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Trigger Warning






Please be aware that Leather & Lace contains dark and possibly triggering themes including graphic violence, language, sexual violence, infant/pregnancy loss, depictions of human trafficking, and substance use disorder. 

Remember that your mental health matters. 












  
  
To the people who have forgotten, love remembers . . . 



And for Paw Paw Wayne, the best outlaw of us all.
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Jesse





Fuck the silence. 

Anything was better than the all-consuming, yawning darkness of my mind. The silence was filled with too many memories. Her beautiful voice twisted into wails. Bones cracking. How she pleaded for my life. My brother’s life. For help.

Beyond the steel door of the old service station bathroom, a riot of clashing voices echoed and drowned out the commentator.  The vibration of stomping feet and screaming voices shook the ground. Apparently, my opening act was just getting good. The thunderous roar soothed me, dragging me away from that insidious silence.

I wound the bandage around my bicep once, twice, a third time. The fresh ink had barely dried, and I wasn’t about to mess it up. I split the bandage with my teeth, tossing the roll into my bag. 

No doubt my opponent tonight would be bigger than me. They usually were. 

After all, everyone wanted a shot at beating me, and I was only in town for one night.

Mickey and I had arrived in Little Rock with the sunrise this morning, and we’d be gone by first light. We had places to go, things to do. 

We had to find Bonnie. 

I’d spent a month at the bottom of a tequila bottle after Jones’s men stole her from me. It was only when my kid brother gave me a swift kick in the ass that I sobered up and made plans. Even now, three years later, the temptation to get lost in a bottle was strong. I shoved off the bench and paced the small room, forcing back the hopelessness at the edge of my mind. 

We would find her. It was just a matter of when. If I didn’t hold onto that hope, I’d have died three years ago.

A fist pounded against the door as the crowd roared. An unstable calm stole over me, as it often did before a fight. My breathing steadied, and the pounding in my chest steeled me as I pulled open the door.

”C’mon, Jess,” Mickey said a couple weeks after Sixgun stole Bonnie. I sat alone on the back patio of my uncle’s house, trying not to think about the last time we were back here. I tried not to imagine Bonnie teaching The Kid to properly aim a knife at a target. I tried not to think about Will’s attempt to teach Clara to shoot a gun. I tried not to think about Bonnie draped across my lap. 

Thinking about what I lost hurt too much. 

“I’m good.” I tipped back the bottle of tequila I’d swiped from his kitchen. I didn’t like the liquor, but it was all Mickey had. 

My uncle sat across from me, blue eyes bright beneath furrowed brows. “I know what you’re feeling—”

“You don’t know a fucking thing.” My nostrils flared as I shoved down my anger. But it was always there, just beneath my skin. 

Mickey ran a hand over his face. “I know more than you think, Jess.” Something unreadable passed through his eyes as he looked at his fingers and picked his nails. “You aren’t the only person that’s ever lost the woman he loves.”

“No shit.”

“So quit acting like the world is over.” 

“And do what?” I leaned forward, plunking the bottle on the glass table. “The Kid can’t keep his eyes open for more than a few minutes because of the drugs. I can’t go after Bonnie until he’s okay. There’s nothing else here for me.” 

I averted my gaze as hurt passed across his face. Guilt coiled like a snake in my throat, choking back the other harsh words threatening to spill forward. 

“Why do you even care?” I asked after a tense silence. 

“Because until you came along, I’d forgotten.”

“Forgotten what?”

“What it’s like to give a shit about anyone other than myself,” Mickey said plainly. “We’re family, Jess, and we take care of family.”

The stinging burn of grief snuck up in my chest. I’d said that to him. Right before Bonnie was taken. I inhaled sharply, eyes slamming shut as I forced the emotion back. I couldn’t lose my shit. Not now. Not in front of Mickey. Maybe not ever. 

“C’mon,” he said again, rising. 

“Where are we going?” 

“You’ll see.” He swiped the tequila from the table as he moved past me. 

After I changed my clothes, Mickey led me down the main drag of the base. We walked in silence until he turned off the road toward a giant metal building. A long strip of aged asphalt spread out across the ground for what could have been a mile. 

To the west, the sun dipped behind the horizon, its rays painting the clouds in bright reds and oranges. My breath caught as an image of Bonnie straddling me in the bed of the truck flashed through my mind. The bright hues of sunset caressing the lines of her face, making love to the soft slope of her nose and angle of her eyes just as I was making love to her. As if the whole world wanted to see the pleasure soaked in the depths of her eyes. And I was the only bastard lucky enough to witness it. 

It was all we had. Those two nights. 

Shouting sounded as we approached the building. My uncle grinned over his shoulder and led me into the open building. Most of the cavernous space was empty. Sound reverberated off the metal, making the place seem fuller than it actually was. A small bar lined the wall to my right. Several tables were arranged around an open square marked by orange cones. Barbed wire was slung between the cones. A man edged backward into the wire, cursing loudly as the barbs dug into the bare skin of his calf. Another man approached him with a menacing grin, taking advantage of the distraction. He delivered a swift uppercut to the man’s chin, sending him reeling backward, his legs tangling in the barbed wire. 

“What is this?” 

“Fighting pits.” Mickey grinned. 

He introduced me to some of his friends, men and women who traveled the fighting circuit. After procuring a glass of tequila, Mickey chatted up his friends. But me? I watched the battle in the ring. I caught myself lurching forward with each desperate blow. Before long, I shouted alongside the other spectators.

“You good, Jess?” Mickey asked warily. I didn’t realize I’d jumped to my feet as another round ended. 

“Yep.” I lowered into my seat.

As the night wore on, unspent energy tingled in my fingers. A guy twice my size had just knocked out his opponent. Blood tinged his teeth as he grinned at the crowd. 

“Who’s next?” he called. 

An image of Bonnie’s head lolling to the side filled my mind. I thought of my brother, just a sweet kid who may never fully regain control of his shooting arm. Guilt at not being able to protect them rose up in my throat. 

I practically jumped into the ring. 

Screaming voices and a high-pitched whistle drowned out my thoughts as I walked through the smoky, pulsing crowd. The walls of the old service station were littered with graffiti and signs depicting a rather familiar likeness. A sly smile found its way to my mouth. They never could get Bonnie’s eyes right on those old wanted posters. Though I focused on the rough-hewn ring, more than one person recognized me. 

“Montana?”

“Is that him?”

“Oh my God, he’s sexier than the posters!” 

Ignoring the hands that reached out and the voices that shouted for my attention, I focused on breathing. A sick sense of relief coursed through me at the thought I would get a good night’s sleep tonight. I’d found out after that first fight that my nightmares disappeared when I was too exhausted to think. 

Fighting was my drug; I fell into it with reckless abandon. It was the remedy to my nightmares, the means to find Bonnie. 

Heat radiated from the crowd as I climbed onto the platform made from an old highway sign. I unbuckled my holster, pausing to grip the ivory handle of Selene—the .22 pistol Bonnie’d given me for safekeeping. With deft fingers, I unbuttoned my shirt, to the excitement of the crowd. Wolf whistles and eager screams mingled with the electricity in the air. 

“Give it up for Montana!” The already pulsing crowd exploded. A mixture of roars and jeers drowned out any coherent thoughts. I faced my opponent. He was only a few inches taller, his hair cropped close to his scalp. An ugly shadow blossomed on his cheek; yellow tinted the bruise, hinting it wasn’t fresh. 

Between us, a spotlight shone down on the aluminum sign, worn down over the years. The man sized me up as hecklers cursed my name.

You didn’t become a well-known fighter without gaining a few enemies along the way. 

Light flashed across my opponent's face as he stalked nearer. The tip of his nose hooked to the a little to the left, no doubt from too many breaks. In the crowd behind him, I caught sight of a man wearing a pair of aviators beneath a black cowboy hat. Panic gripped my heart. 

Sixgun. The monster who stole Bonnie.

I lunged toward him, not bothering to retrieve Selene. I’d murder the motherfucker with my bare hands. 

“Hey!” 

The announcer moved in front of me, momentarily distracting me from my mark. I shoved him out of the way, eyes flashing to the crowd, searching for the cowboy hat. A calloused hand gripped my bicep, twisting hard enough to elicit a hiss from between my lips. My fucking tattoo. I bared my teeth at my opponent and ripped my arm from his grip, punching his throat. He staggered backward. 

The crowd exploded. 

Desperation clawed up my throat as I wheeled around. Aviators. Black hat. Where the hell was he? 

“Montana!” the announcer shouted. I sidestepped him again. There were only a handful of cowboy hats in the crowd, and none of them were the dusty black I was so familiar with. “Get back to your position or forfeit!” 

I clenched my jaw against the helplessness that coiled in my belly and spread outward. Maybe I’d imagined Sixgun. It wouldn’t be the first time. 

The announcer lifted his eyebrows, silently questioning whether I intended on throwing the fight. I ducked my head and moved back into place outside the ring of light. My opponent wrapped his fingers around his throat, glaring as he squared off. Fire coursed in his eyes; veins bulged in his neck. 

“Sorry ‘bout that,” I said, my words barely registering above the crowd. 

The man merely smirked at me, lips pulling away from his yellow-stained teeth. “I’m gonna murder you.” 

A cocky grin crossed my lips, and I lifted an eyebrow at him. We’d just have to see. 

“There ain’t no rules,” the announcer said, having regained some semblance of control over the crowd. “First to yield, knock out, or die loses.” His hard eyes darted between us. “Good luck.” 

“Fuck luck,” I murmured. 

A siren wailed. The man charged, surprising me with his speed. 

Most of the fighters I faced underestimated me, and I used it to my advantage. My farm-toned muscles had changed. With targeted training over the last three years, I’d gained enough mass that I needed an entirely new wardrobe. Softness that might have layered my body hardened over time. Though I was just over six feet tall, most of the people I fought were taller, broader, maybe even stronger. 

But strength didn’t always win. 

Texas fighters were ruthless and swift on their feet. They taught me to use my added bulk to my advantage, to trick my opponents with misdirection. 

As the man advanced, I dodged his meaty fist and ducked beneath his arm. The crowd screamed as I delivered a swift punch to his kidney. A choked sound came from between his lips as he wheeled around. Sweat and fury lined his face. I shrugged, unable to help my smirk. Maybe if he’d listened to what people said about me, he could have been better prepared. I didn’t fight for money or glory. I fought for something more. Something harder to achieve. 

I fought to free my mind from chaos, left behind in Bonnie’s wake. 

From the moment I’d seen Bonnie’s dark, pin-straight hair whipping around her beautiful face, I was done. I fell into her trap and kept falling. 

A malicious grimace flashed across the man’s face as I split my stance. I lifted my fists to protect as satisfaction warmed my chest. I’d angered him. I wouldn’t feel bad about kicking his ass. My opponent circled the light, and I mirrored him, waiting for his strike. It was always easier to let the brutes tire themselves before knocking them out.  

Anticipation tingled along my skin as predator and prey sized one another up. 

Fuck this.

I wanted his skin to split beneath my knuckles. I wanted to distract myself from the dark blue eyes that haunted me night after night. If only for a moment, I wanted to remember what it was like to be worthy of someone like her. 

Losing her was my fault. That fact rattled me all the way to my core. I’d struggled when The Kid and I left Montana, never quite feeling like I could take care of him. Somehow, I’d reached a place of peace within myself, a place he would be safe. Because he had Bonnie and me. Now all he had was me. 

And I was a massive fuck-up. 

