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CHAPTER 1




I walked through the lobby of the five-star hotel like I belonged there—like I had every right to be among the elite. Confidence was the key, and I had the clothes, the attitude, and the walk to sell it. The truth? Under no circumstances did I actually fit in with these people. 

These were the types who wouldn’t know what a hard day’s work felt like. The kind whose only encounter with dirt was on the greens of a private golf course, not under their fingernails. They spent three hundred dollars on a bottle of wine without blinking, while I grumbled about paying four bucks for an imported beer.  

But tonight, I played the part flawlessly.  

Dressed in a custom-tailored black suit, my dark navy dress shirt unbuttoned just enough to suggest confidence without arrogance, and a pair of polished Italian leather shoes, I was a walking illusion. No one gave me a second glance as I strode toward the elevator, phone pressed to my ear, exuding the kind of self-importance these people worshipped. They were too self-absorbed to notice the wolf in their midst.  

My team was in position.  

Suarez lounged in the lobby, his thumbs lazily scrolling over his phone—just another businessman pretending to be busy. Elliot was in the SUV across the street, eyes locked on the entrance, ready to roll as soon as we had the package. Mercer, our pilot, waited fifteen miles north in an open field, the chopper prepped for a swift exit.  

We were a four-man unit, a well-oiled machine built on experience, forged in fire. Once upon a time, we killed for a living. Now, we still did—when necessary. Cartel scum, arms dealers, warlords. And on occasion, the kind of filth who preyed on children. Those? We took out for free. No hesitation. No mercy.  

The elevator chimed softly.  

As the doors slid open onto the penthouse floor, I stepped out, my heartbeat steady, my purpose clear. The mark was a rich bastard with a sickness money couldn’t hide. I turned left, stalking toward room 1225.  

"I'm on the floor," I murmured into the mic inside my lapel.  

"The cameras are disabled for ten minutes. Move your ass, McBride," Elliot’s voice crackled in my earpiece.  

"On it. At the room now."  

I slid the key card through the reader, courtesy of Elliot’s handiwork. The lock disengaged with a soft click. Slipping inside, I shut the door behind me, my movements silent. The penthouse reeked of excess—expensive cologne, alcohol, and something more primal.  

The bedroom was at the back. I followed the sound of rhythmic grunts and muffled moans. The door was ajar.  

I paused just outside, taking in the scene.  

For a brief second, I assessed everything—positions, surroundings, threats. The mark was preoccupied. Vulnerable.  

Perfect.  

It was time to make him regret every breath he’d stolen from the innocent.  

The bastard in question was buck naked, pounding into the woman on her hands and knees, his grunts mixing with the wet slap of skin on skin. She was silent. Too silent.  

He alternated between landing heavy-handed slaps on her ass—so hard they made me flinch—and reaching around to twist her nipples with a cruel grip. My blood ran hot when I noticed her wrists were bound to the headboard. The red marks on her skin told me this wasn’t the first time.  

This motherfucker’s life was over.  

And I had the distinct pleasure of watching the light leave his eyes. He beat and raped his girlfriend for sport. A sick, twisted piece of shit who thought his money and power made him untouchable.  

He was about to learn otherwise.  

Silent as a ghost, I moved in behind him. He was too lost in his own depravity to notice. With a sharp yank, I grabbed his ankles and wrenched him backward.  

He hit the floor face-first with a sickening thud.  

"What the fuck?!" he sputtered, disoriented, flailing like a fish out of water. "Who the fuck are you and what—"  

I cut him off with the sole of my expensive Italian shoe pressing into his throat. Not enough to crush it. Not yet. Just enough to let him know who was in control.  

"Make one move, one sound, and I'll fucking cut your dick off." My voice was calm. Controlled. Deadly. No need to shout. He understood.  

For effect, I flipped open my switchblade, the steel glinting under the low light. Schlick.  

"If you understand, nod once. Otherwise, speak."  

I wanted to see if he was stupid enough to test me. To see if he thought he had a way out of this.  

His eyes, wide with panic, flicked from the blade to my face.  

He nodded once.  

Good.  

Now the real fun began.  

"Good. Lay on your stomach, face to the floor, hands behind your head. Link your fingers."  

He obeyed.  

Coward.  

I stepped away, my focus shifting to the woman. She remained motionless, still on her hands and knees, her eyes vacant, locked straight ahead. A shell of herself.  

Her skin told the story of her suffering. Her thighs and ass, raw and red from the abuse. Her back and shoulders, a canvas of old bruises, layered in sickening shades of yellow, green, and black—evidence of repeated beatings. The longer I looked, the harder it was to breathe through the fury clawing up my throat.  

Letting this bastard die quickly would be a mercy he didn’t deserve. He needed to understand what it felt like to be powerless. Humiliated. Afraid. But I didn’t have the luxury of dragging this out.  

I had a job to finish.  

I lowered my voice, softening my tone. “Hey, sweetheart. I’m getting you out of here.”  

She didn’t flinch. Didn’t acknowledge me.  

I reached for the crumpled sheet beside her and draped it over her trembling frame. Covering her up before I untied her wrists. The left angry, red marks on her skin, and the sight of them made my grip on control even thinner.  

"Come on, Alexis, I need you to get dressed."  

Behind me, the bastard on the floor grunted. He probably wanted to know how I knew her name. But he had just enough survival instinct left to keep his mouth shut.  

Alexis barely moved. She was shutting down.  Hell, she didn't even seem shocked that I knew her name.

I helped her off the bed, steadying her when her knees threatened to give. Her clothes lay in a crumpled pile on the floor, and I scooped them up, pressing them into her hands. Still, she wouldn’t look at me. Couldn’t.  

One finger beneath her chin, I gently lifted her face to mine. Her eyes were hollow, glassy with unshed tears.  

“Sweetheart, listen to me,” I said quietly. “I need you to go into the bathroom, clean up, and get dressed. You’re walking out of here with me in two minutes.”  

Two minutes wasn’t much time. Not for a woman in pain. But I was betting she had motive now—one stronger than the agony in her body.  

And if she didn’t, I had enough for the both of us.  

I swung the bathroom door open and ushered Alexis inside. "Two minutes. Understand?"  

She gave a small, quick nod before shutting the door behind her.  

Now, for the real problem.  

I turned back to the piece of shit on the floor. "Get dressed. Now. You’ve got thirty seconds. Skip the shoes and jacket."  

He scrambled to his feet like a man who still had hope, his hands shaking as he yanked on his clothes. He moved fast—probably thinking that obedience was his ticket out of here.  

He was dead wrong.  

To my surprise, he finished with five seconds to spare. Good. Less waiting.  

"Sit in the chair."  

Once again, he obeyed. Most people did.  

Reaching into my jacket, I pulled out two sets of handcuffs and shackled each wrist to the chair’s armrests, rolling his sleeves up to his elbows.  

"You can talk now, if you'd like."  

He wasted no time. "Who are you? What do you want? Money? I can get you anything. Just leave my girlfriend alone."  

I scoffed. "I don’t need money. And I don’t think you know what a girlfriend is. She’s not your partner—she’s your fucking punching bag."  

His mouth opened, but I cut him off.  

"What I need, however, is you dead. She will never have to fear you again. And you will never get the chance to rape or beat the hell out of any woman ever again."  

