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      I almost didn’t finish this on on time, and there are some very good reasons for that.

      A LOT of people distracting me.

      This one is for everyone who provided distractions when I did and didn’t need them.

      Veronica, for emails asking me about future series and marketing when I was supposed to be writing.

      The Yama chat—Ashley, Ashley Marie, Holly, Lily, Katie, Alex, Morgan, Jem, Joey, and Yama. I love you bitches.

      Designated frenemy to the people, Jacky, who did more distracting than someone who doesn’t like me should be able to do.

      Lori, who I should really only talk to when I have free hours. Annie, who says things like ‘you’ve done more with less time.’

      And Chris, who always manages to show up when I can’t afford distraction.
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      If you’ve ready any of my books, you know I tend to tread on the lighter side of dark. My characters like to be spicy and funny, and I’ve never felt I needed to include any warnings.

      This book is different. In the following pages you’ll find murder, child abuse (off page), non-con touching (on page), torture (on page), human trafficking (on page), and general skullduggery. This book might not be for everyone, so please consider your own needs before reading.
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      Hey chat, I can’t believe we’re here. Salvation is done, and that means Brooks and Lucien are finishing their part of the story. I mean, they’ll obviously be in the rest of the books in this series, but not as main characters.

      My time in Brooks’ POV is finished.

      If you’ve been following along since the first Rossi book, you know what a love affair I’ve had with this character. She started as a sort of throwaway, very flippant girl in Obsession, and I actually didn’t put much thought into her. I didn’t think she’d be important at all.

      Then Romeo happened. And then Hero. And then Target. And before I knew it, this girl who was supposed to just be a background character was getting harder to control. She was becoming the girl who had whatever I needed, whether that was a gun, a motorcycle, or medical experience no one knew about. I found it more and more difficult to write a scene without her, and she was the driving force behind a group of characters who always showed up for each other, no matter what.

      I decided halfway through the Rossi series that she needed a series of her own, and then gave her the hero’s role at the end of that series, to prep for Boudreaux.

      And then I had to cope with making her a main character. I think most authors will tell you that characters don’t always transition as easily as you expect them to. Some characters are so good as secondary characters—practically jump off the page at you—but then don’t have enough depth to be mains. They refuse to cooperate. And for a good two weeks when I started Pursuit, I was afraid that was going to be Brooks. I just couldn’t get that sass. She didn’t have the pizazz or the strength I thought she’d have.

      But then I found my stride and started listening to what she WANTED to do, and man, did her story bloom. She’s become my favorite character to write, and the one and only character I feel I know like the back of my hand. I can predict what she’ll do without thinking about it, now, though she always manages to catch me by surprise with her methods.

      A girl with bad ideas, indeed. And a heart that insists on playing the hero, even when we’re all screaming at her to just let Lucien do his job.

      I’m heartbroken that this part of the journey is over.

      And yet… if I know Brooks, she’s going to refuse to keep quiet.

      If I know Brooks, I’ll THINK I’m switching to other characters, only to find that she has other ideas. And if that’s true, I’m not going to tell her no.

      I mean, do I really have a choice?

      Regardless, welcome to the conclusion of Brooks and Lucien’s story—at least sort of. I’ve had so much fun getting this one on the page, and I hope you love it as much as I do! There are some big sneak peeks and some exciting new characters, and it all leads into Escape, where we actually go back to the start of Pursuit… and begin again.

      That’ll make sense when you read Escape. I promise.

      Thank you all so much for coming on this journey with me. Brooks will always be the girl I wish I was brave enough to be, and I’d like to think she’ll be walking along with me for the rest of my life, whispering bad ideas in my head and giving me advice on guns.

      And yes, I realize how creepy that is. But I don’t care.

      -Q

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          Lucien

        

      

    

    
      Fifteen Years Ago

      

      By the time I get to the house, I’m so angry I could kill someone.

      Actually, that’s not a bad idea.

      Considering whose house I’m at, murder might be the only option available to me. And I’d be lying if I said it didn’t hold a certain... allure.

      After all, I’ve hated Dominick Landry my entire life, and being sent to his house on some bullshit errand by my father hasn’t made me like him any more. I don’t even understand why I’m here. Give him a message, my father said. Make sure he understands. Don’t leave until he’s given you some sort of reply.