I motioned for my opponent to come at me. He rounded his shoulders to make himself look bigger. I shifted my weight back and forth, feeling the bounce of the metal ring. The movement caught his attention, which gave me an opening to punch him in his left eye. 

I’m no angel, and I don’t pretend to be. I’ll do whatever it takes. 

If Bonnie taught me anything, it was that we did whatever it took to survive. I would do whatever I had to in order to get her back. 

Jesse had been an honorable man; he’d tried to do the right thing. 

But Montana? Montana didn’t give a fuck. 

As the man’s hand reflexively reached for his face, I drove my knee into his gut. A whoosh of air spilled out of his lungs; I bit back a gag at the decay on his breath. He hunched over, but I caught him easily, letting him rest against my shoulder for a single breath. I shoved him away, satisfaction blossoming inside me as he stumbled. My chest heaved with the adrenaline coursing through my veins. 

I motioned for him to come at me again. He staggered forward, movements sluggish as he attempted recovery. With a sweep of my leg, he crashed to the metal highway sign, a resonant crack snapping above the crowd. As the spectators roared, I drove my knee into his gut and covered his body with my own. 

My knuckles ached as they bashed against the man’s cheekbone. The pain was familiar, soothing in a way that it shouldn’t have been. I reveled in it. In feeling something visceral and real before me, something I could touch, instead of the things that haunted me. 

Damnit, Bonnie, trust me! I’ve got you!

Hesitant, dark blue eyes flashed through my mind. I could almost feel her delicate hand grasping mine as we jumped onto a moving train. What would my life look like now if Bonnie hadn’t taken my hand? 

I drove my fist into the man’s nose. The crunch beneath my hands gave a sick sense of pleasure. Satisfaction roared in my chest. I reared my arm back, readying for another blow to his face. I wasn’t even close to being done. 

Rough hands grabbed me, dragging me bodily back from my opponent’s form. I bared my teeth as another man wrapped his arms around me to secure my arms at my sides. I bashed my head forward against the first man, pain blasting behind my eyes as I made contact with his nose. He released me, hands immediately going to his nose. 

Blood dripped down my forehead, sticky and warm. 

I drove my elbow backward into the gut of the man holding me and delivered a swift right hook to his jaw, enjoying how he fell into the crowd. 

“Montana’s dirty!” a voice bellowed. I turned toward it. A man about half my size stood near the edge of the ring, holding what looked like an old bullhorn. His eyes widened as I lifted my brows in challenge. I lurched toward him, and he flinched backward, dropping the plastic thing to the floor. He staggered away and fled. 

I grinned at the raucous crowd, extending my arms to beckon the next challenger. 

A drunk stumbled into the ring. Their long hair was tied back with a leather strap. They drained the drink in their hand and slammed it to the ground. Shards of glass shattered against the floor of the ring; light bounced off of them, and dancing colors filled my vision. 

A small, blue glass bead flashed through my mind. It had delicate whorls of silver carved into it. 

Something to remember me, or trade. If you’re ever in a pinch. 

I’d carried that bead with me every day since. A year ago, when hope of finding Bonnie dwindled, I took some of my winnings to a jeweler outside of Dallas. He fashioned that bead into a ring. 

It became a promise. To myself. That I’d find Bonnie and give her that damn ring if it killed me.

A cocky grin curled across the drunk’s face as he staggered toward me. I landed a single punch to his face, and he went down. As I scanned the room for any other challengers, pain exploded in the back of my knee. I landed heavily on the aluminum, an ache lancing up my spine. I turned in time to see my original opponent, red staining his chin, as he lifted a booted foot. 

Son of a bitch wanted to play dirty? 

So be it. 

I hooked my arm around his boot and yanked him toward me. The man’s massive bulk couldn’t keep up. He crashed to the floor of the ring. I flipped him over and delivered a swift kick to his ribs, barely registering the crack of the bone.

Instead of the satisfaction of breaking him with my strength, all I saw was The Kid, writhing on the ground after one of Jones’s men had shattered his arm. 

He has The Kid, Jesse. My Kid. Our Kid.

Stumbling backward, I suddenly remembered the crowd watching this display. 

“Montana, damnit, you won. C’mon!” the announcer said. I turned toward the man, finding two bouncers on either side of him. 

I swiped beneath my nose, nodding.

I won. 

So why didn’t I feel like a winner?

I still didn’t have Bonnie.

After scooping up my shirt and holster, I staggered away from the ring. People patted me on the shoulder as I passed, but I ignored them all. Instead, I focused on re-dressing and securing the holster and Selene at my side. My fingers wrapped around the cool, comforting handle of Bonnie’s gun. I ignored the shouts of fuck you! from people who’d lost money by betting against me. Time slowed nearly to a stop as the bar slipped into my sight. I sidled up to it, ignoring the patrons that either gaped or jeered at me. 

The bartender was at the far end, grinning at a woman wearing a red ribbon who leaned on top of the bar with a low-cut top. As I contemplated whether I should climb over the bar and get my own drink, a warm hand slid across my lower back. A pretty blonde woman shimmied up beside me, tucking her hand into my back pocket. 

“Hey sugar,” she said around the pop of chewing gum in her mouth. “I can help you clean all that blood off back at my place.” Her eyebrows lifted suggestively. 

I clenched her wrist, yanking her hand out of my pocket. I shrugged her off. “Go find some other dumb asshole.” 

The woman scoffed. I ignored her, whistling louder to get the bartender's attention. The man reached toward the whore, tugging on the end of the red ribbon around the woman’s throat. He wasn’t worried about anything but getting that whore alone. 

Leveraging my weight, I jumped the bar, feet hitting the concrete floor lightly. Voices rose in dissension, but I didn’t give a shit. I rifled through half-empty bottles arrayed on a cart. Because of Gabriela’s family in the Borderlands, Fort Hood was rife with tequila. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d had good whiskey. 

Amber liquid caught my sight, and I plucked the bottle. The cap clattered to the floor as I upended it; the whiskey’s bite made me grimace. It burned away the hazed edges of my vision. The room snapped into startling clarity. My gaze moved about as I hopped the bar a second time, whiskey still in hand. 

Shouts erupted nearby. Someone slammed into my side, knocking me off-kilter. The bottle slipped and crashed to the floor, whiskey sloshing across my boots. The fighting pit around me faded, replaced instead by a landing at some inn in a nondescript town in the desert. Bonnie’s hands tangled in my hair, teeth grazed across my mouth. I could feel her ass in those short fucking shorts as she moaned against me. 

We have to get to the room. 

Desperate kisses filled my senses. I could smell the sand on her skin. 

My heart ached. Three years. Three long years dreaming of stolen moments like that, when it was just Bonnie and me and our undeniable attraction. It was more than just physical. I missed her body, but I missed her sharp tongue and clever mind. I missed how she called me out when I was being an asshole. 

I missed her in a way I never thought I could miss anyone. As though my entire body seized with a helplessness that left me frozen, teetering on the edge of shattering into a million pieces and being blown away on a breeze. 

Could I last another three years without her? Hell, another day?

A fight broke out in earnest, snapping me back to the bar. I stalked away, gripping Selene as I shoved through the crowd. A familiar form hovered near the exit. I stopped short. 

My uncle tipped his head up. Blue eyes like mine, sandy hair graying near the edges, and gray stubble lining his chin greeted me. 

“Mickey,” I said by way of greeting. His eyes were clearer than my own, the expression in them determined, a glint I hadn’t seen in months. 

“What?” I asked. “Is it The Kid?” 

“No, he’s fine,” Mickey said. “It’s Bonnie.” 

My heart stuttered in my rib cage. I reached for the front of his shirt, eyes widening as panic revealed the cracks in my controlled facade. He wouldn’t say anything about her unless he had news. Mickey wouldn’t mess with me. Not when it came to her. 

“We know where she is.” 

We found her. 

Hot relief coursed through my veins, heating my skin and inflating my chest. It spilled out through my extremities. My vision wavered, eyes slamming shut. 

We found her. 

Three years of searching, of fighting, of reliving the best and worst moments of my life culminated in this single, solitary moment. 

We found her.

Now it was time to get the woman I loved back. 
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Chapter one

Bonnie





Sometimes it felt like a war raged inside of me. I recalled being told a story about two wolves living within you: one white, the other dark. They constantly battled, each trying to gain the upper hand. Rabid beasts like the ones that grew twisted in the craters left by bombs dropped years ago. 

The thing was, I couldn’t remember who’d told me that story. Or what the point was supposed to be. Because my wolves were scarred and bloody, and both of them were pitch fucking black. 

There were nights I woke up covered in sweat with the snapping of fangs clanging in my ears loud enough to force my pulse into my throat. Certainty lingered on my tongue like a dark film informing me something vital was missing. Other nights, like tonight, I woke screaming so loud it rattled my bones. My head split open, like it was going to cleave in two. Loss hit me like a freight car on a runaway train. I was unmade by it. 

Then I realized the screaming was mine.

“Open your eyes.” A whisper across my consciousness, a deep voice soothing the ragged edges of mania. “I want to see you.” 

Hard hands dug into my wrists, pulling my nails away from my face and hair. My eyes flew open, panic flooding my veins as shapes and voices overwhelmed me with sensation. 

“Calm down!” It wasn’t the same voice from before, but definitely masculine. And terrified. “Babe, you’re going to wake the whole house!” 

“Savannah!” The name dragged from the pit of my gut, reverberating along glass windows and keening down dark corridors. A wail from so deep inside me that no amount of fear or logic could quiet it. No, this scream rattled the foundation of my sanity and let it seep from wounds I couldn’t name or heal. 

Panicked eyes locked on a stranger’s face in the dim light; his eyes were wide, and he was so very naked. Tears of desperation tracked down my cheeks, making his image wobble and blur. He had dark eyes, like the muddy waters of the Mississippi River, but I had the distinct impression they were supposed to be blue. He held me down tighter, his grip punishing as he tried to stop my frantic thrashing.

“What are you doing? Let her go!” This voice was familiar. Savannah, my friend and salvation, come to wrest me from the darkness that took hold inside my head. The hands that’d clamped me down disappeared, and with a gasp of desperation, I gathered my sweat-soaked sheet around my body and scrambled toward the headboard. “Find things you remember.” 

I’ll come for you. 

A terror-soaked promise echoed dully where my mind used to be. 

My gaze tracked the room, catching on objects that grounded me to reality. A stack of books on the desk in the corner, the bindings tattered and pages yellowed with age. Hairpins glinted in the scant light, sticking from the center of my closet door from furious throwing sessions and fits of anger. Thick blue drapes framed wide plantation windows fitted securely with iron bars welded from outside, allowing gray morning light to spill in. 

“Breathe.” Another command I obeyed instinctually, my ragged breaths shuddering to a stop as I focused on the syncopated rhythm that would stitch me back together again. 

In . . . two . . . three . . . four . . . out . . . two . . . three . . . four . . . 

Long, familiar arms wrapped around me and held tight. The hard squeeze shocked me back to this moment. Until the fading adrenaline made me tremble and shake, my brain catching up to what the rest of me had already accepted. 

There was no danger here. Just the monsters clawing at me from inside my skull. 

“You’re safe,” Savannah said, her husky voice a gentle hush infused with calm affection. When she said I was safe, logic told me it was true, but her lack of conviction left me strangely unnerved regardless. 

“Are you alright, babe?” Peering over Savannah’s shoulder, I stared at the naked man on the edge of my bed. Shit. I’d completely forgotten his name. He looked exactly like the last few guys I’d invited to bed, and all of them blurred together. Close-cropped hair, broad-shouldered, dumb, and completely unremarkable in every way. Unfortunately, I meant every way. But they were a good distraction that helped me sleep before the nightmares sank their dark claws into my shattered mind.