I reached into my pocket and pulled out a pair of rubber gloves, slipping them on with practiced ease. Then came the baggie from my right pocket.  

That’s when the panic set in.  

His gaze locked onto the syringe inside. His eyes went wide.  

"What—what are you doing?" he stammered.  

For the first time since I stepped into this room, I smiled.  

"You made this so damn easy. All I had to do was go through your house and find a used needle in your trash. Funny, you don’t seem like the heroin type. I pegged you more for a cokehead. But hey, who am I to judge?" I pulled the plunger back, tapping the barrel to make sure there were no air bubbles. "This way, it’ll look like a drug overdose. No investigation. Just another rich asshole who got too deep into his own vices."  

I wrapped a rubber band around his arm, tapped a few times, and found the perfect vein.  

"No! Please!" His voice cracked. "I’ll give you anything. I’ll walk away from her. Please, let’s talk about this!"  

I checked my watch. "It’s too late for deals."  

And with that, I plunged the needle in and emptied the syringe.  

His head slumped forward, his breathing already slowing. His body wasn’t dead yet, but the bastard’s fate was sealed.  

I pulled the cuffs free, pocketed them, and dropped the syringe onto the floor. One last touch of authenticity.  

Then, I was on my feet, moving to the bathroom door. I rapped my knuckles against it, keeping my voice calm but firm.  

"Lexie, you done yet?"  

God, I hoped so. We didn’t leave much room for contingencies.  

She opened the door, hesitating for just a fraction of a second before tipping her chin up at me.  

Shit.  

Even after everything, she cleaned up nicely. The photos I’d received didn’t do her justice.  

Alexis Tanner stood at five-seven, her driver’s license listing her at 125 pounds. But she sure as hell wasn’t that now. At least fifteen pounds lighter, her frame was too thin, her skin stretched a little too tightly over sharp bones.  

Her hair—dark blonde streaked with golden highlights—was real. No salon touch-ups, no artificial color. And her eyes… Jesus. A vivid green that was even more striking in person. But they were haunted, rimmed with exhaustion, avoiding mine as if looking at me might break her.  

“Alexis." I reached out, gently tilting her face up so she had no choice but to meet my gaze. "Listen carefully. We're walking out of here, and I need you to do exactly as I say."  

Her body was still, but I felt the way she tensed under my touch.  

"You'll leave first. I’ll be right behind you. Get on the elevator, go down to the lobby. Then exit the building. I’ll walk past you—do not acknowledge me—but follow at a casual distance. One of my men will also follow you out. Don’t be alarmed.”  

I knew I was talking fast, but we were out of time. The cameras would be back online soon, and I had no interest in being caught on them.  

I pulled a small, folded piece of paper from my pocket. "Once outside, grab a cab. Go to this address. When you get to the parking lot, look for a black Tahoe. This is the license plate number." I pointed to the scribbled digits. "Knock on the driver’s window and ask for his name. If he doesn’t say ‘Elliot,’ don’t get in."  

I showed her the written instructions, the name, and the plate number. She hadn’t blinked. Not once.  

Shit. Was she in shock? I didn’t have time for that.  

I folded the paper, tucking a twenty inside, and placed it in her hand. "Here’s money for the cab."  

Nothing. No reaction.  

I pushed. “Alexis, repeat the instructions back to me."  

She swallowed hard, blinked twice, then forced out the words. "Get on the elevator, go to the lobby. Follow you. Get… get a cab. Go to the address on the paper. Look for the Tahoe with this plate number." She glanced down at the folded note in her palm, gripping it tightly.  

"And?"  

A flicker of panic crossed her face before she glanced down again. "Knock on the driver’s window and ask… ask for Elliot."  

I shook my head. "No. Ask him what his name is."  

Her lips parted slightly as she processed the correction. Then, to my surprise, she nodded with quiet determination.  

She had no reason to trust me. No reason to believe any of this would end well.  

But she was holding on to something—survival.  

And right now, that was all I needed.  

"Look at me. Now."  

My words were clipped, sharp, leaving no room for hesitation. I knew she was traumatized, but right now, I needed her to straighten her back and face me head-on. "No more averting your eyes. I don’t care if you’re embarrassed about the position I found you in—we need to move past it and get the hell out of here."  

Her vivid green eyes snapped up, locking onto mine. Her spine aligned, chin lifted, a steel edge settling into her expression.  

"I don’t get embarrassed."  

Then, without another word, she walked past me. No glance back at the dead bastard in the chair. Not even a flicker of hesitation.  

Fuck.  

I got it now. She wasn’t embarrassed. She was humiliated. And if I hadn’t been so locked onto the job, I would’ve realized that was why she couldn’t look at me before.  

I gave her a twenty-second head start, then followed.  

By the time I caught up, Alexis was almost to the elevator. Damn, those long legs moved with smooth, effortless strides. Chin up, back straight—like she’d done this before.  

When I stopped beside her at the elevator, I took the moment to really look at her.  

Alexis Tanner was a proud woman.  








  
  
CHAPTER 2




She had every reason to be broken. The bastard upstairs had beaten and raped her for six goddamn years. But even now, standing beside me in a five-star hotel lobby, she still had her pride. 

And for that?  

I was damn proud of the woman I’d never met before tonight.  

The elevator doors slid open, and we stepped inside.  

"You're doing great, Lex." My voice was quiet, meant only for her. I didn’t expect a response, and I didn’t get one. Her gaze stayed fixed on the doors, hands clasped in front of her around a large handbag, her composure unshaken.  

Then, on the tenth floor, the elevator stopped.  

A woman in her late fifties stepped in. And the instant she did, the cloying scent of Chanel No. 5 punched me in the goddamn face.  

I clenched my jaw against the overwhelming floral assault, shaking my head slightly as my eyes watered.  

From the corner of my eye, I caught Alexis turning toward me—just enough to raise a single, perfectly arched brow.  

I grinned and shrugged.  

"Can I ask you a question?" The perfume cloud—Chanel No. 5—turned to Alexis, oblivious to the silent exchange between us.  

Alexis pivoted with grace, her manner cool and composed. "Of course."  

"Have you used the spa here? I am in such need of a good massage."  

She didn’t miss a beat. "Yes, the masseuse here is spectacular. Hands of magic. You will not be disappointed."  

Her tone was smooth, effortless. Polished. A reminder of what I already knew—she was a Berkeley graduate from old money. According to her file, she had finished a year early. No doubt her parents had expected her to marry someone just like the bastard upstairs. A man with power. A man with money.  

A man who would keep her in a cage.  

"Oh, wonderful," Chanel No. 5 sighed dramatically. "I flew for four grueling hours, then suffered through a two-hour limo ride with a driver who had a beacon for traffic. I am just a bundle of nerves—my entire body throbs."  

Alexis tilted her head ever so slightly, giving the woman a look of polite sympathy.  

"Yes, that sounds rather awful." A pause. Then, just a slight glance at me from the corner of her eye. "I can’t even imagine your distress."  

A slow, sharp smile tugged at the corner of my lips. Damn.  

"Jesus, this woman has her shit together." Suarez’s voice crackled into my earpiece.  

Yeah. Yeah, she did.  

"Sure does," Elliot agreed with a chuckle. 

I didn’t respond, but they were both right. Alexis Tanner masked everything—pain, humiliation, fear—tucking it away beneath a polished, mannered exterior.  

She didn’t just wear a mask. She embodied it.  

