough! You obviously don’t have to read this, but you can if you want to! Hell, you might even be in it. But the tl;dr version is: if I know you, I am thankful for you, more than you’ll ever know. 

      First, and almost foremost (sorry, the hubs is always my #1), thank you READERS! The dream makers, the spicybooktokers, and the Boss Ass Bitches! I know your time is precious, so to have you spend it on something I wrote is a true damn honor. Let me just tell you that you make an author’s world go ‘round. Hanging out with y’all is why I do this and I love hearing from readers: good, bad, or ugly, although admittedly I’m always fingers-crossed for good and the bad and ugly make me a sad panda, but it’s fine. I’ll still love hearing from you and getting to know you! You beautiful words of affirmation people who reach out to me to tell me pretty things: You rock my world with your encouragement and I’m truly so surprised every single time someone says something nice about my words. I wouldn’t be able to pursue this dream without y’all so thanks for making my dreams come true! 

      To Marisa at Cover Me Darling: Thank you so much for putting up with me and the hubs! I know I say this every time, but this might legit be my favorite cover. I can’t wait to see what you do with the next one!

      Many thanks to Ellie McLove, my editor at My Brother’s Editor, and Rosa Sharon, the Fairy Proof Mother: Y’all are the freaking best and I’m so thankful to keep working with MBE. Thank you for working around my crazy schedule. I know I promise I’ll be better every time, and I know I lied last time, but I really, really promise I’ll be better next time! 

      To AC’s alpha and beta readers: 

      A.V., Kristen, Carrie, Ashleigh, Sierra, Whitney, Randi, Janet, Melissa, and Sara L.

      You put up with my last minute BS and I can’t thank you enough!! I’m so thankful that y’all have been on this wild ride with me! 

      A.V.!!! Avie, Avie, Avie you are magnificent. Thank you so much for reading on my crazy schedule and always providing amazing feedback. We started this journey together and I’ve loved growing with you! As always, I agreed with every comment and I’m so grateful to you for helping me become a better writer, but I’m most thankful for our friendship. 

      Thank you betas for telling me pretty things. I love you all and I’m so appreciative of my friendships we’ve developed. 

      Kristen and Whitney, y’all probably think this is all real sappy and that’s okay. Your sassy feedback and messages make my day and I’m so happy we’re frandsssss!! I told you I’d deliver on the darkness in this one and I’m so glad you approved!

      Ashleigh, what a hype queen! I love your perspective and your encouragement really came at a time when I needed it most! 

      Carrie and Sierra, I’ve always been so thankful for your constant support. I’m so excited for what’s to come next for y’all, too! 

      Sara L., you and I’ve been through it since the beginning, too! I absolutely love that I can get through the book and make it prettier by the time you get it because your feedback is *everything*. I’m so glad we’re friends and that you’re okay with me hermiting away in my writing cave half the time. 

      Janet, Randi, Melissa, You guys rock. Thank you so much for taking the time to read and provide awesome feedback, even on such a stupidly tight schedule. I’m sorry I suck at emails and springing shit on you at the last minute. The fact that y’all put up with me at all is a testament to how amazing you guys are. Thank you so much for sticking with me.

      Moral of the story: I’ve made some great friends with all of you and that means everything. 

      To my TikTok author friends: Many of you have been encouraging as hell and also hilariously fun to get to know. Booktok is my people and I’m so glad I joined and met all you other thirsty bitches. This has been such an incredible journey and I am so very grateful to call y’all my friends! I can’t wait to hang with y’all in NOLA!!!

      To Kayleigh, aka USA TODAY BEST SELLING AUTHOR: Whoa. I can’t believe this book and CL are actually done and I can’t believe we pulled off all our crazy schemes. I’m so excited for Colorado and hanging out and plotting all the books. Also, thank you for knowing when and when not to tell me pretty things. P.S. I’m still on board with the guest bedroom thing, and I can’t wait to plot to Valhalla and back. 

      To my OG BABs/Dinner Divas: Katie, Sydni, and Liz: CHADCUTERIE IS THE BEST CARCOOCHIE. As always, please never stop hanging out with me even though I disappear and thank you for having a sweatpants and pajamas dress code. Also great idea on Spaghetti Westurn. Who could’ve known they would need reservations?? Anyways, y’all are seriously ride or dies and I’m so grateful for you. 

      Thank you, Katie, my bestie who makes me laugh no matter what and deals with me sending randomly sporadic TikToks. 

      Thank you, Sydni, my bestie who is ENGAGED!!! So excited for you and I’m super pumped about all the celebrations!!

      Thank you, Liz, my bestie who is adding a WONDERFUL new addition to her sweet family!!! I can’t believe our little group is growing! S/he is going to be the so loved and one cool AF baby!

      To my wonderful family, my momma, sisters, BIL, and precious baby angel face niece: you finally know and what an incredible Christmas present that was! I was nervous to tell y’all my career shift, but I never should’ve been! Your support means everything and it feels so great to be able to do something as simple as chat about my day with y’all! I think that’s my last surprise for now… we’ll see haha! Y’all know I like to make moves in silence. 

      To Maria: I firmly believe that when everyone is born we should be assigned a therapist and I’m so grateful I lost my mind at the perfect time that I got to have you as mine. I’m so grateful I could up my meetings during this book to every week/two weeks. I desperately needed them. 

      To Athena, you crazy bitch. The next one’s going to be about you.

      And finally, to the hubs: WE DID IT. I can honestly and sincerely say that THIS BOOK could not have happened without you. You made writing two books at one time bearable. Writing one book is going to be a dang dream. You are my “Mighty Alpha,” first reader, last reader, all the readers in between, business partner, co-owner, manager, TikTok approver, cliff jump pusher/catcher, favorite encourager, IRL book boyfriend, best friend forever, and the love of my life. Thank you for reading this book MANY times, helping me delete all the instances of “fuck” and highlighting all the other words I needed to cut, and for being open minded about what the future will hold. I’m super excited for movie dates, and snow date date days. When you tell me pretty things, I listen, I swear. It fills me up and gives me the courage to do all the scary things in this writing world. Walking and plotting with you are two of my favorite things and quite literally keep me sane. As always, I am so incredibly thankful for you believing in me 100% and taking hugenormous leaps of faith with me. You’ve saved my life and you’ve changed it for the better. I wouldn’t want to spend a moment of it without you and I’m totally still gonna convince you to get an RV someday, just not that bougie white marble one.  Thank you for making every day an HEA. 

      Love, 
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      Greer Rivers is a former crime fighter in a suit, but now happily leaves that to her characters! A born and raised Carolinian, Greer says “y’all,” the occasional “bless your heart” (when necessary), and feels comfortable using legal jargon in everyday life. 

      She lives in the mountains with her husband/critique partner/irl book boyfriend and their three fur babies. She’s a sucker for reality TV, New Girl, and scary movies in the daytime. Greer admits she’s a messy eater, ruiner of shirts, and does NOT share food or wine. 

      Greer adores strong, sassy heroines and steamy second chances. She hopes to give readers an escape from the craziness of life and a safe place to feel too much. She’d LOVE to hear from you anytime! Except the morning. She hates mornings.
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