Staring blankly at the man, I slid from the mattress and the relative comfort of Savannah’s arms. There would be no peace for me today, not even the flimsy approximation of it, and I wasn’t in the mood to deal with an overly sentimental one-night stand. 

“Get rid of him,” I rasped, my throat ravaged by my inhuman keening. Savannah sighed deeply, weary of my unhealthy coping mechanisms. With a sidelong glance and a dark scowl, between us passed the grim reminder that this was not as bad as my coping got. 

Even now, I felt the unnatural pull to numb my turmoil with glowing blue radiation.   

Savannah stood rigidly, gathering his crumpled clothes forgotten around the room. His pants were by the legs of the chaise, boots near the foot of the bed, but his shirt and jacket were near the door. They hadn't made it much farther past the threshold. The night before came back to me in fits and starts, shards of shame and weakness hidden by the night and dulled with alcohol.

In the darkness of my room, I could pretend that he was anyone and that I was someone else. Someone who believed the lies of happily ever after. Someone worthy of being loved. 

In the harsh light of day, there was no escaping the fact that bad things happened to good people all the time. So, really, what the fuck was the point in trying? 

"What do you mean? Babe! Don't do this. We have something special, and last night—"

I shuffled to the door of my en-suite bathroom, ignoring the half-whined protests from the mostly naked man being shoved from my rooms. Dropping the sheet to the floor, I twisted the taps and slid into the clawfoot tub, erasing the night's horror from my mind. 

It was harder than normal this morning. Those whispered words in my consciousness were a stark reminder of everything I'd lost. As the scalding water rose, I sank beneath the surface, begging that voice to drag me further. Until everything just stopped hurting. 

Instead, I broke through the surface of the water, gasping and spluttering as I tried to reorder my mind. My fingers curled over the lip of the clawfoot tub and clenched tight, until the knuckles stood taut against my skin, when Savannah appeared. She was already buttoned into her conservative dress for the day, this one a dull gray starched until the seams were so straight it was any wonder it fell against her skin at all. 

“Don’t say it.” I groaned, leaning my head against the tub to stare at the ceiling. But, like usual, Savannah didn’t listen. The best friends usually didn’t. 

“I mean, he wasn’t even that attractive.” She crossed to the linen cabinet and pulled out a couple of fluffy white towels. 

“Oh yeah?” I flicked water from the tub onto her starched cotton dress. “What would you know about it?”  

She gasped and rubbed at the wet spot, wrinkling her nose and making her warm brown eyes stand out against her high cheekbones and full pink lips. “Whatever, babe.” 

I groaned again and she cracked a smile, kneeling beside the tub and resting her arms next to me. 

“He was enthusiastic, okay?” A grin cracked through my bad mood to lessen the tension simmering between us. 

“Oh, I just bet he was.” She giggled. “You’ve got to stop screwing the guards.”

“—Ex-guard, technically.”

She rolled her eyes. “They’re all dumb meatheads with no imagination.” 

“I screw some of the maids too.” A smile lit up my face at her scandalized expression. Her ochre skin radiated this morning, like she’d swallowed sunshine. Jealousy roiled in my gut when I looked upon her sweet naivete. Her easy smile fell, and her sunny expression darkened with concern. 

“How bad is it?” she asked without preamble. It felt like something was caving in near the center of my chest. Another piece of me crumbling into dust and nothing.

Explaining it would be impossible. So instead, I said, “Bad.”

“Do you want to talk about it?” Pity made her graceful eyes impossibly wide and doe-like. I couldn't look at them, so I scrubbed vigorously at my skin to rid myself of last night's sins. 

"What's there to talk about? Just another nightmare," I said in a falsely neutral voice. One that Savannah saw through easily, like she always had. 

"Well, maybe if you told me what they were about, I could help you work through them," she replied kindly, reaching out to still my scrubbing hand, which was raking the skin of my collarbone raw. 

Swallowing the bitter taste of fear in my mouth, I dropped the hand towel into the rapidly cooling water by my legs. 

"There's nothing to work out," I told her honestly. "It's a jumble of things, all out of place. When I wake, all I remember is the impression left behind. Blood and pain, fear and loss. Nothing tangible. No monster to slay." 

Only that was a lie. I'll come for you. I still heard the echo of that deep voice, ringing clear with a conviction that could sink blades deep between my ribs and lodge there. 

"Loss?" she asked in a small voice. My screaming from another bloody night filled my mind as memories assaulted me.  

"Not that." I stood abruptly from the water and watched it slosh violently as I stepped out, completely unashamed of my nakedness. 

"Then what?" She handed me a towel that I wrapped haphazardly around my body. I turned my back on her, walking into my room and grabbing whatever hung nearest from my wardrobe to toss onto the bed. She followed slowly, giving me time and space like a spooked horse. She knew I would confide in her; I always did. Sometimes, it felt like I had no one else to talk to. Like because she knew all my broken pieces so intimately, there was no use explaining the jagged bits to anyone new. Quickly, I put on my underthings, ignoring my reflection in the mirror as I chewed on my thumbnail. 

“Do you remember when we put that god-awful puzzle together during the hurricane blackout last year?” I asked, watching carefully as she nodded. Her brows were drawn low in contemplation, honeyed eyes dark with worry. I hadn’t been this fidgety in a while, and she saw the urge inside me to numb myself to it all. The craving for sweet blue oblivion written in my frantic eyes. 

“It took us two days to finish the damned thing because we couldn’t find the corner piece. It’s a lot like that. Like my nightmares are telling me I’m missing something that will make all those other pieces fit together.” I scoured her features to see if she understood. 

But all she offered me was confusion. 

“Never mind.” I ducked my head to keep my reflection out of sight as I pulled on the pristinely-laundered cotton blouse and stretchy pants. There would be no peace today. No long hours in my favorite window seat with a book or mischievous rule-breaking that ended in laughter. 

I needed pain. Enough to beat the yearning ache for glowroot right out of my chest. If Savannah’s clear disapproval was any indication, she knew exactly where I was heading. I tied my hair back tightly from my face, the ends still dripping from my quick dip in the tub. Savannah crossed her arms and scowled. 

“He won’t be up for hours, you know,” she said, her voice so scathing it hardly sounded like her. “He might not even be in the house.” 

Her warning echoed behind me down the hallway, an ominous portrayal of my own thoughts. Only, I didn’t have a choice. So, as the sun peaked higher in the sky and the light grew golden, I marched purposefully to the staircase. No one was about yet, no staff members making their rounds, no friendly morning greetings. 

Good. 

I wasn’t in the mood to fake a polite smile and a sweet temperament; I needed to make someone bleed. Badly. On nimble feet, I navigated the sweeping oak staircase, avoiding each squeaky spot on the well-worn steps that had somehow miraculously survived the end of the world. 

As I descended, the house opened up to me, as if it’d been waiting for me all along. White columns with carved pedestals held up walls with ornately trimmed wainscoting; they guided me forward and into the body of the sprawling home. Wings of finely appointed rooms veered off from the main hallway, enticing newcomers to explore. This house, with all its lavish embellishment, was like me. A beautiful prison filled with dark secrets clawing their way out. 

But, ultimately, empty inside.

I didn’t slow down to feel the weight of the manor crushing me as I did sometimes when I felt reckless. The need to run burned in my blood, pounded in my pulse. It chased me down the hallways as I entered the courtyard and kept thudding on. Each step banged through my body like the frantic beat of a drum, urging me faster. 

Too soon, I found myself in the stables near the backhouse where the live-in staff resided. The warm animal scent of hay, horses, and leather assaulted my senses and forced my vision clear. Soft nickering and the clipping of impatient hooves were the only sounds that broke the peaceful morning silence. That was, until I reached the stall at the end, where a massive towering creature made of nightmares and shadow stomped in agitation at my presence. 

“Don’t try me today, hell horse, or I’ll make you into fuckin’ glue.” He slammed his hooves against the stall door in response. Chuffing in annoyance, the massive beast turned, ducking to nudge a dirty heap of long bronze limbs and wrinkled, bourbon-soaked clothes in the corner. 

An arm sluggishly raised to scratch the horse’s nose with a grunt. Good, he wasn’t dead. Yet. 

“Wake up, asshole.” My loud voice forced the man to sit up and drag his black cowboy hat from covering his scarred face. “Time to train.” 

It took longer than I wanted for him to struggle clumsily to his feet, slapping off hay and dirt from black clothes that had suspicious stains. 

“I don’t have all day, Ellis.” 

He turned to regard me carefully for a few long moments, as if lost deep in memory. Will Ellis was the most infuriating man on staff in the household. Trouble stalked after him like a dark portent of death on the horizon. Unfortunately, he was exactly what I needed right now. 

“That bad, huh?” Sleep clung to the vowels of his words and dragged them from his mouth. He wasn’t wrong, though; it was bad. Bad enough that I needed him to hurry. 

“You don’t get paid to ask me personal questions.” Some of the venom had inevitably leeched from my words, making them sound petulant and childish instead. 

“I don’t get paid to deal with putas at the ass-crack of dawn, either.” The Spanish rolled off his tongue. His horse ducked his head, nudging insistently against the front of his shirt. 

"Bad enough." I crossed my arms defensively. 

"Cravings?" He took his sweet time unbuttoning the front pocket of his shirt and holding a sugar cube for his mount to nudge off his palm with clumsy lips. 

"Yes." The word was forced out from between clenched teeth on a hot breath. That admission cost me. Even more when Will turned dark, intelligent eyes on me, raking over every inch of my strung-tight body. 

“I’ll get the guards.” He pet his horse before settling his hat low enough to hide the wicked scar curving from his hairline to the corner of his eye. “How many will I need today?” 

“Six.” I turned to avoid whatever expression might cross his stern face. I didn’t care what he thought anyway. I just needed to feel in control again, more than I needed to breathe. 

I met him in the courtyard, with six burly guards stretching out muscles slow to respond from the last vestiges of sleep. He’d cleaned up, his long curly hair raked into a semi-neat leather strap and face splashed with water. With a whistle, the guards moved into position around me. 

“Don’t hold back,” he commanded darkly. The guards shifted nervously and shared hesitant glances. “If you do, she’ll kill you.” 

For the next few hours, my body was punished by Will’s cruel lessons until there was no room to think or feel or crave. His voice barking in my ear was the only thing I could clearly remember. 

Don’t hesitate. If you hesitate you’ll be— 

Dead. 

There are two kinds of people in this world— 

The killers and the killed. 

There is no room for honor in a fight, no rules, there is only— 

Escape or murder. 

You fight to— 

Incapacitate or kill. 

An enemy left alive is an enemy— 

Who’ll come for you later. 

Every muscle in my body screamed and sweat drenched my clothes, but other than Will’s fucked-up life lessons, there was nothing in my mind but blissful silence. No ominous voice promising retribution. No tangled fear knotting in my throat and stealing my breath. No ache for the numbing blue drug to drag me into oblivion. 

“We’re done,” Will said, earning grateful glances from my sparring partners. Most of them looked like they might fall over at any moment. 

“What?” I walked on quaking legs. “Not yet, I can still—”

“It’s past noon and you haven’t eaten,” he said, cutting me off abruptly. “Besides, I have shit to do, mi cielo.” 

He turned his attention to his pockets, patting them down until he pulled out a scuffed cigarette case and a match. 