Holy fuck. This woman—this survivor—was something else entirely.  

She had been bound to a bed, stripped of control, beaten, used like a piece of property. I had walked in on it. Witnessed it.  

And yet here she was.  

Head high. Shoulders back. Exuding the kind of presence that demanded respect.  

The polished blouse, tailored pencil skirt, and spiked heels weren’t just clothes—they were armor. She looked like a high-powered executive, the kind that walked into boardrooms and took no shit.  

And then it hit me.  

She was never on the verge of shock.  

No.  

Alexis had been gathering herself. Reeling everything in. Containing.  

Watching her in that brief interaction with the woman in the elevator, I realized something. Alexis was a master of normalcy.  

She buried everything beneath the surface, locked it away behind impeccable composure. There wasn’t a flicker of fear in her expression. Not in her posture, not in her voice.  

Hell, without visible bruises, she’d managed to keep the truth completely hidden.  

She blended the fuck in.  

No one around her had any clue what she endured on a daily basis.  

The elevator slowed to a stop, the soft chime breaking through the thick silence between us.  

I stepped forward, pressing my palm against the doors as they slid open.  

"After you, ladies."  

The older woman offered me a pleasant smile. "Thank you."  

I nodded.  

Then my eyes landed on Alexis.  

For the first time since we stepped into the elevator, she froze.  

Just for a second. A flicker of hesitation. A shift in her breath.  

Because she knew.  

She understood that once she stepped off this elevator, her life was about to change.  

It would never be the same again.  

But in the best way possible.  

She was about to get the chance to begin again. To erase the past, to rebuild, to take control.  

Alexis, like all the others before her, would walk away.  

And never look the fuck back.  

After stepping off the elevator into the chaotic energy of the lobby, I veered left, blending into the sea of bodies moving through the space. "She with me?" I murmured into my mic.  

"Yep. Still showing those Harvard manners to everyone she passes," Suarez responded.  

"Huh?"  

"Some asshole just ran into her. She asked if they were okay. Apologized. Even smiled. Damn, man, just how broken is this one?" 

I knew exactly what he was asking. We all did.  

Every woman we pulled out of these situations responded differently. Some shut down completely, curling inward, too scared to react to the world around them. A few came out swinging—angry, volatile, ready to set fire to everything in their path. Others became people pleasers, conditioned so thoroughly to keep others happy that they no longer knew what they wanted.  

We’d seen it all in the five years we’d been doing this.  

But this?  

The utter look of power in Alexis's stride, the effortless way she wore control like a second skin—this was new.  

"Not sure you want to know," Elliot muttered.  

I lifted my phone to my ear, speaking into the mic without looking suspicious. "Mac, you ready to roll once she’s in the cab?"  

"Yep. Parked across the street from the entrance, a few cars back from Elliot. Jump in, and we’re out of here."  

Mac had been with us since the beginning—an old friend from our Vegas days. No better guy to have on standby.  

The street was a blur of neon, headlights, and movement. Eight-thirty in Vegas meant nothing. There was no such thing as downtime here.  

I cut a glance back at Alexis just as she stepped up to the cab. She reached for the handle, then paused. Her gaze flicked up, locking with mine.  

For a second—just a second—I thought I saw something.  

A sliver of hesitation.  

Then she slipped inside. And just like that, she was gone.  

Eighteen minutes later, I pulled in behind the cab. Suarez was trailing a few car lengths behind. We weren’t keeping the rentals—Mac would pick them up in the morning, return them clean. By then, we’d be long gone.  

Up ahead, I spotted Alexis standing beside the Tahoe, speaking with Elliot. She listened, nodded, then slid into the backseat.  

Suarez and I moved fast.  

We opened the back doors and climbed in.  

Alexis sat near the door I had just opened, her body rigid, her hands gripping the leather seat like she was bracing for something.  

"Damn good job, sweetheart. Scoot to the middle. We’re all riding together from here."  

Her gaze flicked to Suarez, who was already buckling in. That’s when I saw it.  

The hesitation. The shift in her breath.  

Then—"I think I made a mistake."  

She reached for the handle, ready to bolt.  

I caught her before she could.  

Hands landing on her waist, I kept her from fleeing. The moment I touched her, her entire body stiffened.  

“Alexis." My voice was steady. "You’ve come this far. You did the hardest part—you walked away with your life. The easy part is just around the corner."  

She wasn’t breathing. Not fully.  

"That’s where you get your life back. Don’t you think you deserve that?"  

Silence.  

Then, in the space of a single breath, she wiped her face clean. Shut herself down.  

Jesus.  

She was burying everything again.  

I exhaled slowly. "The correct answer is yes. You do deserve that. And we’re going to make sure you get it."  

Those gorgeous green eyes studied me, searching.  

For what, exactly? Deception? Weakness? A crack in my promise?  

She was weighing her trust carefully, measuring it against every lie she’d been told before.  

I let her.  

And once again, I found myself proud of this woman I had just met.  

 "Who are they?" Her voice was steady, but I caught the way her head tipped slightly toward Elliot and Suarez, assessing. 

"Beside you is Mateo Suarez. He’s the one who followed you out of the hotel." I nodded to our driver. "You’ve met Erik Elliot. And we’re about to meet the fourth member of our team, Travis Mercer." 

Her gaze didn’t waver from mine. I got the distinct feeling that staring people down was part of her armor—part of her control. 

"Who are you?" 

I extended my hand. "Nash McBride. Trust me. Trust us. You’ve got nothing to lose." 

She didn’t take my hand. Didn’t even look at it. But she did slide back into the truck and fastened her seatbelt. 

I let out a quiet chuckle. "Well, damn. This woman is already busting my balls. Better watch yourselves, brothers." 

The guys smirked, but I wasn’t joking. She was different. 

We fell into easy conversation, the way we always did. I learned early on that silence made the women more anxious on the drive to the extraction point. If we talked—about sports, random bullshit, anything—they relaxed. It helped them see us for what we were: men, not ghosts from their nightmares. 

And most of the time, it worked. 

Not with Alexis Tanner. 

She didn’t relax. Didn’t glance at any of us. Her body stayed rigid, eyes locked on the road ahead like it was the only thing keeping her upright. 

Maybe, in her mind, it was. 

I studied her in the passing glow of streetlights. 

She hadn’t asked where we were going. She hadn’t asked who we were, other than our names. She hadn’t asked why she should trust me. 

That wasn’t normal. 

Most women demanded answers. We never offered explanations unless they asked, but they always asked. Every single one. 

Except Alexis 

And that worried me. 

We were always hired by loved ones—family, friends, sometimes even an ex who finally realized they’d failed her—to extract these women from the monsters who owned them. Most of the time, we didn’t kill the bastards. We scared them shitless. 

But her boyfriend? 

I did. 

His history was too dark. His sins too deep. He had hurt too many women, and if I hadn’t put him down, he would have hurt more. 

Something told me that she knew. 

Even though she never looked at him before she walked out of that room, I could feel it in my gut—she knew I had killed him. 

And yet, she hadn’t asked about that either. 

Why? 

Forty minutes later, we pulled into an empty field that used to be an airstrip. Jackass Aeropark. 

The name still made us laugh. The place had opened and closed more times than we could count before finally being abandoned sometime around 2005. It was quiet, forgotten—perfect for an extraction point. 