      What the actual fuck does any of that mean, and why the actual fuck did I have to be the one to come down here? This isn’t our side of town, and Landry isn’t our ally. From everything I’ve heard, he’s the fucking devil himself, and I know for a fact that my father hates him with the strength of one thousand suns.

      Of course that doesn’t mean much when it comes to Dear Old Dad. I could probably say the same thing about myself–that he hates me with everything he has in him–and I’m his fucking son.

      I climb the steps to the door slowly, reminding myself to breathe, and look up and over the place. Gothic, just like so many of the mansions in New Orleans, but this one isn’t attractive like most of the city. Other buildings drip with history and a sort of shabby, rundown splendor. Everything looks like it was beautiful once, and could be again if someone just put enough love into it.

      This house looks like someone reached in, ripped out whatever soul it might have had, and replaced it with an essence of evil that no house deserves.

      Not that houses deserve anything, as they’re inanimate. Hell, now that I think about it, they don’t even have souls.

      Devils, I’m only seventeen and I’m already jaded.

      I let my eyes wander to the left and then the right, trying to get a better feel for the place, and start to realize that something’s wrong. The place is gothic and dark, no doubt about that, and made up of stone that looks like it never had any color to it at all. Sweeping lawns surround the place, and in the distance, a wall rings the property. I had to break through the gate in that wall, and did some major damage to the lock on said gate.

      I won’t be apologizing.

      If my father wanted me to come in here, he should have sent a fucking key.

      If Dom was expecting visitors, he should have left the stupid gate open.

      I narrow my eyes at the thought and reach into my pocket for the pack of cigarettes I shoved in there earlier. Pulling it out, I practice the trick I learned last month and pull a cigarette out of the packet using only one hand. This at least brings a grin to my face, and by the time I light the thing and slide it between my lips, I’m smiling outright.

      And fingering the knife I also keep in my pocket.

      I don’t know why I’m here or what my father is playing at–he has actual soldiers for this sort of thing–but if he thinks this mission is going to go off without a hitch, he has another thing coming.

      He should never have sent the wildest card in his deck to the house of the man I know mistreats my new pet.

      I let my eyes travel over the house once again, and then the driveway. Then the lawns, and back to the driveway again. At that point, my eyes catch on something and I turn in that direction. Because it’s the middle of the night at the Landry mansion and there’s absolutely no one around. No guards. No soldiers.

      No Dominick Landry.

      But there’s a line of ten or so dark vans at the end of the driveway, nestled up against the house itself like they’re fucking spooning. And that doesn’t feel right. What the hell is Dom doing with so many vans sitting in his driveway? The only people who live here are Dom, his daughter, and his son, plus one cousin who moved in for reasons I don’t remember. One man and three kids.

      They don’t need ten vans to themselves, and his men don’t sleep in the main house.

      Look, don’t judge me. Like I said, Dom isn’t our ally. My father considers him an enemy, which means the Boudreaux spies have been watching the Landry mansion for years. We know more about them than we should, and that includes where Dom’s soldiers sleep.

      And whether we could get to him in the middle of the night if we wanted to.

      That brings me back to my midnight visit and I face the door again, my hackles up and my hands suddenly twitchy. Why the fuck is it so quiet around here? Where are the guards who should be stationed at the gate and around the wall, and why are all the lights out in the house?

      Is this a trap?

      Did my father send me to spring it before his soldiers come in?

      “Shit,” I breathe, blowing a lungful of smoke against the door in front of me.

      I know what you’re thinking: There’s no way a father would use his seventeen-year-old son as bait. No dad would send his kid walking into a situation to spring a trap, just so his soldiers could do whatever it was they were supposed to do. And normally you would be right. No normal dad would do any of that.

      But as I said, Gem Boudreaux doesn’t like me all that much.

      And if I was him, I might think that a seventeen-year-old kid who’d recently become friends with the Landry girl was exactly the right person to spring such a trap. After all, I have a good reason for being here.

      In theory, I could be here to see Brooks Landry.

      “Fuck,” I mutter, and this time I put a lot more heat behind the word.

      Because that makes more sense than I like, and I should have seen it before I was standing in front of Dominick Landry’s fucking door. Already on his property.