“What does that mean? Mi cielo. You call me that a lot.” I stretched an arm behind my back to pull on a particularly sore shoulder muscle. A puff of smoke obscured his face then faded on the slight breeze. Before he could stamp it down, I noted the deep sorrow etched into the tight expression around his eyes. 

“It means pain in my ass,” he mumbled. Then he turned his back and walked away. 

Liar, I thought viciously but kept the accusation lodged inside as I shuffled toward the kitchens on heavy legs. The scent of roasted meat permeated the air all the way down the hall and incited a riot of grumbles from my empty stomach. Hunger tore through my thrashing gut. Maybe Will hadn’t been wrong to call the training session to an end, not that I would admit it. 

As I pushed the plain wooden door open from the quiet hallway, the world was suddenly thrust into delicious chaos. Kitchen staff scrambled around hot fire burning stoves, serving staff in pristine black pinafores polished silver and stacked porcelain plates and bowls, red-faced cooks clanged pots and pans, and in the midst of it all was Etty in all her glory, shouting orders above the clamorous din like a general at war. 

Savannah stood at a countertop, whisk in hand, a soft smile on her face as she tried to take up as little space and notice as possible in the midst of the unruly fray. I snuck up behind her carefully, tugging the tie of her apron until it fell around her ankles. Confused, she looked at her feet and noticed me grinning over her shoulder. 

“You are such a brat.” She rolled her eyes. I smiled wider, until it almost reached my eyes. 

“Bravo, Savannah.” I clapped mockingly. “I think that’s the worst word I’ve ever heard you say.” 

“You smell worse than you look.” She gave a prim sniff. 

“I’m hungry.” I rested my chin on her shoulder until she shook me off with a disgusted scoff. “You think Etty has something layin’ around?” 

“I always have somethin’ on standby, darlin’,” Etty said from the other side of the room, startling me. “C’mon, sugar, you know I got eyes in the back of my head.” 

With a sheepish smile, I turned to see her crossing the room with a jovial sway in her apron-clad hips. A plate with a sandwich rested on her palm as she leaned in for a hug. Etty was goodness and motherly love all wrapped up in one, and she never ceased to make me smile. Even though Savannah wasn’t part of the kitchen’s staff, if she wasn’t with me, I could usually find her down here or on an errand for Etty. 

Before Etty’s warm arms and distinct flour-and-honey scent could envelop me, she reared back, nearly knocking over the plate in her haste. Nose scrunched and eyes watering, she shoved it into my hands before taking a tentative step back. 

“Child, I think you need to burn those clothes; no way the smell is coming out of ‘em.” She whistled low. I rolled my eyes as she and Savannah exchanged grins. No doubt this was only the beginning of the teasing. 

“I hate it when you both gang up on me,” I muttered with a scowl. Etty snickered and retied her apron around her generous waist. Taking a bite of the sandwich, I groaned, relishing the feel of a full belly. I couldn’t quite remember the last time I’d eaten, maybe yesterday morning, and it was made abundantly clear when I shoved more of the sandwich into my mouth. Alcohol was nothing but empty calories, after all. Or so Etty reminded me when she felt particularly petty. 

Before long, I finished the sandwich and licked my fingers of the excess drippings. Savannah and Etty stared at me with mirrored expressions of disgust. 

“I don’t think she breathed,” Etty said, earning a glare from me. 

“I don’t think she chewed,” Savannah corrected, still whisking whatever sweet confection was in her bowl while bumping me with her hip. 

“What can I say? Etty makes the best food in the city.” I grinned, hugging her against her protestations. “I could kiss you, it was that good.” 

She arched a brow, and suddenly I felt like all my secrets were bare before her. Uncanny how she could do that so easily. 

"From what I hear, you need to stop kissin' the staff before you wind up in more trouble than you bargained for." Her chastisement made my face burn. "That young guard came back to the side door an hour ago, beggin' to see you. Said what you had was special."

I groaned. Special? Hell, I didn't even remember most of the night. Just that I'd been unsatisfied and blissfully exhausted by the end of it. 

"Speakin' of which," Etty said, pulling a mug down from a cabinet. A few moments later she slid a piping hot cup of herbal tea across the counter with a dark expression in her eyes. "Down the hatch, girl. You've already had your fair share of trouble." 

She wasn't wrong there. 

Wrinkling my nose, I choked down the first swallow of the bitter liquid. It raked down my throat like musty weeds steeped in river water. Savannah smiled cruelly at me, and in retaliation, I scooped a white glob of her mixture onto my finger and swallowed it. Whipped cream with real vanilla. That made the rest barely tolerable, at the very least. 

The next hour passed easily, in the kind of companionable coexistence that only true friends could embody. When the conversation went quiet, there was no awkward need to fill the space. When we did speak or tease, laughter followed right behind. It was this, these moments, strung together like pearls on a string, painstakingly collected, that'd pieced me back together when I'd shattered. 

"It's gettin' late, girls, and Mr. Lee was very clear he wanted to have dinner tonight," Etty said as the sun sank low in the sky. My eyebrows pinched together in confusion. 

"I thought he was working tonight?" 

"He is." She nodded as she stirred a pot on the stove, moving it out of the direct heat. "Asked to have it in the study." 

My eyes nearly bulged out of my head at the news. In all the years I'd been here, I could count on one hand how many times I'd been allowed in his study. 

"Damnit, Etty! I smell like an outhouse. He'll have my hide." My pulse hammered a frantic beat in my ears. 

"That's what you get for lollygaggin' around down here." She gave an unconcerned sniff. Her eyes never left the pot in front of her. Savannah's hand gripped my arm as she led me toward the back stairs that would take me up to my rooms. 

"That old witch," I grumbled after a couple steps before a sharp "I heard that!" echoed from below. 

Savannah tugged on my arm more insistently, until we were both nearly sprinting to my room. As soon as the door slammed shut, I stripped out of my sweat-soaked clothes and Savannah turned on the taps to the bath.

"I'm going to dump all the lavender oil in, and then maybe he won't notice your . . . aroma as much?" 

My only response was a grunt as I flung a shoe across the room. 

"I swear, if it were anyone but Etty, they'd have a black eye." I struggled with my pants at my ankles. 

"Stop griping and hurry," she said from the bathroom. I turned quickly, catching sight of myself in the mirror across the room. 

My spine snapped straight, and a sick churning started in my gut. Eyes riveted on my reflection like a horror scene I couldn't unsee. Wrong. Everything I saw was wrong. A stranger stared back at me, and suddenly my skin felt too tight. As if someone else's features wrapped around me, trapping me in a prison of flesh and sinew. 

Many people called me beautiful. I wasn't. Not really. They only saw the pretty, polished pieces I allowed to show. If they saw this, the patchwork of scars raised along my flesh, they'd shut the hell up. 

I studied the angles and planes of my face in morbid fascination. Deep blue eyes that slanted upward at the corners accentuated high cheekbones and the delicate slope of my nose. My dark eyebrows cut a swath across the pale expanse of my face and full lips pinkened by my teeth worrying them. If I was beautiful, it was a fearsome sort of beauty. A far cry from the soft, fresh-faced debutantes that frequented the lavish parties here. The kind of beauty that could wound with a glance, intoxicating but dangerous. 

"We don't have time!" Savannah shouted from the bathroom, breaking my stare. 

I didn't feel the heat of the water on my skin. Couldn't recall how many pins it took Savannah to force my hair up into a sleek, tight bun, just the way it was preferred. I slid the sundress on numbly, slipping my feet into soft shoes. On stilted legs, I walked across the house until I stood staring at the dark oak door before me. 

I'll come for you. 

The dark promise in those words reverberated through my skin. Sucking a shuddered breath between my teeth, I knocked. The door swung open, held by a woman with cinnamon-colored hair in a black pinafore, her eyes carefully averted. 

Stepping into this room was like being blanketed with secrets, as if it were forbidden to speak in anything but whispers. This was where plans were made, deals negotiated, and the fate of the entire city determined each day. 

The dark wood paneling and wall of hand-carved bookcases were beautiful, but the real fascination came in the form of a map framed along the wall behind a massive desk. It showed our country in its current state. Each crater site, gang territory, borderland, or free state clearly marked. 

This was what waited for me outside the walls and bars of this house: a whole world ready to greet me. Not that I’d ever be allowed to see it. 

He sat behind his desk, hunched over a familiar red leather ledger, scribbling in his tiny block lettering. Neither I nor the woman in the pinafore made a sound, too afraid to break his deep concentration. Finally, he noticed me there and waved an impatient hand for me to sit across from him. The cinnamon-haired woman set a place for me atop his desk, complete with pristine porcelain plates, silver cutlery, and a crystal wine glass. 

I knew better than to ask the questions burning at the tip of my tongue. In this house, you didn’t speak until spoken to. Instead, as he finished his work, I studied his features intently. 

Iron gray streaks of hair faded into the deepest black, his figure imposing in his signature all-black suit. All save for the tie pin; that was a gold fleur-de-lis with a large diamond in the center, winking at me as if it were in my confidence. The lines of his face were severe, skin folded deep above his brows and around his mouth. As if he hadn't laughed or smiled his entire life. 

There was no part of him that was not intimidating, save for his height. Though taller than me, when he stood straight, he couldn’t have been more than five-and-a-half feet tall. Despite that, I'd witnessed him silence men of all shapes and sizes with a glance. 

He finished writing, stretching his hand from the strain before closing the ledger and tucking it safely in a drawer next to him. As soon as his work was done and his dark eyes, bottomless voids that were impossible to read, focused on my face, he changed. 

His stern expression, displaying his advanced age, softened. Those dark pools went from the cold blackness of deepest night to the warmth of blackberries in summer, swollen with a sweetness that he reserved only for me. Subtle, but significant in a way I couldn't explain. 

"I've been looking forward to this all day," he admitted, which coaxed an affectionate smile onto my mouth. 

"I was surprised, since you said the deal with Manhattan wasn't finalized. I thought you'd be working all night." I unfolded the linen napkin and rested it gently in my lap as his place was set and dinner was served. He peered at me across the desk. "Again," I added pointedly. 

He acknowledged the observation with a short grunt of affirmation. “It’s actually the Manhattan Island deal I wanted to discuss tonight.” He tracked the woman as she poured our wine and left the bottle on the corner of the desk. 

“You’re dismissed.” 

Ignoring the command and steeling myself, I tried to keep my face composed. Years I’d wanted him to allow me into this room, into the discussions about his business. I’d studied history, philosophy, economics, and business strategy as if my life depended on it. Countless days of finding myself floundering with no purpose beyond the obvious. He’d never wanted to discuss business with me before tonight. If there were ever a time to prove my worth, it was now. 

“It’s no secret that you’ve had your fair share of bad luck—” 

I snorted. My first mistake, it would seem, since not only did he lack any tolerance for sarcasm, he abhorred any hint of impropriety. His hardening glare dried up any smart-ass reply that had drifted through my mind, however briefly. 

“The Governor of Manhattan Island is reluctant to finalize any contracts without a formal meeting. After many failed negotiations, we’ve decided to take a more personal approach.” 

Whatever personal approach was decided, it was clearly not one I would like. Why else would he dangle the opportunity to be useful in the business when he never had before? The hair on the back of my neck rose at the open implication of his too-logical words, carefully devoid of emotion. As if he were preparing me for a hard blow. 

“As you know, many business partnerships are guaranteed with more than just signed contracts—” 

“No,” I ground between my clenched teeth. 