We’d leave the Tahoe here. Mac would pick it up in the morning. 

I turned to Alexis. "Keep your head down as we approach the helo." 

I offered her my hand. 

And, for the second time tonight, she refused. 

Fine. I could wait. 

She climbed out, and I followed, unable to ignore the way her pencil skirt hugged her body like a second skin. She’d never make it up into the helicopter in that thing. Too tight around the knees. And judging by the way she’d shut me down twice already, she wasn’t going to accept help from me now. 

Suarez hopped up first, waiting for us inside. Elliot took the co-pilot’s seat. 

I leaned in close to her ear. "You have a choice here. Either I help you up, or I put a slit in that skirt so you can do it yourself." 

Her eyes narrowed. For a moment, I thought she might argue just to be stubborn. 

Then she simply said, "Cut it." 

No hesitation. No drama. 

Damn. This woman. 

I pulled out the same blade I’d used to threaten that tight-ass bastard back at the hotel, squatted down, and slid the knife up the side of her expensive skirt. 

The fabric gave way easily, the slit opening just enough for movement. 

My fingers skimmed the bare skin of her thigh. 

A barely-there twitch of her muscles. Subtle, but there. I felt it. 

I nodded for her to climb up, then followed behind. 

Mercer turned in the pilot’s seat and gave her a nod. "Travis Mercer. Welcome aboard." 

Suarez handed her a headset. The last thing we wanted was for her to feel like we were talking around her. She needed to be a part of this every step of the way—not left in the dark. 

She hesitated, just for a fraction of a second, then slid it on. 

"Please place your tray tables in the upright position for takeoff, ladies and gentlemen." Mercer’s voice was light, teasing. "Next stop—the first day of the rest of your life." 

Alexis turned toward the window. 

She still hadn’t asked a single question. 

And that? 

That unsettled me more than anything. 

ALEXIS

"Hey sweetheart. I'm going to get you out of here."  

His warm breath tickled my ear, mixed with those soft-spoken words sent a tingle up my spine. A man hadn’t used a soft or gentle tone with me in, I couldn’t remember how long. Then, when he wrapped the sheet around me while he untied my hands, I swallowed tears. A man I didn’t know was trying to help me have sort of modestly, a tiny bit of dignity. Though it didn’t really matter. He couldn’t unsee what he walked in on.  

I walked into the bathroom and followed his orders without question. I had nothing to lose. Nothing could be worse than what I have lived for six years. So, I did what I do best; conceal and hide everything that monster did to me. I cleaned myself up with a warm wash cloth, dressed, ran my fingers through my hair and tied it over one shoulder. I grabbed by bag of toiletries, applied some lipstick and waited for the stranger’s instructions.  

"Alexis you done yet?"  

His soothing voice came through the door at me. I opened it but couldn’t bring myself to look into his eyes, for fear I'd crumble.   

When he ushered me to the bathroom moments ago and forced my eyes to his, I saw something that nearly undid me; compassion. Dark blue eyes searched held my gaze. And I knew by the way he looked at me, that I was safe with this man, whoever he was. The gentle way he touched my chin nearly made me cry. No one ever touched me like that; a simple tip of my chin, with a gentleness I never knew.  

When I opened the door to the man, once again, I couldn’t look at those eyes. And once again, he carefully tipped my face to his. My breath caught. This man was devastatingly handsome. His chiseled face was tanned, like he spent a lot of time outdoors. He looked lethal, but not violent, not like Jack, the asshole I chained myself to. Though, I don’t know how someone could look lethal and not be violent.  

He gave me a new set of instructions to follow. I kept my eyes on his, for one purpose only; to see if he was a threat to me. But, really, I didn’t care. I had nothing more to lose. You can’t lose when you have nothing left.  

The whole time he told me what I needed to do, I never once looked over at Jack. I couldn’t. He didn’t deserve my eyes landing on him. If he was alive, I didn’t want him to plead with me to stay, this time would be different. And if he was dead, then I simply didn’t care. I never wanted my eyes to see him, because I didn’t want to remember. I never wanted to replay the last time I set eyes on him.  

The only time I fought the urge to fear this man was when he snapped look at me, now. He told me not avert my eyes again. And he apologized for me being embarrassed for what he walked in on. He didn’t know me; I didn’t know the meaning of the word embarrassed. Not anymore. Jack cured me of that.  

When the elevator stopped and he waited for me to exit, I froze. Fear that Jack would be angry at me when he realized that I was leaving him for good, forced the panic to rise. Yet a part of me knew this man didn’t leave Jack alive.   

I sucked in a breath and walked out of the elevator to leave this life behind.   

It was time to see exactly what Alexis Layne Tanner was made of.  








  
  
CHAPTER 3




My twenty-five-acre ranch, Rebecca's Chance, sat in the heart of the Santa Ynez Valley in California. 

Santa Ynez was small—in size and in community. The kind of place where everyone knew everyone, which was exactly why it worked for us. Seclusion. Safety. The fewer people who knew about what we did here, the better. 

I had chosen this part of California for more than just its privacy. The weather was forgiving. Winter barely brushed us. Sure, the nights got cold, but we never had storms or freezing temperatures shutting us inside. The ranch gave these women space to breathe, to step outside without fear. And when they needed more? 

And we were close to Santa Barbara, so on occasion, we’ll take the women to the beach, if we feel they needed socialization. If they needed solitude, we’d go to El Capitan Beach. Both Santa Barbara and El Capitan Beach were conveniently forty minutes away. If they needed socialization, we took them to the city. If they needed solitude, we went to El Capitan Beach—quiet, tucked away, the kind of place where the waves drowned out the noise in your head. 

It was a lifeline. 

Right now, the eight women we had extracted in the last sixteen hours sat scattered around the great room. Different faces. Different stories. But all wearing the same look. 

Shock. Uncertainty. Fear. 

We had ripped them away from their lives with zero explanation. One moment they were trapped in their own nightmares, the next, they were in an entirely new one—brought here by men they didn’t know, to a place they didn’t recognize. 

Me and my team? We were running on fumes. It was after eleven, and we’d been flying, driving, grabbing women, making fast exits for sixteen straight hours. It had gone off without a hitch—this time. 

I scanned the room. Seven of them had the usual reaction. 

The ‘who the hell are you and why the fuck did you take me’ look. The ‘am I in more danger now?’ look. Fear of the unknown mixed with exhaustion, all of them waiting for the part where we explained what the hell was going on. 

Then there was Alexis Tanner. She sat rigid. Still. Composed. 

Her expression didn’t waver, her body language screamed professional. She didn’t look like a woman who had just been abducted from hell. She looked like an executive assistant sitting before her boss, waiting to take notes. 

Hell, do they even do that anymore? Probably just fire off emails like the rest of us. 

I studied her without making it obvious. 

She was cataloging. Not panicking. Not shaking. She was assessing. 

I caught the way her gaze drifted around the room—counting windows, pinpointing exits. But mostly, she studied us. My men. One by one. 

Her eyes landed on me last. 

For a brief moment, she held my gaze. Just one second. 

Then she looked away. 

No fear. No anger. No questions. 

And that worried me like hell. I had never encountered this. 

I could still see the humiliation lingering in the way she held herself. Not on her face. That gave nothing away. But her body? That was different. 

And fuck. I had never walked in on a scene like that before. I wouldn’t be erasing that from my head any time soon. 