      Inside walls that will make it nearly difficult to escape quickly, regardless of the sport bike sitting in the driveway waiting for me.

      I slip my hand around to my back and caress the pistol I keep in my holster there, then let my fingers travel into my pocket for the butterfly knife. At least I didn’t get here unarmed.

      I just need to work on figuring out my father’s plans more quickly. Especially if he’s starting to think I need to take a bigger role in the family business.

      Nothing to be done about it now. I’m here, and I know this place is covered in cameras. Someone inside this house already knows I’m here, standing on the doorstep like a nervous suitor afraid to knock on the door and see the girl he’s been dreaming of.

      The damage is done. No going back.

      I paste a sly grin on my face, stiffen my back, and raise my hand to knock on the door.
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        * * *

      

      The moment the door opens, I know something is wrong. The man at the door isn’t the butler–who I’ve never seen but know exists–but instead a man wearing all black fatigues and a mask around the bottom half of his face. He’s taller than me by a foot at least, even though I’m tall for my age, and has sunglasses on.

      In the house.

      In the middle of the night.

      He also has a high-capacity automatic rifle strapped across his chest, complete with a scope and a silencer attached.

      This man isn’t meant to be in a fucking house. He belongs on a battlefield, or at the very least out in the yard, looking out for invaders like me. I don’t even think he’s one of Dom’s regular guys. I’ve never seen his soldiers in anything other than sharp black fits, their hair combed and their loafers perfectly shiny. They’re deadly, no doubt about that, but they always look good doing it.

      This guy looks like he just got back from slicing a body from hip to sternum and pulling out the organs to sell them on the black market.

      The thought should bring me pause or at least counsel caution, but I’ve never been one to obey those sorts of rules.

      “I wear my sunglasses at night,” I murmur, giving him my most sarcastic look. “Bold of you to have them on in the house, though. Hard to see the bad guys if you’re already impeding your vision, isn’t it?”

      I don’t wait for him to answer, but push right past and into the foyer before he can say anything. “I’m here to see Dom.”

      “He’s busy,” the man snaps, stepping around me and putting his massive bulk between me and the rest of the house. “And who the fuck are you to come in here asking for him?”

      I look up at the guy, anger growing in my belly at being spoken to like this. This asshole might look like a serial killer but he’s obviously nothing more than a soldier, here to do a job.

      And I’m the fucking Boudreaux heir.

      He shouldn’t even be looking me in the fucking eye.

      “Lucien Boudreaux,” I tell him, letting my voice fill with ice. “Heir to the Boudreaux family and all that comes with it. So I’d suggest you remember your place when you’re speaking to me. I’m here to see Dominick Landry, and I have important business with him. I don’t give a fuck if he’s busy. He can put it on pause and give me the five minutes he owes my father.”

      The man looks like he’s going to argue and I stretch up to my full height, wishing like hell I’d worn something more impressive than jeans and a t-shirt.

      Though I didn’t exactly think I’d be coming in here to have a dick-measuring contest with some jacked-up Rambo.

      After a moment of trying to kill me with his eyes, though, the guy finally backs down and deflates. “This way,” he says gruffly.

      Like he’s doing me some sort of favor.

      He turns and walks toward the staircase and I follow, my fingers itching to grab my butterfly knife, flip it open, and bury it right between his shoulder blades. I don’t inhabit my father’s world very often, but when I come to the dark side I know exactly who I am and how to handle myself–and I never allow disrespect.

      Especially from some two-bit soldier in Dom Landry’s house.

      I manage to contain myself, though, and by the time we get to a closed door just past the stairs, I have my temper under control and am rehearsing the lines my father gave me. Get Dom alone and give him the message, he said. Make sure he understand, and get a response from him. Whatever the fuck that means.

      Honestly, at this point I just want to give him the message and get the hell out of here. The whole house is dark and quiet as the grave, and it’s got my instincts screaming that something bad is happening. Something I don’t necessarily want to know about.

      Then I hear a scream from behind the door we’re facing.