“Paper doesn’t mean anything to the roaming bands of outlaws beyond this city—” 

“I didn’t stutter. My answer is no,” I said firmly, barely keeping the violence from seeping into my words. 

He slammed his fist against the desk loud enough to clatter the plates and force my eyes shut with the shock. As intimidating as he could be, there’d never been a hint of violence in him before. Just cold apathy that ordered violence to sully other hands. 

“Goddamnit! You’ve squandered every opportunity here. What’s going to happen to you when I’m gone?” The question was rhetorical, but his wide eyes and how he leaned in almost demanded an answer. “Hmm?” 

Gaping in dumbfounded silence, I tried to speak and failed. Once. Twice. 

“Marriage is the only way to protect you,” he said, those angry edges blunting as he stared at me. 

“I have more to offer than just spreading my legs for some rich asshole,” I spat between heaving breaths. “If you’d let me in, let me help you with the business, you’d see I could—” 

“We need this contract, or it’ll be disastrous. I’ve run the numbers a thousand times,” he said, his tone fractured. His dark brows furrowed deep with worry that’d been plaguing him for weeks now. It felt like an admission. One that only someone he trusted deeply could have earned. “I thought, considering your accident—” 

Accident. I hated that word. How many accidents left a man’s name carved into someone’s skin? How many accidents happened with so many unanswered questions left behind? 

“—how hard it’s been for you to acclimate. There’s no one of substance left in this city who will consider you as a match. The rumors alone have made you damn near untouchable—” 

Anger, hot and bitter, clawed up my throat and begged to be set free. To rend and rage against what my mind couldn’t contextualize. 

“So you’re selling me for a shipping contract?” I asked. Blunt. Sharp. Like the edge of a blade slicing against skin and settling deep between muscle and bone. 

He took a moment, then another, to hold my stare and prove to me exactly how little say I had in this matter. The warmth seeped from his eyes, until they were those fathomless pools of black, completely devoid of human emotion. His jaw hardened into stone, no hint of softness to be found in his expression. 

“The governor’s son, Lucas Rutherford, will be here soon, and you are expected to give him every reason to partner with our shipping company,” he stated as a matter of fact, not a hint of consideration for me included. This was, after all, business. If there was one thing I’d learned these past few years, it was that morals didn’t matter as long as the money kept coming in.

I stood, stomach thrashing as what few freedoms I’d enjoyed bled from me while the man before me issued ultimatums and barely veiled threats. The walls of this house seemed to shrink, the tons of brick, mortar, and wood crushing down around me. 

“—besides, once you’re married, you’ll be able to travel to Manhattan Island.” 

“What?” I asked. The numbness spreading from the center of my chest stuttered to a stop. 

“Lucas isn’t the governor, sweetheart. I’m sure he’ll want to travel. Especially after being newly wed.” 

“I’ll get to leave?” I asked, breathless, feeling the prickle of desperate tears at the corners of my eyes. He nodded, face as stern as I’d ever seen it. No hint of the machinations that were no doubt turning in his mind. 

After a silence that seemed to fracture with unspoken arguments rose between us, I took a steadying breath. If there was anything I’d learned in the last few years, it was that nothing was free. Was my hand in marriage worth escaping this beautiful prison? 

“I won’t marry a man I don’t love.” I swallowed down the doubt that crept up the back of my throat. “But I won’t turn him away without trying.” 

The satisfied smile he gifted me settled heavily on my shoulders. As if I’d agreed to something against my will, even though it was clearly my choice. 

“I expect you to represent us well. That means no more training while Lucas is here.” He took his first bite of dinner from his plate. I grumbled but understood it was important for me to make a good impression. “He’ll be here tomorrow.” 

“Tomorrow?” I questioned, strangled. All he offered was a nod. Silence descended between us, the kind that made it impossible to talk. Instead, I moved my food around my plate. Cutting things into smaller and smaller pieces and pretending he didn’t notice. Finally, he gave me leave to stand on stiff legs. He stood as well, his few inches hovering above me like floors of a building. Separating us in space and station. I should have drained the bottle of wine while it was available at the table. 

He wrapped me in his arms, cocooning me in his peppermint and coffee scent. As if I were something precious to him, not just a commodity. Loathing and comfort warred for control inside me as I sank into that embrace. I closed my eyes against hateful tears that threatened to surface against my will. He pressed his lips into my hair, smoothing it back as he separated us to rake assessing eyes over me. 

“Never forget how much I love you, Audrey,” he said, his voice tender and calm. 

“I love you, too,” I said softly as he walked me to the door. “Dad.”
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Chapter two

Jesse





The Mighty Mississippi: an expansive body of water that cleaved the east from the west. I’d seen it once before when I fought in St. Louis. This time, however, it felt different. As if the knowledge that Bonnie was just on the other side of it made it more dangerous. 

Deep reds and purples streaked across the cloudy sky behind the hulking mass of concrete and metal that loomed ahead. Mickey eased his mount into a walk. Brows furrowed, I tugged on No Name’s reins, eyeing my uncle suspiciously. 

“Why are we slowing down?” 

My uncle’s blue eyes were clearer than they’d ever been. Aside from the salt-and-pepper stubble on his chin, he looked like a completely new man from the one I first met three years ago in Fort Hood. Then, he’d been haunted and lost to the bottle; now, he sat straighter in the saddle and spoke with the quiet assurance I’d expected to find when we first made it to Fort Hood.

“I need to make sure you’re not gonna do something stupid, Jess,” Mickey said. The lines of his face softened. “We haven’t come this far to screw it up now.” 

The simmering anger that kept me on this path flared bright in my belly. The leather reins creaked in my hands as I coiled that fury into a tight ball and stamped it down. He had good reason to worry I’d lose my shit. We hadn’t stopped in the weeks since my fight in Little Rock, other than breaking to sleep a few hours or give the horses a breather. 

I hadn’t spent three fucking years looking for the woman that I loved to slow now. 

And she was just across that river. 

“I’m not.” I forced the bitter edge from my voice.

Mickey fixed me with a curious stare, his brows lifted and mouth threatening to curve upward. “Do I look stupid?” 

“No.” I clenched my jaw. If I weren’t holding No Name’s reins, I’d have crossed my arms over my chest like a petulant child. 

“I’m not your pop, but I know you, Jess.” He shook his head. “We’ve got no idea what’s happening on the other side of that bridge.” He motioned toward the hulking mass of metal and concrete. “This isn’t some backwoods fighting pit. If I can’t trust you to keep a cool head, tell me now.” 

“Good to see you have such faith in me,” I mumbled. 

“I do have faith in you. But you have a short goddamned temper.” 

“What do you know?” 

Mickey scowled in my direction. “I know a hell of a lot more than you think.” 

“What does that mean?” 

“That means,” Mickey said, a harsh edge to his voice, “I watch your fights. I see how little it takes to set you off. We can’t afford that. Not here.” 

“I can control myself.” 

“You sure?” he asked. “What makes this any different than Little Rock? Or any of the dozen towns you’ve fought in the last year?” 

What made New Orleans different? 

“Bonnie,” I said, her name like a prayer on my tongue. “Bonnie’s here.” 

Mickey’s eyes darkened, and his lips pulled downward. An echo of the drunk, desperate man I’d first met years ago flickered across his face, as if the ghosts of his past still stalked him, even if he’d managed to achieve some semblance of normalcy. 

“Promise me, Jess. Promise that you won’t fuck this up—” He pointed at me as I opened my mouth to bark bitter words at him. “And! If you do, I get to throw you on No Name and send your ass back to Fort Hood.”

My mouth snapped shut. I couldn’t go back. Not now that we were so close. I couldn’t sit at the base, waiting and watching the world pass, living on scraps of information. It drove The Kid crazy. He was angry at me for leaving him behind, but that was the only way I could safely do what I needed. 

I couldn’t go back there. Not when she was so close. 

“I give you my word,” I said, turning my gaze to the bridge. 

“Good,” Mickey said, then clicked his tongue. “Let’s go.”

We set off down the cracked remnants of the highway. The bridge loomed ahead, growing larger as time passed. The sun rose in front of us, the first rays of light warming my face. Anticipation crept up from my belly. I gripped the reins tight to keep my hands from shaking. 

Three years. Three years of focusing only on my promise. 

I’ll come for you and bring you home.

Home. A place I hadn’t known in so long. Before the fire, Montana had been home. Then I found Bonnie. She and The Kid were home.

I clenched my thighs around No Name as we began the ascent at the base of the bridge looming ominously ahead of us. Dark clouds moved behind the sprawling beams of steel ahead. 

My gaze shifted to my left. I hadn’t seen it at first, but the highway had split some time ago. The ruins of a second steel structure jutted from the river bank. Wind whipped up so hard, Mickey had to slap a hand to his head to keep his hat. 

“I forgot how windy it could be,” he said, more to himself than me. “You know, your parents and I came down for Mardi Gras one year.” 

“Mardi Gras?” The unfamiliar word felt foreign on my tongue. 

“Fat Tuesday.” 

I stared at him dumbly, brows lifted. 

“Carnival?” He cursed beneath his breath. “I forget how much you still don’t know.” A lazy smile crossed his lips as he relaxed into his saddle. “I forget how it started, but Mardi Gras was the day before Lent.” 

I didn’t know what Lent was, either. Honestly, I didn’t really care. 

“It was a time for parties, parades, and too much alcohol.” Mickey’s eyes lit like they always did when he was lost to a good memory. “Your mom wasn’t too crazy about it, but I loved it. There’s something about New Orleans. Like the city never settled.” He prattled on, but I tuned him out, instead focusing on the path ahead. 

The bridge structure swayed as a particularly brusque wind kicked up. Dark figures swung on the breeze. My brows furrowed as the path flattened and we reached the top. I stared at the figures, confused. Dark shadows hung from long ropes. 

A bitter tang rose in my throat as one of the dark figures turned in a circle. I grabbed Mickey’s arm and yanked my reins to still No Name. Mottled flesh covered some of the swinging skeletons. By the look of them, they couldn’t be too old. A black crow darted down from the steel rafters above, landing on the shoulder of one. I fought the urge to retch as it plucked one of the eyes from the body. The crow flapped its wings and flew off. My brows furrowed as I noted a fleur-de-lis carved into the corpse’s forehead.

“Well, that’s different,” Mickey said, letting out a low whistle. 

“What the fuck?” 

My uncle shook his head and moved his mount forward. I veered No Name to the other side of Mickey, closer to the metal railing that overlooked the river below. Hulking masses of rusty metal broke its muddy surface. I stared as we began our descent down the far side of the bridge. Something seemed almost familiar. 

“Are those ships?” 

Mickey steered his mount closer. “Yep. People used to take cruises from the Port of New Orleans. They’d sail all over the place.” 

The old ships spanned the entire river. Near the far bank, men lined metal platforms on either side of a gap in the river, armed with assault rifles. A line of boats waited. One of the armed soldiers waved a hand, and a small tug boat moved through the canal-like passage. 

“State your names and your purpose,” a bored voice said. 

I hadn’t noticed the men in uniforms. Mickey’s back straightened, eyes narrowing as he scrutinized them. “Name’s Kincaid.” He glanced at me. “This is my boy. We’re just passing through.” 

“Through to where?” one of the men questioned, hands tightening on their assault rifle. 

“There’s a glowroot harvest in Biloxi in a few weeks,” he said, the lie rolling easily from his tongue.

“You should cross farther north then. You’ll be adding a week trying to get around the Pontchartrain.”

Mickey leaned forward to rest an elbow on his saddle horn. “I’m aware,” he remarked. “But, see, my boy’s never been to New Orleans.” 