I pushed the thought down. Focus. 

“Alright, listen up.” My voice cut through the quiet, drawing every pair of wary eyes to me. “It’s late. You’re exhausted. I’m exhausted. So, let’s get to the point.” 

I glanced around the room, making sure they were all listening. 

“I brought you together so you’d understand how you got here. Who we are.”  I exhaled, scrubbing my hand down my face. “I know today was traumatic for many of you.” 

Hell, it was traumatic for us. 

We did extractions across California, Arizona, and Nevada. 

O-five-hundred, Arizona. California. Nevada. Back to California. Twice. 

Because our final stop was nowhere near our three Northern California extractions. We had covered an entire goddamn region in less than a day. 

And now, sitting in front of me, were eight women who didn’t understand yet that they were finally free. 

Some of them would fight. Some would collapse. 

And one of them? Would sit there in absolute silence, waiting. Watching. 

And I still didn’t know if that scared me or impressed the hell out of me. 

"Alright, listen up." My voice cut through the tension, sharp and direct. "It’s late, and we all need sleep. But before that happens, I need you to understand why you’re here, who we are, and what we expect from you while you’re in our care." 

A few heads nodded—small gestures, barely perceptible—but it meant they were listening. 

"I know today was traumatic for many of you, and for that, we are sorry." Hell, it had been a hell of a day for us too 

Sixteen hours straight. No breaks. No mistakes. And now here we were. 

A couple of the women shifted, their exhaustion catching up with them. 

"Let’s start with introductions. Then I’ll tell you why you’re here." 

I nodded to Suarez. "This is Mateo Suarez. Ex-Marine sniper." 

A few blinks. A couple of murmurs. 

"Travis Mercer—your pilot. He flew for the Navy for eight years, transporting SEAL teams to their targets." 

I continued, nodding toward Elliot. "Erik Elliot. Trained as a medic for the Navy, stationed with the Marines as a SARC. That stands for Special Amphibious Reconnaissance Corpsman. The Marines don’t have their own medics, so we lend them one of ours." 

More than one jaw dropped. 

I smirked. "And lastly, me. Nash McBride. Ex-Navy SEAL, Senior Chief. Served ten years." 

A beat of silence. 

"Jesus," a small woman—Emma—whispered, her wide eyes bouncing between us. 

"We’ve been abducted by men who kill for a living," Marta muttered under her breath, her voice edged with wary disbelief. 

She wasn’t wrong. 

Most of the time, our clients were shocked to hear about our backgrounds. Once they realized we were all trained killers, their fear sharpened. It made our job even harder—earning their trust. 

Zoe—the loud one—was the first to break the silence. "Why are we here? Have we been kidnapped? Because if you’re looking for ransom, you’re shit outta luck, buddy. My family doesn’t have money." 

I nearly laughed. Of course it was her. 

Zoe was our only extraction from Arizona—a shithole town called Globe. She had given us more attitude at five in the damn morning than I’d wanted to deal with. Maybe it was the ninety-five-degree heat or the fact that I had no caffeine in my system yet, but she had almost put me in a mood. 

I grinned. "No, you haven’t been kidnapped. And we’re not holding you for ransom. You’ve been extracted." 

Her eyes narrowed. "Extracted? What the hell does that mean?" 

I glanced at my men. 

This was the part where it sounded exactly like a kidnapping. 

Suarez smirked, dropping his head to chuckle. 

I flipped him off before continuing. "Someone in your life hired us to get you out of the situation you were in. We brought you here so you can learn how to live, heal, and survive—on your own." 

Zoe scoffed. "That sounds exactly like kidnapping to me." 

Yep. It sure as hell did. 

Another voice cut in—Kendall, one of our Nevada extractions. Her narrowed blue eyes pinned me like a blade. "I don’t know anyone who would do this for me. And since I assume you did it for money, I sure as hell don’t know anyone with the cash for this." 

Here it comes. 

"You’re right. Someone did pay us." I held up a hand as Zoe opened her mouth again. "And part of that payment includes three months of us getting you ready to take on the world." 

Her mouth snapped shut. 

"Let me explain everything, then I’ll take questions." 

I shot a glance at Mercer, who was about to inherit Zoe on his team. Poor bastard. He had no clue Suarez had assigned him to handle her. But if he could fly us into dangerous war zones, he could handle one mouthy woman. I think. 

"Whether you believe it or not, someone out there cares enough about you to pay for this. And no, I can’t tell you who. Anonymity is part of the deal." 

I let that sink in before continuing. 

"You’re all here for three months. Maybe four if I don’t think you’re ready." 

Gasps. Wide eyes. A few incredulous shakes of the head. 

"I know that sounds like a long time now. But by the end, most of you won’t want to leave. In that time, we’ll teach you how to protect yourself—hand-to-hand combat, knife defense, firearms training. You’ll rediscover who you are, who you want to be. The only deal I made with your benefactor is that I will keep you here for at least one month. After that, if you don’t feel like this is helping you—if you don’t have more confidence, more strength—then you can leave. We’ll take you wherever you want to go. All I ask is that for the first thirty days, you try. Really try.” 

I scanned their faces—seven stunned women, and one completely unreadable one. 

Alexis.. 

I knew she was listening. But she was unreadable as hell. 

"You ladies owe yourselves that much." I took a slow breath, knowing this next part was going to hit like a wrecking ball. Time to unleash my inner asshole. "I can see why your lives were appealing. I mean, who doesn’t love being mentally and physically abused? Who doesn’t dream of being raped on a regular basis? Most little girls grow up wanting to be a princess." 

My voice hardened. 

"But you threw that dream away…to be a punching bag.” 

I always try to brace myself for what the women will do next. But I’m never quite prepared for it. That’s why I say the kind of raw, ugly shit that I do. To see what’s still burning inside them. To see if there’s fire. If I can pull it out. Because anger? Anger means there’s still fight left. 

"You motherfucker," Zoe hissed, shoving her chair back. "I’m outta here." 

"Sit your ass down, Zoe." Mateo stepped in front of her before she could storm off. 

Some of the women had tears in their eyes. Others looked like they wanted to rip mine out. 

Good. 

There would be no quitters. 

I let the tension hang before speaking again. "See that? See how pissed off you got at me for the nasty shit I said? That tells me all of you want this. You fucking need it. But let me warn you now—there are things we will not do for you. No matter how violent your past was. One—we will not treat you like a victim. That life? The one where you flinched at every raised voice, cowered at every lifted hand? It’s fucking over."

I exhaled slowly. "If we baby you, you will never get past your fears. If you let every loud voice or sudden movement make you retreat, then you’re still living with shackles on." 

Holy shit. I hadn’t meant to say that last part. It slipped out before I could check myself. Too late now. 

I met Alexis's eyes. 

She was the only woman I’d ever rescued in actual shackles. 

"Do you understand?" I asked, still holding her gaze. 

A quiet murmur of "yes" rolled through the group. But Alexis? Not a flicker of emotion. 

I continued. "We’ll be the first to admit—we’re assholes. But we are not the kind of assholes who hit, belittle, or abuse women. We will get in your face. We will push you. And your job? Never, and I do mean never, back down. I don’t care if your first instinct is to run, cry, or cower—stand your ground. If we piss you off? Tell us. If we yell at you? Yell back. You’re allowed to have a voice. Use it. But if you retreat? We. Will. Follow. Until you learn to stand up for yourself.” 