      I don’t wait for the man to get out of the way. I shove him with all the strength in my body, sending him to the floor, and yank the door open. It’s dark inside as well–pitch black in the corners–but there’s a fire in the fireplace and enough light for me to see the hulking shadow of a large desk, complete with two chairs in front of it and a bookcase behind. I see the shadow of a man leaning over something, and when he jerks to the side at my sudden entrance, I see something else.

      Brooks Landry on the floor, her head covered by her arms and her tiny frame trying to make itself as small as possible. When she looks up, shocked at the incursion, her white-blonde hair is plastered to the side of her face by her tears and her eyes are wide and terrified.

      There’s blood on her lip and a bruise is already developing around one eye.

      Someone hit her.

      If I thought I was angry before, I had no idea what anger felt like. My body lights up like I’ve been plugged into an electric socket, the heat rushing through my veins from the inside out until I feel like I might actually be glowing. Every nerve in my body is screaming with fury, and I’m moving for her before I can stop myself. Because I’ve known Brooks for only a couple months now, but the moment I laid eyes on her, I saw her for what she was. A dragon in a girl’s frame. A warrior. A rebel.

      And I girl I would spend the rest of my life defending, if she’d let me.

      I shoot toward her, my brain focused on only one thing: Get Brooks and get her the hell out of here. I don’t know what’s going on–why the house is so fucking dark and quiet or what she’s doing on the floor of her father’s study, bruised and broken–but it doesn’t matter. I know my job.

      I know my fucking job.

      Before I can reach her, though, the shadow man steps into my path and I run right into him. When I bounce back and look up, the light of the flames dances across his face, and I see Dom Landry himself glaring back at me, looking like he wants to murder me where I stand.

      “The Boudreaux brat,” he hisses. “What the fuck are you doing in my house? I’d heard you were sniffing after my daughter, but I didn’t realize we’d reached the point of you making house visits. Or maybe you only visit her when you think I’m not looking.”

      Oh my God I am going to murder someone tonight. I was just joking about that before, but now I realize that I was actually right.

      Fuck, maybe I’ve turned psychic. I should start a side gig.

      But first, the important things.

      I snatch my Glock out of its holster and bring the nose right to Dom’s forehead.

      “Fuck you,” I say, my voice low and controlled. “I’ve never been here to visit your daughter, but I do consider her a friend. So I’m a little bit concerned at what I’m seeing right now.”

      His lips pull back in a snarl, but he doesn’t back down. “That’s none of your fucking business, boy.”

      I click the safety off, my blood singing at the sound of it. “And yet I think it is. I’m here with a message from my father, Landry. I’m going to deliver it, and then I’m going to get that girl out of here. Or you’re going to find your brain splattered across that pretty desk back there. Actually, I guess you won’t see that part. Because you’ll already be dead.”

      I watch his eyes, wondering if he’s going to fucking back off now. Because he doesn’t know me–not well–but I’m sure he’s heard the rumors. He’s got to know that I’m a wild card my father can barely control. That I already run the younger crowd in the city, and that I’m on my way to having a solid crew of my own, regardless of what my father has to say about it. If Dom is half as smart as his daughter, he knows I killed one of his soldiers last week when he got in my way.

      And he should guess that I won’t hesitate to pull the trigger right now if he doesn’t give me what I want.

      But there’s no harm in confirming that for him.”For the record, my father doesn’t like you. He’s not going to complain if I decide to kill you rather than delivering his message.”

      A split second passes where I think he might actually try to fight me. He’s older, but he’s still fit, and I might have my hands full if he tries. After a moment of hesitation, though, he relaxes slightly and blows out a breath.

      Good.

      “Give me the message,” he snaps.

      “My father says he sees you,” I reply quietly. “He says he sees what you’re doing, and he doesn’t appreciate it.”

      I don’t know what it means. They’re just words to me. But they must resonate with Dom because his eyes slide suddenly to the door, and when they come back to me there’s something new in them. Alarm. Fear.

      Realization.

      “I see you hear me loud and clear. He wants a response. I’m guessing you know what sort of response he wants.”

      Because I don’t. I don’t have one clue what any of this means or what my father wants to hear back from Dom. All I know is that the faster I get through this, the faster I can get to Brooks and get her back home to safety.

      She should be safe here. Her brother and cousin are upstairs, and Beau should have been down here making sure her father didn’t hurt her.