A grin crossed one of the guard’s faces as he shared a glance with the other. They parted as the guard said, “Be sure to take him down Bourbon.” 

Mickey tipped his hat and steered his horse around the barricades made from giant tires. I followed, eyes low. As we passed, I stole a glimpse at their uniforms, or, more specifically, the patches on their breast pockets. 

It was the same crooked flower design that’d been on Sixgun’s neck. The fleur-de-lis, as Mickey called it. 

“Mickey,” I said. 

“Hush,” he whispered. 

The city opened up around us as we descended. Sprawling concrete bridges splayed out, creating wide tributaries, like a river, interspersed between towering buildings. Mickey motioned to our right. 

“That was the Riverwalk,” he said. “Do you see that painted wall?” I squinted against the morning light. A brick facade painted with streaks of white and blue caught my attention. “That was an aquarium.” I opened my mouth to question, but he cut me off. “That’s where they kept marine animals. Sharks. Whales. Exotic fish. You paid to go inside and see them.” 

“Why would you need to pay to see animals you could see in the wild?”

Mickey let out an uneasy chuckle. “If only there were time to explain.” He dug in his heels and took off at a trot, murmuring something beneath his breath that sounded oddly like naive kid. 

We followed looping concrete highways, eventually veering off at one near an odd, dome-shaped building. It towered above us as we rode by, its rusty shell giving way to smooth, polished steel in patches. Crumbling concrete sidewalks were littered with metal baskets and makeshift tents. Barrels lit from within by fire were surrounded by people wrapped in threadbare clothing. They looked up at us with disinterest and exhaustion lining their features. 

“Best not to look too close,” Mickey said. “This isn’t all that different from what it looked like before.”

Buildings made of concrete and glass lined either side of a four-lane boulevard as we continued onward. Many of the old windows were broken. Lights flickered within some of the rooms. We saw very few faces. The lost souls wandering the gray streets took one look at us and veered away onto a side street or into an alley between buildings. 

We turned onto a narrow side street made of a single lane. The brick buildings were much closer together, crowding us in a way that made me sit straighter in the saddle. I wasn’t used to the city. Not being able to see around every corner and crevice left me feeling vulnerable, as though danger lurked just out of sight. 

If Jones and his men were staked out in New Orleans, as Mickey suspected, no doubt they’d be lying in wait for us. 

My only hope was that after three years, the man who’d raised Bonnie would have given up on me rescuing her. That was the only good thing that could come from all of this time apart. 

Rusted-out cars lined either side of the street, leaving a narrow pathway that we had to ride single-file through. First the guards on the bridge and the blockade on the river. Now this? 

I couldn’t reconcile the image of the outlaw in my mind that Bonnie’d warned me about with an operation of this size. Jones couldn’t have had a large enough operation to control an entire city. 

Could he? 

Eventually, the street widened, spilling out into a larger avenue. The city seemed to be waking up finally. Women sauntered down the street in long dresses with skirts flowing whimsically around their legs, holding lace parasols even though the sun hadn’t quite gotten high enough to need them. Perhaps it was some strange fashion statement I’d never understand. 

After all, the southern heat would wage war enough on them in those dresses before the sun ever did. 

A man in a starched linen shirt and vest escorted a young woman wearing an airy dress and lace gloves. It almost felt like something out of a picture book I’d seen once. Pop had been obsessed with the Old West and had given me a book on trains. I hadn’t thought about it then, but women wore frilly gowns similar to these in the illustrations. 

“The square is coming up on the left,” Mickey said quietly beside me. 

As we passed a four-story building with an old-style balcony running across the second floor, I saw it. Trees towered above a black iron fence. Foot traffic was far busier here. People glanced at me or Mickey, then turned their attention away as if our presence wasn’t unusual. 

There were more guards in uniforms with the patches on the breast pockets. One of them turned his head, revealing a fleur-de-lis tattooed on their neck. An image of Sixgun with that same mark passed through my mind. The reins creaked against my hands. 

We were so close to Bonnie, I could taste it. 

“Easy,” Mickey warned. 

I attempted to school my features but failed the moment I turned to my uncle. He gave me a stern look, then motioned with his head to the right. Within minutes, he climbed down from his horse. 

“What are you doing?” 

“This,” he said, jerking a thumb over his shoulder, “is a stable. We walk from here.” I turned my head to the white concrete building that looked more like a bank than a stable. Jackson Brewing Company. I blew out a long breath, then climbed down from No Name and followed my uncle. 

After twenty minutes of haggling with the stablemaster, we left our mounts and ventured back into the city. 

“Jackson Square once overlooked the Mississippi River,” Mickey said, eyes wide. “Until the city started sinking and they had to build up the levee system to protect from flooding. Not that it did much good.” He eyed my hands, balled into fists at my side. "Maybe you should take a sip from your flask. Steel your nerves a bit." I shook my head. It was too early for a drink, even though my fingers shook with the lack of alcohol. I had to stay focused. 

And when I saw Bonnie again, the last thing I wanted was for her to smell tequila on me. 

“For all the talk you’ve done about this city, it’s not exactly what I imagined.” We crossed the busy street that led to the square.

“I guess you had to be here.” He shrugged as we passed the iron fencing and a shiny, horse-drawn carriage. 

“Care for a romantic ride, gentlemen?” a man in a pinstriped suit asked. He had a thick mustache and pointed beard. 

“No thanks,” Mickey said.

Clacking sounded ahead of us. As I lifted my head, I caught sight of a young man with obsidian skin, his feet moving in rhythm with the clacking. I slowed as we neared him, noting the metal weights attached to the bottom of his shined shoes. He tapped against a metal board. People dropped brass and copper bits in a hat near his feet. 

Mickey tapped my shoulder and led me between iron columns into the square. Patches of grass lined a pebble walkway. Directly ahead of it, in the center of the square, was an iron statue of a man seated on a rearing horse. Only, something seemed off. 

“That’s different,” Mickey said under his breath. 

People brushed past us on either side as I looked over at him. 

“What is?” 

“That’s not Jackson.” He pointed at the statue. “Looks like they lopped Jackson’s head off and replaced it with some . . . other guy.” He shook his head. 

Sure enough, when I looked closer at the statue, the original metal ended at the neck. A haphazard job had been done to attach the new piece to the old. There was something odd in the replacement’s features. 

“Huh,” Mickey said. He’d moved several feet away. I followed his line of sight to where an inscription had been carved into the side. 

“Major General—” I cut off, unable to make out the carving below. Someone had chiseled the original part of the inscription off. 

“Andrew Jackson,” Mickey finished. “But that’s not Jackson.” 

“Clearly.” I crossed my arms. “Look, I don’t mean to be an insensitive prick when it comes to your love affair with old shit—”

“Don’t be an asshole.”

“We don’t have time for this.” My fingers twitched at my sides. While my uncle was lost to the past, Bonnie was in danger. If Mickey hadn’t kept the location from me, I’d have come straight here the moment we arrived. 

“Make time,” he grumbled. He turned from the statue, moving farther into the square. Gravel crunched beneath our boots. We passed artisans set up with makeshift tables, displaying painted canvases and ones that had what looked like toys made out of old door hinges, bottle caps, and broken glass.

Eventually, I dragged Mickey away from a table with small clay figurines. He tucked something in his pocket as we ventured toward the far end. 

“There.” He gripped my wrist and dragged me to one side of the exit. Mickey’s gaze shot out around us, gauging the faces nearby. I lifted an eyebrow at him. 

“What?”

“Hush.” He led me toward the iron fence and motioned to the metal bars with his head. 

“What? Bars?” 

“The other side,” Mickey said. 

Then, I saw it. 

A three-story mansion. Stone archways lined the ground floor. Shadowy figures milled about. My eyes adjusted: guards on patrol. Most of them had assault rifles strapped to their backs and knives sheathed at their sides. Bars covered the arched windows on the second floor. An alleyway between the house and a cathedral beside it was rife with people coming to and fro. 

“Those don't look like Hanged Men.” 

Mickey cursed beneath his breath. “It’s not,” he said. “Sixgun must have been working for someone else.” 

“Who?” I asked, the word coming out on a sharp breath. 

An echo of a past conversation filled my mind.

My dad took a job up north . . . he had to burn it all down . . . somewhere in Montana . . .

“I don’t know, Jess,” Mickey said. “But whoever it is, I think they killed your mom and pop.” 
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Chapter three

Will





Icouldn’t remember the sound of my own laugh anymore. Or what it felt like before the weight of my sins, instead of my father's, weighed down my shoulders. In fact, there were very few moments when I felt alive at all. But being cock-deep inside an enthusiastic lover muted the sting of loneliness long enough to get me through another day. 

Although, that usually came with its own problems. 

Shifting on the mattress in my tangled sheets, I plucked a cigarette from my case on the nightstand and lit it quickly. The earthy aroma of burning tobacco did nothing to hide the scent of sex heavy in the humid air. 

The nicotine buzz combined with adrenaline rushed in my blood like a goddamned drug. More potent than glowroot. Harder to quit, I imagined. Flopping bonelessly against the headboard, I sucked in another greedy drag as my pounding heart slowed. 

The mattress dipped, causing ash to rain down on my sweat-soaked chest. When I turned, Clara pulled her skirt up over her trim hips. Just like that, the high I’d been riding faded into emptiness. 

“Callin’ it quits already?” I stubbed the cigarette out on my nightstand and sat upright. Resting an arm on my knee, I leaned forward and wrapped a lazy arm around her waist, dragging her back if only for a moment. Her blonde hair was nearly translucent in the places where the light fell on the messy waves. She patted me on the forearm like she was comforting a child before she twisted out of my embrace. 

“I have a train to catch, but this was fun,” she said primly, breasts still bare as she scooped her lacy panties off the floor. “It always is.” 

“Right.” This was less complicated than the alternative. Even if it left me lying here feeling used. No messy, emotional pleas. No broken hearts or hidden resentments. Just the flare of cheap pleasure and then back to work. Running my hands through my hair and down my face, I tried to flush the dark thoughts from my mind without success. 

“Train?” I scratched at my stubble. I needed a shave and a shower. Badly. Clara never stayed around for long, but she’d only gotten in yesterday. It was unusual for her to leave so soon. 

“Yeah.” She sighed, clipping her bra behind her back and pulling a strap over her shoulder. “Off to Dallas this time.”

Though I didn’t acknowledge her, she slipped her shirt back on then turned to me with narrowed eyes as if I’d said something revealing. Instead, I leaned back against the headboard and focused on anything but her stare. She didn’t relent, and finally, with a long-suffering sigh, I asked. 

“How long will you be gone this time?” 

A triumphant smile broke across her lips. “A few weeks, maybe a couple of months,” she teased, tucking her shirt in before pulling her sex-mussed hair into a bun at the nape of her neck. “There have been some supply chain issues I need to handle.” 

Even though I knew better and tried biting back the grumble rising in my throat, I still mumbled a swift, “That shit’ll get you killed.” 

Anger flashed bright in her dark eyes, playfulness evaporating swiftly. She’d never listened to me before. I didn’t know why I thought she would now. It didn’t matter that dealing glowroot was a ruthless business that left more people dead than the Beast of the Bridge. Clara Higgins did whatever the fuck she wanted, and she didn’t care what anyone had to say. 

Least of all me. 

“Don’t look at me like that.” She pinned me with a stare that promised retribution. 

“Like what?” I asked, quickly growing bored with her hysterics. This was the part of Clara that I forgot about. As cunning and cruel as she could be, Clara was always logical. Until she felt judged. 