I let that sink in, watching how each woman reacted. Some swallowed hard. Some straightened a little. Some just stared. 

Alexis Tanner? Still fucking blank. 

I kept going. "We will have to touch you while we train you. I get that some of you will flinch, pull away. We’ll try to be understanding. But we cannot train you without physical contact. So be ready." 

My men stayed quiet, scanning the women. Watching their tells. Reading their body language. 

We’d done this long enough to know how to see people. Who would fight. Who would shut down. Who would break, and who would rise. 

A cautious hand lifted. Collette—the redhead. 

I nodded for her to speak. "Uh… can I ask why you do this? Is it just for the money?" 

She hesitated. "I mean… I’m sorry. It’s none of my business." 

And here it was. The hardest part. The part where, every three months, I had to rip myself open. 

I saw my men shift their weight. They had heard this story too many times. And they felt my pain. They felt my mother’s pain. The woman they all called Mom. 

I let out a breath. "You have every right to ask, Collette. Never be afraid to ask questions. No. I don’t do this for the money. The money keeps the ranch running—it pays for your food, your shelter, the trainers we bring in. It keeps the lights on. But that’s just logistics. The reason I do this?" I glanced around the room. They were waiting. "Because my sister was murdered six years ago by a man who claimed he loved her." 

Silence. 

The air shifted. I saw it hit them. Hard. Their first thought was the same. That could’ve been me. They, too, had men who had said they loved them. And every time those men beat them bloody…They said it again. "I love you." 

And suddenly, every woman in this room realized something: They weren’t just lucky to be here. They were lucky to be alive. 

"She was married to a man who did the same thing to her that happened to you." My voice was steady, but inside, the memory burned. "My mother and I begged her to let us help her. But Rebecca denied anything was wrong. The first time he punched her in the face? A book fell off the shelf and hit her. When she had a broken wrist? She tripped over the dog. By year four, when she wound up with three fractured ribs and a face full of stitches, she ran out of logical excuses. But she still refused our help.” I shook my head slowly. “Rebecca made herself believe him. Every time that fucker promised, It won’t happen again. I’m sorry. I love you. She wanted to believe him. Until the day he went too far. Until he killed her.” 

I paused and scanned the room, "She died alone. Brain injury. Bled out." I let the words sink in. I wanted them to feel the weight of it. Because this? This was why we were here. 

"Rebecca lived that fucked-up life for six years. I’ll never fully understand why. But she became my motivation. I couldn’t save her, but I can save others like her." 

I looked around the room once again, eye contact was imperative, at these women who had come so damn close to the same fate. "I can save you." I let that settle before adding, "You are our sixteenth group of clients. This is our sixth year of business. And we’ve never lost another Rebecca."

My gaze flicked to Alexis 

Again. 

Damn it. 

Why the hell couldn’t I stop looking at her? 

Was it because she never cowered? Because she didn’t act like most of them did when we extracted them? Or was it because I wanted to know what the hell was going on behind those guarded green eyes? 

I caught Mateo watching me. He gave a small nod toward Alexis. She wasn’t looking at me anymore. She had shut down. Eyes locked on something outside, her posture carefully neutral. Battening down the hatches. A defense mechanism. 

I’d seen it before. I just hadn’t seen it done this damn well. 

A soft voice broke the silence. "Were you angry at her?" 

I turned to Michelle, one of the California women. "Because she refused your help?" 

Damn. That was a loaded question. 

"Hell yes, I was angry." I exhaled sharply. “But over the years, I realized I had no right to be. I wasn’t really mad at her—I was heartbroken. Because she thought she had no way out. Because she couldn’t bring herself to accept my help. And because I know now—you can’t force help on someone who isn’t ready to take it. That’s why I’m only asking for thirty days. One month to decide if you want a new life or go back to your old one. I won’t force you to stay. But I also know this—once you get a taste of what life can be, you won’t want to leave. "

I had only ever lost one woman after those thirty days. And to this day, it still eats at me that I couldn’t get through to her. 

"We can help you." I looked at each of them, my voice steady. "We can help you save yourself. We  can give you back your lives—or give you one for the first time. But we need your help. You have to try. Participation isn’t optional. You’ll all do the same training. You will push yourselves. You will change. Physically—you’ll see it. Some of you need to gain weight. You’ll all develop muscle mass. But the most important change? Confidence. By the end of three months, you will know who you are. What you are capable of. And no one—no one—will ever use you again. Unless you let them.” 

I tipped my head slightly, smirking. "And ladies—if you let a man put his hands on you again, I will personally drag your ass back here for another six months. And it will be twice as hard." 

A few of them blinked. A couple of mouths dropped open. 

I winked as I grinned. 








  
  
CHAPTER 4




Looking over the women's head, I spotted her. Standing at the back of the room. My mother. She always seemed to know when I talked about Rebecca. 

I gave her a nod, motioning her forward. "Ladies, meet the woman you can blame for my bad attitude and lack of manners." 

I threw an arm around her shoulders. "My mother, Claire." 

She smacked my stomach. "Don’t blame me for all this attitude." 

I chuckled. "She’s the one who keeps this place running. She makes sure everyone is fed. So be nice—otherwise, she might poison you." 

A few quiet laughs. 

Good. They needed to feel something. 

"Todd helps her in the kitchen. If you need anything, ask Claire. If she can’t help, she’ll come to me." 

I kissed her cheek, smiling. They had no idea what this woman went through raising me. By the time she was done with me, boot camp felt like spring break. 

"Alright. Time to assign teams." I patted myself down, searching for the list. 

Mateo stepped forward. "Oh, I’ve got it." 

I shot him a look. "Of course you do." 

He grinned. That bastard. 

I took the list and started calling names. 

"Erik—you’ve got Marta and Michelle." 

The two women stood, moving toward him like they were walking to death row. 

"Trav—Zoe and Collette." 

Travis shot daggers at Mateo. He knew Zoe should’ve been Mateo’s problem. 

"Mateo—Emma and Lindsey." 

That left me with— 

Shit. 

I glanced at the list again. 

Alexis.

I flicked my gaze to Mateo. 

The fucker smiled. He did that shit on purpose. 

I clenched my jaw. "That leaves me with Kendall and Alexis." 

I looked at her. 

She met my gaze for half a second before looking away. 

Fuck. 

She didn’t want this any more than I did. 

Mateo clapped his hands. "Alright, listen up. Wake-up call is at o-six-hundred. Breakfast is a half hour later. Training starts at o-eight-hundred sharp. We stop at seventeen-hundred." 

I barely heard him. 

Because I was still processing the fact that I was now responsible for the one woman I couldn’t figure out. And something told me that Alexis Tanner was going to be a problem. 

Travis jumped in. “Eat a light breakfast as soon as possible each morning. We don’t want anyone puking during exercises.” 

"What time is o-six-hundred, o-eight-hundred, and seventeen-hundred?" Zoe raised an eyebrow at Mateo, arms crossed. "Can’t you talk in numbers normal people understand?" 

Mateo didn’t even blink. "Six a.m., eight a.m., and five p.m. And no, I can’t. Learn numbers I understand. Trust me, it’ll be the easiest thing you do here." 

Zoe huffed but didn’t argue. 