      But they might know what Dom is doing.

      I want to believe they don’t. I’ve always liked Beau, and if he knew his father was beating his sister, I’d like to think he’d be here ready to protect her.

      He’s not, though. And honestly I’d rather be the one to do it, anyhow.

      Dom still hasn’t answered and I grind the nose of the Glock into his forehead, fighting to maintain eye contact. Dom’s eyes are black as the devil and twice as evil, and fuck, I hope my father has something good on him. I hope my father’s planning on taking this asshole out and has for some reason decided to give him advance notice of it.

      I hope I’m the one who gets to pull the trigger.

      “I hear him,” Dom finally grinds out. “But this is none of his business.”

      I doubt that’s what my father wants to hear, but I don’t have time to ask for anything better. I nod once and then step past him, keeping my gun on Dom as I move toward Brooks. I reach down for her hand and nearly smile in relief when she reaches up and takes it, letting me pull her up and to my side. I tuck the girl under my arm and give her a squeeze, hoping to God I’m not hurting her any worse than she’s already been hurt, then stare at Dom for a moment.

      “I’m taking her,” I say quietly. “And if I ever hear you’ve put another hand on her–if I ever hear you’ve even thought about it–I’ll be back for you. And I won’t give you anything as quick as a bullet between the eyes.”

      I tow her quickly toward the door, then, though I make sure my gun is still on her father. I don’t trust him. He has to be furious about the shit I’ve just pulled. Both the message from my father and the fact that I interrupted his beating.

      God, my father is going to be angry.

      He sent me to deliver a message only he understood, and though I did pass that one along, I’m leaving an entirely different message of my own.

      Mess with Brooks Landry and Lucien Boudreaux will come for you.

      And when he does, it won’t be pretty.

      Some part of me knows that I’ve just sold a part of my soul to the tiny girl next to me... and that I’m going to spend the rest of my life holding up the promise I just made her.

      The thing is... I don’t hate that.

      Not even a little.
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      The van goes skidding around the corner, tires squealing and metal grinding like we’re  in the midst of a car chase, someone hot on our tail and about to catch us.

      The truth is somewhat different, of course.

      We aren’t in a car chase and no one is racing after us. The only people who might have come after us are another van, and they’re probably just as tied up as I am.

      No, we’re not running from anyone, because this isn’t a chase. It’s a kidnapping.

      And I’m getting really fucking tired of being in this situation.

      The van hits another turn at that point–what are they doing, turning on every street they come across?–and Lucien and I go flying to the other side of the van, where we hit the wall with matching thuds. Lucien comes down first, then rolls to get underneath me–presumably to try to break my fall and protect me.

      News flash: It doesn’t work.

      Falling hurts just as badly when someone is underneath you. Even worse when your head hits theirs in the process.

      “Ouch!” I hiss. “Lucien, stay out of my way!”

      He looks at me like I’ve just insulted his mother, the hurt and betrayal so strong on his face that for a moment, I almost laugh.

      God it’s fun to piss him off.

      But this is also not the time, because we’ve just been kidnapped and we’re in a load of trouble right now. Actually, scratch that. I’ve been in trouble since I got to New Orleans a week ago, intent on finding Sloane’s cousin Aislyn, who’s also been kidnapped by unknown entities. Sloane herself has hired me to find the girl, but I’d do it for free if she asked.

      First because Sloane is my best friend and I would flat out die for her if it meant saving her one moment of trouble. Second because all signs point to Aislyn having been thrown into a sex trafficking ring, and no one deserves what happens to the girls and boys in those situations. Sold to men who want to use them for the most despicable things, or worse, to those houses where they’re given to a different man every night, to be used again and again.

      Against their wills.

      Regardless of how sick or broken they might be.

      The moment Duca told me he thought traffickers might be involved, my commitment to the case increased. Because no one deserves that fate, and I wasn’t going to let Sloane’s cousin fall to it.

      When Lucien showed up and told me he thought he might know what was going on, I managed to get over the fact that he was making demands I had no intention of satisfying and follow him back to the Big Easy. Because I wanted to find the people responsible for this and stop them.

      Kill them if I could.

      Since then...