“Like you care about me,” she said, surprising me. The shock made me feel numb for a few seconds that felt like years. I scowled, dark and ugly. I didn’t have the luxury of caring about anyone anymore. Myself included. 

“The only thing I care about,” I said slowly, drawing out the words while she shoved one of her feet into a boot, “is getting my dick wet. Which you’re always more than eager to help me with. Thanks for that, but I think we’re done here.” 

I didn’t feel the sting as the sound of her slap echoed in my ears, but my head snapped to the side all the same. There was no question I deserved it. I deserved so much more for worse crimes than hurting a woman’s feelings. Nevertheless, my stomach recoiled in disgust. 

“You’re absolutely right, we’re done here.” She turned on her heel and marched to the sun-scorched door. Her hand hesitated on the doorknob for a moment before she whirled to face me, with all the fires of hell in her eyes. 

“You don’t fool anyone, Will Ellis. You can bury yourself in all the booze and whores your money can buy and it won’t stop you from hating yourself. Because the truth is, you are fundamentally broken, and there’s nothing you can do to fix the fact that you're a failure.” Her words rang with a truth that echoed deep in my chest. Then, with the slam of the door shaking the frame, she was gone. Along with the last remnants of hope I had left. 

I sat there for long enough that the sun rose markedly higher in the sky, burning down more cigarettes than I should. Until the only thing left to do was untwist myself from my rumpled sheets and let the tepid but clean water wash away the filth on my skin. The water reminded me of things long lost, people that only lived in my memories now. I heard the pounding of a violent desert storm lashing against the thick, waterproofed tarp of the tent my mother and I shared. I saw Bonnie’s pale face in a flash of lightning, blue eyes wide in the darkness, gripping my hand as if her life depended on it. 

Even at ten years old, protecting her had given me a purpose that acted as a lens to focus my life. My hands slapped against the wet, filmy tile of my shower as my head hung low and water sluiced around my face. Grinding my teeth together, I forced my thoughts anywhere but the past. But the silence was oppressive, heightening my loneliness as my eyes burned. It was moments like these that it was impossible not to think of Bonnie, of how I failed her. And exactly how fucking pathetic I was. 

I barely reached the beam with the dull kitchen knife, my sobs blurring my vision until I couldn’t see. No matter how much my arms and shoulders ached, I didn’t stop sawing at the barely frayed rope. 

It took hours to cut her down as she swung, lifeless, in the middle of the home we’d shared. Swinging softly, like she was being lifted by a gentle summer breeze. Hours or days later, Bonnie found me, huddled in a mess of long limbs, the knife clutched so tightly in my hand I couldn’t feel my fingers anymore. 

“I’m here,” she said, loosening it from my grip. “I’m here, Will.” 

All I saw was my mother’s face, drained of blood, lips pale, with mottled blue-black bruises around her neck. Her eyelids were shut so gently she could have been sleeping. Only sleeping. My tears had dried hours ago, but horror remained lodged in my throat. 

Bonnie was barely more than a girl, not quite a woman but no longer childish in any respect. She’d been on too many cons for there to be any lingering innocence left inside her. I opened and closed my mouth wordlessly, unable to articulate anything. She stroked her fingers through my hair, jaw clenched tight, letting my fingers dig into her arms until I thought I would break skin. 

She never once complained.   

“I’m alone now.”

Her eyes hardened at my words, and like a slap to the face, I remembered that Bonnie had been alone all this time. Instead of harsh criticism, she scooted closer on her knees, the warmth of her skin a shock to my senses.  

“You’ll never be alone.” Her words didn’t register. She gripped the sides of my face and pulled my eyes away from my mother’s lifeless body until all I saw were the blue shadows deep in her eyes. “I won’t ever let you be alone. Do you hear me?” she said, with enough violence in her voice that I’d clung to her strength in desperation. 

Then she pressed her lips to mine. A hard push against my mouth that both shocked and ignited something inside of me. My first kiss. Anchoring me to something real. Someone real.

I slammed the heel of my hand against the tile, the water long since grown cold. Not that I felt it. Not that I felt much of anything anymore. Squeezing my hand into a fist, I slammed the side of it into the tile. Again. And again. And again. 

What does that mean? Mi cielo. You call me that a lot. 

She looked right through me yesterday. Like she did all the time now. Bonnie was the only person who saw me for exactly who I was and loved me in spite of it. It didn’t matter how lazy or reckless or offensive I could be. It never mattered. Not to her. 

But Bonnie was gone. 

I screamed. Jaw so wide my saliva and the shower water ran together, neck straining as an inhuman howl ripped through me. Maybe the things they whispered about me were true. Born of the devil. Soulless. Soaked in blood. 

I twisted the taps until the water abruptly stopped and yanked the worn towel from its hook. After ruffling my hair and patting myself dry, I went about gearing up for the day. Settling a black shirt around my shoulders and dark jeans over my thighs, I tried not to remember why I preferred dark colors. How well it could hide me in the shadows. 

Or bloodstains, a wicked voice reminded me, echoing through my thoughts. Scratching at the stubble on my jaw, I realized I should have shaved but couldn’t find the energy to care about damn near anything anymore. Much less my appearance. With a couple of heavy thunks, my boots tightened around my ankles. It wasn’t until I reached for the gun belt that I paused. 

A dark six-chamber Colt revolver that fit in my hand like I’d been born with it taunted me from my leather holster. I fucking hated guns. But I strapped it low on my hip just the same. 

An insistent rapping at the door sounded through the small space, setting my nerves on edge. In a couple long strides, I tossed the door open, not bothering to spare the black-and-gold-clad boy much notice. I felt more than saw how nervous he was, not that I could blame him. The rustling of his uniform as he shifted his weight grated on my nerves. 

“Well?” I asked, still not bothering to look at the kid. “Do you speak?” 

Crossing to the nightstand, I pulled out one of my cigarettes from my case, lighting the end with the quick flick of a match. When the messenger still said nothing, I faced him, tucking the case into the front pocket of my shirt. Mierda. Tall, gangly, mop of messy dark hair, and freckles. He reminded me of another cheeky kid I’d known once upon a time. 

“Spit it out.” I took another long drag and let the bite of nicotine drag deep into my lungs. 

“Mr. Lee needs you at the house immediately,” he spat out so quickly that it almost sounded like one long word. I felt the dark tilt of my lips as I settled my black cowboy hat low over my eyes. Time to get to work. The messenger boy scurried down the hall before the thud of my boots crossed the room. 

There was no reason to bother locking my apartment, since there wasn’t a person alive in New Orleans brave enough to steal from me. Perks of chipping away pieces of your soul until there was nothing left, I guessed. I’d forgotten the leather strap to tie my hair back with, and as a result, the long curls swung in front of my eyes as I loped down the dark staircase and into the bustle of the bar at the ground floor. A large chalkboard had been drilled into the wall behind the bar with betting odds on everything from dog fights to bare-knuckle brawls and horse races. The bookie who ran the betting was a good enough landlord. As long as I paid on time for my room, he didn’t care about anything else. 

Besides a few sidelong glances, no one bothered me. Or took note of my comings and goings. Just how I liked it. 

The path to Lee’s expansive manor was so familiar that my mind wandered, mostly to musings about what Lee could possibly want from me now. There was little that I wasn’t privy to when it came to his underhanded business dealings. If there was a loan that hadn’t been paid, or a shipment of something unsavory that had gone amiss, I was there. In the middle of it all. 

Sullying my hands so that Zachary Lee could keep his pristine in the eyes of New Orleans high society. The few families that managed to retain their good fortune or wrest enough money and power in the chaos of the end of the world climbed to the top of the social ladder here. All of them fat rats stuck in a cage together, tearing each other limb from limb with smiles on their faces as they desperately grasped for more. More money, more power, more control over their own lives. 

Fucking fools, the lot of them. Zachary controlled it all. 

“Ellis!” A shout rose from behind me, but I didn’t acknowledge it. Lee Manor was just ahead, and I didn’t have time for whatever fresh hell this was. “Turn and face me like a man!”

Another stranger with a grudge. Seeking revenge. This happened too often lately. Just as I neared the front steps of the manor, a pair of familiar dark eyes caught mine beneath the brim of my hat. Great. Just what I needed. A witness to this shit-show. 

Shame and loneliness weighed my shoulders down as Sebastian gazed at me in clear disappointment. Failure. I’d failed Seb too, breaking his heart a thousand times over the last couple years. He was convinced I was a better man than I was capable of being, and all that those lofty expectations did was hurt us both. Time and again. 

“You fuckin’ coward!” the voice shouted again from behind me. Closing my eyes for a moment, I sucked in a steadying breath before turning to find a stranger shouting at me across the distance until his face was red and ruddy. I didn’t pay attention to what he said. There were any number of reasons he confronted me now. All I focused on was the gun in his hand. Instead of arguing, I unclipped my Colt from its holster. There were plenty of people spectating, still meandering down the stretch of cobblestone street, but that didn’t matter. 

The weight of the Colt in my hand didn’t register, or the kick; just as quickly as I’d pulled the gun, I secured it at my side. The square went silent, horrified eyes tracking the fall of the man; he was dead before collapsing to the ground, a hole blasted cleanly through one of his eye sockets. Before the crowd grew rowdy, I turned my back and took the stairs two at a time. Even though I paused at Seb’s shoulder for half a breath, I didn’t look at him. 

I already knew what I’d see written in his dark, expressive eyes. 

“I see what it costs you.” He ran desperate hands into my hair. “There’s nothing keeping you here. Keeping us here. We can leave anytime, Will.” 

“I can’t.” I tried not to crack beneath his hurt expression. His mouth ran over my jaw, trying to change my mind. But he didn’t understand the stakes for me, because I couldn’t confide in him. Not how I wanted to. When he realized I wouldn’t be swayed, his pleading turned into stony silence. 

“You have a choice,” he said, words hot with anger. “You act like you don’t, but you always have a choice.” 

“I know,” I said, my words quietly resigned. “I’ve made it, Seb.” 

Every broken promise and deep regret was mapped in lines stretched tight around the corners of his mouth. I sighed deeply, continuing up the front steps and across the threshold into Lee’s manor. I was immune to the expensive furnishings by now, not sparing a second glance. The guards didn’t give me a moment of consideration as I marched through the middle of the expansive home, practically a permanent fixture here. 

Dread unfurled in my gut as I stopped outside Lee’s study. My blood ran cold as I thought of the next job and how it might take more of my soul than I had left. Instead of knocking, I flung the door open and didn’t bother acknowledging Lee behind his desk. He was finishing a letter, and I was uncapping the decanter of scotch in the corner of his room. 

On the drink tray was a list of names in Zachary’s neat handwriting. Curious, I picked it up and flipped it over as I drained the scotch in my glass. Columns of figures and betting odds much like the figures my landlord kept for his gambling business. Eyebrows furrowing in confusion, I turned to see Zachary watching me. 

It struck me then, as it often did, how similar he and Bonnie looked. Sometimes, depending on his expression, it almost hurt to see the resemblance. Today, however, he looked more like the devil than my lost friend. 

“I didn’t think you were a gamblin’ man.” I handed him the list before pouring myself another splash of liquor. I needed to be appropriately numb for whatever he asked of me next. Zachary Lee wasn’t the kind of man who threw his money away; if he bet on a fight, he’d rigged it beforehand. 

“I’m not,” he offered dully. “I’ve been researching the return on investments for sponsoring a fighter. I’m going to the pits tonight to scout some potential candidates.” 