Then Erik cleared his throat, giving me a look. "Tomorrow morning at oh-eight-hundred, we’ll all meet back here to fill out medical paperwork. I need to know if you have any injuries or pre-existing conditions. Basically, tomorrow will be orientation." 

Double fuck. What the hell was wrong with me? I never forgot this much vital information. 

I caught Mateo smirking. 

That fucker. If he wasn’t my best friend, I’d kill him. 

Apparently, tossing one stoic, unreadable woman at me—who had her emotions camouflaged so well a trained sniper couldn’t spot them—was enough to make me flounder. 

Alexis Tanner was already under my skin. And that needed to change. Fast. 

We were going to have to talk before training started. Because if she didn’t start looking at me when I spoke, I was going to keep forgetting my own damn rules. 

And I wasn’t about to let one woman—no matter how unreadable—throw me off my game. 

***


I slept like shit. 

Not surprising. I never do the first night after we bring in a new group of women. There’s always that nagging thought in the back of my mind—what if we have a runner? It hasn’t happened yet, but that doesn’t mean I let my guard down. 

That’s why Harley keeps watch the first week. Harley is my five-year-old German Shepherd, a defective police dog who flunked out of training because he’d rather lick people than bite them. 

A buddy of mine on the force said they were looking for a home for him. One look at that goofy bastard, and I said hell yeah. I’ve had him for three years now, and in that time, I’ve only given him the command to attack twice. 

Both times? Mateo. 

The second time, I let Harley plow his ass straight to the ground. He stood on Mateo’s chest, snarled once, then slurped his face like it was an ice cream cone. 

I still laugh about it. 

Turns out, Harley was never meant to be a police dog. He was meant to be a therapy dog. With every new group of women, he always gravitated toward the most broken one. And damn if he didn’t help put them back together. 

I walked into the main house, looking for Erik. Claire and Todd have rooms here, while my team and I stay across from the women’s cabins. 

The layout? Old-school motel style. Five rooms in a row for the women, usually double occupancy, each with two beds and a private bath. 

Directly across from them? Our cabins. Thirty feet of space between the two buildings—close enough to keep an eye on them. 

Necessary, because on occasion shit gets wild. Fights have broken out. And if we weren’t nearby, there’d be chunks of skin and hair missing by the time we got there. 

But the main reason we stay so close? Nightmares. 

The first four groups we rescued, at least one or more women woke up screaming at some point. The past few years? Not as much. They were getting tougher as the years slipped by. 

I stepped inside the house, scanning the room. All eight women sat in the living room, clipboards in hand, filling out medical forms. 

I leaned against the doorframe. "Morning, ladies. Everyone sleep well?" 

Seven heads lifted. 

Seven pairs of eyes looked at me like I’d grown horns overnight. 

One pair of eyes? 

Didn’t even bother to glance up. 

Jesus. 

Alexis Tanner was a tough little shit. 

And for some goddamn reason, I found myself grinning. 

Chuckling to myself, I climbed the stairs to the oversized guest room we’d turned into an infirmary. Yeah, it was a stupid place for it—a medical room on the second floor? Especially considering most injuries around here involved twisted ankles or falls. But space was limited. The main floor had been claimed for a dining room that could seat at least twenty people. 

Priorities. 

I stepped into the infirmary, finding Erik hunched over his supply cabinet, double-checking that everything was in place. 

"Everything good? Did Claire order all your supplies, or do I need to make a run to town?" 

If I didn’t know better, I’d have pegged Erik for a surfer dude when I first met him eight years ago. Blond hair, blue eyes, golden tan straight out of a travel magazine. Total Southern California poster boy. Except for one thing—he hated the ocean. Something about seaweed being creepy as shit when it tangled around his ankles. 

His head bobbed. "Yep. That woman is a saint. Which says a lot, considering she raised you." 

"Don’t I know it." 

Erik turned, giving me a once-over. "What's up, man? Looks like something’s on your mind." 

I sure as hell did. Alexis Tanner. I exhaled sharply. "I need you to call Kendall up first. Then Alexis." 

Erik frowned, instantly alert. "Alexis?" 

I nodded. "She had some nasty marks on her back when I picked her up last night. Need to make sure she doesn’t have any fractures. But I want my team done in case I take her into the doctor—if it comes to that." 

Erik’s sharp blue eyes locked onto mine. 

He knew I wasn’t telling him everything. 

"What happened in that room, McBride?" 

Wincing, I ran a hand down my face. "She was shackled to the bed." 

Erik stilled. 

"On her hands and knees. The asshole was beating her while he fucked her. She’s covered in bruises. Varying stages. Some fresh, some at least a week old." 

Erik’s jaw clenched. 

"Jesus fuck." He shook his head, his voice tight. "Does this ever get easier? Every time I think I’ve heard it all, I’m fucking wrong." 

"I know, brother. I know." 

I straightened, shoving my hands into my pockets. "Check her second. Even if I have to come back later for another woman, I will, but I want to take her alone. I need to talk to her." 

Erik’s gaze narrowed. "You walked in on her at her lowest. That why she’s locked up so tight?" 

Fuck yes. And who the hell wouldn’t be? 

I exhaled. "I think so. But there’s more to it. I don’t know what yet." 

Erik nodded. "I’ll let you know if I find anything. You’ll be in the waiting room?" 

"Yeah. Call me in if there’s something I need to see." 

The waiting room was a tiny space on the other side of a two-way mirror. It let us observe the women in an environment where they usually let their guard down. A little, anyway. Not that I expected Alexis to let her guard down at all. 

If Erik ever needed privacy for an exam, he used a code word and we turned our backs.  

An hour later, I sat in the waiting room with Mateo and Travis as Erik called Alexis in. The three of us usually watched, listened, and learned. 

The women revealed a lot when they thought no one was paying attention. 

But me? I felt like a goddamn expectant father waiting for news. Except there’d be no bundle of joy at the end of this. Just a woman with a wall of steel around her emotions— 

And a shitload of unanswered questions. 

"Alexis, please put this gown on. You can leave your undergarments on. Change behind the screen. I’ll be over here going through your paperwork and asking some questions. Okay?" 

As expected, Alexis merely nodded. That same blank, impenetrable expression. No reaction. No hesitation. She took the gown and disappeared behind the screen. 

Erik shuffled papers before speaking. "Alexis, are you allergic to any medications?" 

"No." 

"Any food allergies?" 

"No." 

"Jesus," Travis muttered. "The woman doesn’t mince words." 

I barely acknowledged him, keeping my focus on her. 

Erik kept going. "Have you ever been pregnant?" 

Silence. 

A heavy, suffocating silence. 

Mateo exhaled sharply, dragging his hand down. That silence told us more than words ever could. 

"Alexis?" 

Her voice was barely above a whisper. "Yes." 

"How many times?" 

Another pause. Another brick in the fucking wall. 

"Three." 

No unnecessary words. No emotion. Just facts. 

Erik’s jaw tightened. "How many live births?" 

The air in the room shifted. 

My pulse kicked up. 

This was pain. 

I could feel it, thick and suffocating in the tiny space where we stood. 

"None." 

"Fuck me." I muttered under my breath. 

Not only did this woman endure years of abuse, that motherfucker killed her babies too. 

Erik hesitated, clearly hating this as much as the rest of us. But he had to keep going. 

"Stillborn or miscarriage?" 

Another excruciating pause. 

"Miscarriages." 

Jesus. 