      Well, things haven’t exactly gone like I planned. I’ve been kidnapped, nearly sold, betrayed, and almost killed more times than I can count. I’ve found friends in the ring I didn’t expect and I’ve failed at saving the girls I was supposed to save.

      Partially because my father showed up when I was in the middle of my mission and kidnapped me again. Along with Lucien and several of his men.

      I bite my lip at that, as a strong and very intense memory comes of the moment my father found us, and I can feel the flush rising up my neck and into my face. We might have been in the middle of a mission to save the girls, but I’d been hurt and had taken shelter, and when Lucien found me...

      Well, we weren’t exactly bothering with anyone else when my father walked in.

      “Are you blushing?” a voice hisses in my ear. “I didn’t even think that was possible.”

      I jerk out of the memory and find the man in question staring up at me looking far more pleased than he should, and wonder momentarily if he knows what I was thinking about. He’s told me more than once that I can’t keep secrets and that my face shows everything I’m thinking, and if he’s looking at me assuming he know what’s in my head, and that it warrants the smirk he’s now wearing...

      He wouldn’t be wrong.

      And that makes me even angrier.

      “Can you be serious for more than half a second?” I snap. “We’re kind of in a bad situation here. It’s not time for jokes.”

      He gives me his best side eye, damn him, then moves quickly to shift us into sitting positions. Another quick adjustment and our backs are to the driver and the men in the seats of the van. And that’s as much privacy as we’re going to get, considering we’re tied up in the back of a van that belongs to my father.

      On our way to some unknown destination.

      I’ve been in a lot of bad positions, but this might be one of the worst. I don’t trust my father with anything–haven’t since I was ten and my mother went out of her way to get me away from him, then insisted on sending me back to visit once a year–and I trust him even less now. I got to New Orleans, coming home like some fucking prodigal son, and almost immediately discovered that the trafficking ring that had taken Aislyn was indeed centered in NOLA.

      And that my father was involved.

      I’d found him trafficking girls when I was thirteen, but had put it behind me when I moved to New York permanently. Being back in that world now, and realizing that it’s so much worse than I realized...

      Girls snatched off the street every day.

      Held in underground distribution centers where they’re abused and ‘tested’ for how worthy they are.

      Sold at auction to men they’ve known in their day-to-day lives and forced to serves as slaves. Or worse, sold to the international market. Put on ships and sent away from the city where they grew up.

      And my father is involved. I don’t know what his position is or how much control he has, but the fact that he’s taking part in this makes me want to kill someone. Preferably him.

      “Right,” I say at the thought, my brain suddenly deciding it’s time to get down to business. “What the fuck are we going to do about this?”

      Lucien leans in, his body warm and reassuring, and I have to fight the urge to press myself up against him. I’ve known this man since I was twelve and he’s saved me more times than I can count. When I started visiting the city after my mother escaped to New York, Lucien was one of the only solid friends I had here. If I called, he came for me, and never complained or made me feel bad about it.

      If I needed a friend, he was the one I went to.

      At one point, I was going to call this man husband.

      Now...

      Now we’re not in a position to even think about that.

      When I look up at him, though, knowing that my heart is in my eyes, full of unspoken fear and insecurity, he’s looking at me with such tenderness, such concern, that I actually catch my breath. He puts a hand up to my cheek and brushes it softly, his fingertips rough with wear but so warm, so gentle, that I catch my breath. For a moment, the world around us fades away and all I can see is Lucien Boudreaux, all sharp lines and dark shadows, his lips too lush for someone so crafty, his cheeks too dimpled for someone so corrupt.

      God, I want to slow down for long enough to actually talk to this man. Hear what he has to say about the world around us. His plans for the future. Whether he still likes raspberry pie more than anything else in the world.

      But at that moment, the world jerks sideways again and the van around us screams in agony. A crunching, grinding presence slides down the side of the van on my side and Lucien yanks me away as the van crumples, the metal screeching with pain. We roll to the other wall and tuck in around the wheel well, Lucien’s arms around me and his larger body moving to shield me from the shattering glass. I don’t know what’s happened, but I suspect someone else has hit the van–though I don’t know whether they’ve done it on purpose or on accident. The driver has been swerving and steering like a drunk, and there’s every chance that he ran a red light and just got hit.