That made sense. Anything that could earn him a couple more bits to line his pockets. I grunted in acknowledgment, not wanting to prolong this meeting unless it was absolutely necessary. 

“What’s the job this time?” I swallowed the earthy burn of scotch as he laced his fingers together and rested his chin on top. 

“I have a guest arriving shortly from Manhattan Island,” he said matter-of-factly. No need to mince words or beat around the bush. That wasn’t what we did. I was here for one thing, and it wasn’t the fucking conversation. 

“How badly do you want him hurt?” I set the cut crystal glass down on the oversized, solid-oak desk. Did Lee realize that he looked like a child sitting behind a desk that large? Or did he even care, since he owned the whole goddamned city? 

“No.” Dark eyes settled sternly on my face. “Not this time. I’m trying to secure a lucrative trade deal with his father, so he isn’t to be touched.”

A tight knot of tension relaxed at the base of my spine, and I leaned back in my chair, hooking my ankle on my knee as I settled into the leather. After the confrontation with Clara earlier and how hopeless I’d been the last few months, I didn’t think I could handle a violent job. At least not well. Lee pulled out a folded page of thick, off-white paper, sliding it across the top of the desk. 

“A list of his known associates in the area,” he explained. Not that he needed to. I knew the way Zachary Lee thought by now. He didn’t take risks, didn’t gamble, and he sure as shit didn’t ask twice. If he was securing a trade deal, that meant he wanted leverage. Enough blackmail that would ensure the negotiations veered steeply in his favor. 

I picked up the paper, saluting him with it mockingly before tucking it behind my cigarette case in my front pocket. With a groan, I lumbered onto my feet, rolling my shoulders to relieve some of the tension that’d gathered there. 

“Oh, and Ellis?” he called as I crossed to the door. I peered over my shoulder, he was still comfortably seated, never having bothered to stand and acknowledge me. “No more lessons with Audrey while he’s here.” 

Of course. There was no way he would let me leave without giving more of myself away. Even the small moments of peace or connection I’d painstakingly cultivated. Instead of arguing, though, I dipped my head so that he couldn’t read my violent thoughts. 

Without another word, I left. What was I still doing here? Bonnie didn’t know me. Everything I sacrificed was for nothing. Turning a corner, I stopped short, leaning heavily against the doorframe leading to the kitchens. I dragged my hat off my head as laughter trilled in the air, feminine and delicate. 

Savannah Beauregard was so pretty it fuckin’ hurt. 

Etty was trying to shoo her out on some errand, and Savannah’s normally too-polite face was lit in an expression of real joy. A rare occurrence, especially if I happened to be around. I was content to watch her from the shadows, tracking the swish of her skirt as she untied her apron. Tearing my eyes away from her was physically painful. 

There was nothing as good in this world as her.

Sometimes, I hated how unaffected she was by the kind of darkness I drowned in. Other times, like today, I clung to the reminder that not everyone was as broken as me. 

Before I could escape, Etty caught sight of me over Savannah’s shoulder. Her face fell and her eyes grew distrustful in my presence. Savannah turned to see what could have possibly dulled Etty’s lively expression. Realization dawned on her face a moment later. Her smile disappeared.

“William,” she said by way of greeting. She was the only one who called me that. I cleared my throat, gripping the brim of my hat a little tighter. 

“I didn’t mean to bother you,” I started, ignoring the pointed glare that clearly said I’d accomplished the exact opposite. “Just wanted to check on Audrey.” 

Savannah’s animosity faded before she offered a deep sigh. 

“She was in pretty rough shape yesterday,” I said gruffly. I watched Savannah’s dark curls bounce with her nod. She pressed her lips firmly together, the way she often did when she spoke to me about Bonnie. As if she didn’t like betraying her friend’s confidence but couldn’t help herself. 

“All I know,” she said softly, eyes bright, “is that whatever she discussed with her father at dinner last night has her refusing to see anyone today. Including me.”

I sighed, stifling the urge to bury my hands in her hair. To pull her forward and kiss her until she begged me to stop. Instead, I settled my hat back on my head and offered a low, “Thanks.” 

The unnatural compulsion toward Savannah had grown more acute the longer I’d been here, nearly shattering me with the force of my yearning. My desire to desecrate her goodness could bring me to my knees if I let it. But I wouldn’t. 

“Savannah, honey,” Etty said firmly, glaring at me. “You should head to the bakery before it gets late.” 

A clear warning away from me.

Clara was right. I was a fucked-up piece of shit. One that only wanted Savannah so ravenously because I wanted to defile that goodness I hated so much. Until she was just as corrupt and rotten as me. Until none of her immaculate grace remained and her judgmental looks were nothing more than distant, hypocritical memories. She shifted on her feet, and I caught the delicate scent of cinnamon on her skin. No doubt from the baking she enjoyed so much. 

My mouth watered, and before I could do something about that, I walked across the courtyard toward the side entrance of the house. Don’t fucking do it, Ellis. I wanted to tug at my scalp, wanted to feel something other than the overwhelming urges dragging toward this woman who clearly hated me. My thoughts lingered on all the things I could do to make her gasp my name in delight or horror.

Goddamnit! Stop, Will. 

This would be the last time. I swore it. Though, I’d done that hundreds of times before over the years. My feet carried me around the side of the house, waiting until she walked past before slinking from the shadows, my path a way to trail her swishing skirts into the city. It’s just to keep her safe. 

I was really good at lying to myself. 

She never looked back as I stalked her through the crowds. Not once. Instead, she tilted her chin toward the sunlight, a pretty smile on her mouth. Contented. Peaceful. Happy. 

I needed to taste that mouth. Feel how soft her skin was beneath my fingertips. Drink down her sweetness. Then maybe some of that happiness could be mine, if only for a moment. Her gait changed, from a purposeful march into a lazy stroll as she looked through windows of different shops on this side of the street. She didn’t linger long on anything, perusing fabrics, items in a leather shop, a pre-Culling boutique filled with oddities from the world before. 

Then she stopped short in front of the bookstore. It was her favorite one. She always paused here when running errands. They had a display in front of the open door, meant to entice customers inside. Savannah’s fingers trailed reverently down the spine of a book, and I shuddered as if she’d trailed that finger down my chest. She angled herself, plucking the book from the cart, and I ducked beneath the awning of another store to hide as I watched her through the dirty glass. A small grin curled on her mouth, her eyes filled with regret as she placed the book back in the cart. 

The bakery was next door, and she disappeared inside before I left my perch, striding purposefully into the bookstore before I reminded myself this wasn’t a good idea. The owner behind the counter was talking to another customer until he caught sight of me. His face paled, eyes widening in terror as he abandoned his patron to scramble toward me. 

“C-can I help you with—” 

“The books on display. Deliver them all to Lee’s house, for the library.” I grunted as he followed me outside. My gaze darted toward the bakery, where Savannah spoke with her hands, gesturing to a king cake on display in the window. She and the owner seemed to be haggling over the price. I plucked the book she’d chosen from the cart, scanning the cover. A half-naked man with dark olive skin and a black cowboy hat graced the cover. Scanning the description on the back, a wicked grin slid over my lips. 

“Put this one on top,” I instructed gruffly as the shop owner nodded vigorously. 

“O-of course, Mr. . . . uh, sir. Half price for the lot, naturally.” He was sweating into the collar of his shirt. I shoved two gold bits into his hand, eyes sliding back to Savannah briefly. 

“Keep the change, but don’t be late.” 

He whimpered but began tugging the cart into the shop to pack up for delivery. Savannah headed toward the door, so I ducked my head and walked across the street, leaning with my back to her until she passed me again. Sick satisfaction curled through me as I followed her back to the house, knowing that she would be cradling that book in her elegant hands later tonight. Even if she never knew where it came from, a part of me would be with her, giving her pleasure in whatever limited way I could. 

As we arrived back at Lee Manor, I dragged my eyes away from her. She was back safely now, unharmed, and it settled something ragged inside of me. I had to stop fucking doing this. It was driving me insane. 

Because the truth is, you are fundamentally broken, and there’s nothing you can do to fix the fact that you're a failure.

I hated that Clara was right, but I hated myself more. 

I ducked into an alley that ran alongside the house. Secluded, I kicked over a trash bin as my absolute uselessness rattled through me, shaking my resolve. What the fuck was I doing anymore? Why was I still here, keeping a promise to a dead woman? That’s what Bonnie was, when it came down to it. Dead. 

A stranger walked around in her skin, torturing me with every interaction. Reminding me of my failure with every conversation. Every memory I held onto with both hands slipped through her mind like water through a sieve. 

It unraveled me a little more each day. 

I adjusted my hat, sucking in a sharp breath before pulling out my cigarette case to light one. I struck the match on the brick at my side and inhaled deeply, watching the smoke disappear on the faint breeze before me. 

“Ellis,” a voice said behind me. Familiar and haunting. 

The deep timbre sent equal parts panic and disbelief running down my shoulders like frigid water. The cigarette dropped from my fingertips, forgotten. I turned slowly, taking in the tall, fearsome sight of him with the sun at his back. 

“Jesse?” I couldn’t reconcile the man before me with the person I once knew. He shifted on his feet, and a shaft of light spilled over the harsh lines of his face, his blue eyes sharp in the dim alley. He looked different. His hair was shorn close on the sides, the top kept long and slicked back. Once, I’d thought he was too weak to keep Bonnie safe, too naïve. Looking at him now, I only saw the barest echo of that man standing before me. 

Hope, like a flame, sparked to life inside me. Rushing toward him in long, loping strides. My loneliness and grief hollowed me out, and with just a word, he’d somehow managed to blunt the edges of that deep-rooted pain. 

Before I could say anything, his fist thudded hard against my jaw, the strike coming so fast I’d barely seen it before I lurched to the side. I slammed against the wall of the alley, clutching my jaw. 

“Not the face, pendejo.” I worked my jaw back and forth to ease the pain radiating from the blow. My hat fell unceremoniously to the ground, and he had an unimpeded view of my entire face now. And the jagged scar that graced my left side, spanning from my temple to the corner of my eye. His eyes caught there and held, some of the hardness wavering at the sight. 

“Three years,” he ground out between his teeth. “It’s been three goddamn years, Will.” 

“Okay.” I offered a shrug by way of non-apology. “I deserved that one.”

“I’m here for Bonnie.” He looked past me to the door at the end of the alley. Nodding, I ignored the sick feeling twisting in the pit of my stomach. There was a part of me that had known this day might come. One that ignored the probability as stringently as possible. 

“Yeah, I figured as much.” I ignored the deadly intention that flashed in his eyes. That was new. But three years could change a lot about a person. I knew that firsthand. I maneuvered my way around his broad shoulders and started down the street, farther away from the house. 

“Where do you think you’re going?” He forced out the question through clenched teeth. I paused to look at him from over my shoulder, shoving my hands deep into my jean pockets. 

“Feel free to force your way in that door and get yourself killed if you prefer.” I offered him a dull glance. “Otherwise, this conversation calls for a drink.” 

He narrowed his eyes, clearly pissed off at my lackadaisical attitude. From the corner of my eye, I noticed another familiar face. Mickey Kincaid, in all his fifty-some-odd years, leaning casually against the brick wall. He stared at me in a way that forced the air to shift wrong in my throat. Too familiar. As if he saw just how fucked-up and broken I was after all this time. 

I didn’t like that. 

“Fine,” Jesse said. I continued on as my past and present clanged together in a dizzying mess. More than likely, I’d need several drinks to get through this night unscathed.     
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