      My brain is screaming, though, that it might be something else. Kate and Camille are still out there, and though some of Lucien’s men were taken at the port in the battle with my father, surely he still has men free.

      Maybe they’ve found us. Maybe they’ve come for us and figured out how to get us back.

      My heart is jumping at the thought, pounding against my ribs like it’s trying to fight its way out of my body, and my mind is flying with hope. If our friends have found us, they might get us out of this alive and take us back to Lucien’s before my father can do anything about it. He’s not in this van with us, and if they kill his men, he’ll never know.

      I’m moving before we come to a shuddering stop, spinning up onto my knees as I get ready for whatever’s coming. I don’t have any weapons on me–my father took those when he found us–but those idiots handcuffed my hands in front of my body, and that leaves me quite capable of breaking out of here.

      If there’s no one left to shoot me.

      “Lucien!” I shout, shuffling for the back doors of the van.

      “Right behind you,” he says, his voice far closer than I’d expected.

      I realize suddenly that I can actually feel him against me, his warmth seeping through the back of my shirt, and for a moment, I let myself believe that everything might be okay. Lucien and I have never met an enemy we couldn’t take down together, and if we’re given the chance to escape, we’ll snatch at it with both hands.

      When the back doors fly open and I see Luke Boudreaux, Lucien’s younger cousin, I nearly cry with relief. Oh God, Luke is here.

      Luke is here.

      We’re saved. They’re going to get us out and take us home, where we’ll have time to sit and plot our revenge. Figure out how to take my father down and get those girls back. Get them to safety.

      We’re going to be okay.

      I barely finish the thought before Luke’s giving me one look that stretches for what feels like years, his eyes so sad that I actually draw back. Then he’s reaching right past me, grabbing Lucien’s shoulders, and yanking. Lucien is a big man but Luke is bigger, and Lucien goes flying past me, pulled out of the van so quickly that my mind is several steps behind. By the time I realize what’s happening, he’s gone and the doors are slamming behind him.

      And I’m screaming in both rage and fear, because not only did Luke just leave me here, he also took my best friend with him, out that door and into the night beyond, like this was all a coordinated attack.

      Outside, gunfire breaks out and people are shouting in both Creole and Italian–strange–as well as a language I don’t recognize. It’s guttural and terrifying, as if they’ve been possessed by demons, and it’s painted against the backdrop of gunfire, in colors I don’t understand, which makes it even more frightening.

      What the fuck is going on here? Why did they take Lucien? Who has him? Luke was there, but why would he leave me behind? Why did they crash into this van and then break in, but leave me here by myself?

      I drop to all fours and start scrambling for the doors, suddenly realizing that my father’s men are distracted. They’re busy shooting at whoever’s outside, and though I don’t love the idea of running out into the middle of a gunfight without so much as a shield, it’s better than staying in here by myself.

      I’ll deal with Luke and whoever else decided to leave me behind later. Right now, all I need is my freedom.

      I reach the doors and grab at the handles, trying desperately to get them open, but they’re stuck, like someone has locked them from the outside.

      Did Luke fucking lock me in here?

      I upgrade my level of hatred for him by several notches and whirl, thinking that I’ll try the side door to the van, but freeze when I realize I’m no longer alone.

      Andre Landry, my father’s right-hand man, has appeared out of nowhere, his eyes as cold and dead as ever and his mouth twisted into a terrible sort of smile that makes me me think I’m in even more trouble than I realized. He cocks his head like he’s considering how to kill me, then shakes it slowly, and my heart drops into my stomach.

      I know that head shake. It’s the way he always greeted me when I was in trouble with my father and about to be punished.

      I start to scramble backward, desperate to get away, but I’m not quick enough. He grabs my arm, slaps another handcuff on my wrist, and then attaches the other to a loop set into the van’s wall. I glance down, wondering who the hell has loops set into the walls of a van and handcuffs on hand, but don’t get the chance to ask.

      Because he puts a hood down over my head, slides something quickly around my neck, and then hits me.

      And as the darkness comes spiraling in, taking my conscious away from me, I have two quick and brutal thoughts.

      One, I don’t know if I’m going to live through the night, because I’ve just been deserted by my only ally.

      And even if I do survive, I don’t know how I’m ever going to get free.
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