I turned away. I couldn’t fucking look at her. I wanted—needed—to see something in her expression. 

Anger. Grief. Anything. 

But there was nothing. Alexis Tanner had conditioned herself to feel nothing. 

It was her armor. Her survival. 

"Shit," Travis murmured, shaking his head. "This woman is tough as hell." 

Mateo crossed his arms. "And she’s gonna make this hard as hell for you." 

I shot him a glare. "I know. And why the fuck did you put her on my team?" 

Mateo’s eyes didn’t waver. "Because I knew you’d be the only one who could reach her." 

He wasn’t wrong. And I hated that. 

I forced myself to look back into the room. 

Erik was examining her back, his expression unreadable. 

I closed my eyes briefly. I already knew what he saw. I didn’t need to see it again. 

"Please lay back on the table," Erik said, adjusting the end of it to support her legs. 

He pulled out a sheet, draping it over her. "I need to check your abdomen." 

A small nod. 

Alexis shifted beneath the sheet, lifting the gown just enough. 

I couldn’t breathe. 

Her stomach. Her ribs. Black and blue. And every goddamned color in between. 

Erik handled it like a fucking champ. His expression never changed. No winces. No hesitation. Just pure professionalism. 

"Let me know if anything hurts when I apply pressure. I realize the bruises will be sore. I mean pain—sharp or dull." 

He moved methodically, applying pressure to different points on her stomach and ribs. Alexis remained silent. Didn’t even flinch. 

But we weren’t amateurs. We saw it. Right before Erik pressed on the ribs below her left breast, she sucked in a breath and held it. Subtle. Almost imperceptible. 

But even Erik caught it. He flicked his gaze toward the mirror, giving us a silent message. 

"Does this hurt, Alexis?" 

"No." 

"Alexis?" 

She knew he knew. 

"It’s bruised. It’s fine." 

Erik didn’t push, but his nod told me everything I needed to know. 

She needed X-rays. 

I turned to Travis. "Call Justin. Tell him I’m bringing one in now." 

Then I walked out before my fist went through the fucking mirror. 

Justin was the doctor we used in town when Erik deemed it necessary. Ex-Army. Ten years older than me. Turned forty-five last month, and we gave him hell for it. Only served six years before he left—odd for a military doc. But I never asked why. Doctors usually had cushy gigs. Something made him walk away early. 

Didn’t matter. I trusted him. 

I grabbed my Jeep and parked in front of the house, leaning against the passenger door. This gave me time to cool the fuck down. But my blood still simmered. 

I’d seen bruises before. I’d seen women beaten to hell and back. But I couldn’t figure out why Alexis Tanner was ripping a goddamn hole straight through my soul. 

She stepped out onto the porch, took three steps—then stopped. Saw me. Froze. 

I kept my posture relaxed, giving her nothing to push against. Just a slow nod toward the Jeep. 

Your move, sweetheart. 

Alexis stood there, weighing her options. Calculating. Always on her terms. 

Slowly, she stepped down, moving toward me—but stopped outside my reach. 

Smart. 

Damn. She knew exactly what she was doing. Every move was deliberate. Every answer measured. 

And I wondered—was that why she was black and blue? 

Did she defy the bastard, and this was his way of breaking her? 

I opened the truck door. "Get in. We’re going for a ride." 

She didn’t move. Held her ground. 

"Why?" 

"We’re going to town. In." 

"Where?" 

I stepped toward her—just to see if she’d flinch. 

She didn’t. 

Didn’t move back. Didn’t break eye contact. 

Fuck. 

"Alexis, I need you to get in. Now. And keep in mind—you are safe with me. You know that, right?" 

Those green eyes locked on mine. And damn, they were beautiful. Not soft. Not pleading. Strong. A quiet kind of strength. 

Did she even know she had it? 

Finally, she spoke. "Yes." 

I shook my head, chuckling. "Damn. Took you long enough to answer." I tilted my chin toward the Jeep. "Get in, sweetheart." 

Ten minutes down the road, the silence sat thick. 

Then, for the first time, Alexis spoke first. 

"You’re taking me to a doctor." Not a question. A statement. 

"Yes. Need to make sure you don’t have any fractures." 

I didn’t look at her. Didn’t have to. 

She kept her head turned, staring out the window. Didn’t ask more. Didn’t argue. 

But then she said something that made my grip tighten on the wheel. 

"It won’t make any difference if I do." 

Fuck. That hit harder than it should have. "Yeah, it does. I need to know if you can handle training." 

And just like that—she shut down again. Went quiet. Back to stone. 

But I wasn’t fucking done with her yet. 

Not by a long shot. 








  
  
CHAPTER 5




For the next fifteen minutes, we said nothing. I never realized how excruciating silence could be. The weight of it sat heavy in the cab of my truck, thick as smoke, suffocating. 

Alexis kept her gaze fixed out the window, her posture rigid, her hands resting motionless in her lap. Not a fidget. Not a sigh. Not a single flicker of emotion. She was locked down tight. 

I pulled into the lot and threw the Jeep into park. Jumping out, I rounded the hood to help her down— 

Only to find the damn door already shut. 

I exhaled hard, shaking my head. “Next time, wait until I get the door for you.” 

Alexis frowned. 

The first real expression I’d seen on her face. 

“Why?” 

“Because it’s what men do for women. I may be an asshole, but my mama taught me how to treat a woman with respect.” 

She studied me for a second, like she was trying to figure out if I was bullshitting her. 

“So next time,” I said, voice even, “I get the door for you. Understand?” 

She didn’t blink. “Fine.” 

Progress? Fuck if I knew. 

Justin told me to come on back when we arrived, so I nodded to his receptionist as we entered. 

Destiny. She batted her eyelashes at me the second I stepped through the door. 

"Hi, Nash. It's good to see you." 

Her voice was all sugar and heat, but Destiny did nothing for me. Fake blonde hair. Too much makeup. Nothing against makeup or hair color, but if it looked obvious, it was a turn-off. 

“Destiny.” I kept my tone neutral. “Justin ready for us?” 

“Yes, he said to go on back.” 

“Thanks.” 

I led Alexis down the hall. 

Out of nowhere, she spoke. 

“She likes you.” 

I stopped mid-step, turning my head to her. Seriously? I raised an eyebrow. "You barely speak to me, and that's what pops out of your mouth?" 

Alexis didn’t answer. 

She just clamped her lips shut and walked ahead like she hadn’t said a damn thing. 

God, this woman was infuriating. 

Justin opened the door just as I was about to knock. The man always did that shit to me. Like he had a sixth sense. 

"Nash," he said, pulling me into a quick, brotherly hug. "Good to see you again. It’s been a while." 

“Yeah, we’ve lucked out with no injuries lately.” I gestured to Alexis. “But I need this one checked out. Alexis, this is Dr. Justin Murphy. Justin, this is Alexis Tanner. Don’t expect her to give you much information—she’s pretty tight-lipped.” 

Those green eyes flicked to me, her face still unreadable. 

Justin extended a hand. “Nice to meet you, Alexis.” 

To my utter surprise, she took it. 

And like a goddamn switch flipping, the polished, composed woman I’d seen in the elevator resurfaced. 

“Thank you,” she said smoothly. “The pleasure is mine.” 

What the hell? 

Justin shot me a quick look, probably wondering the same thing. 

“Well, come on,” he said, motioning toward the exam room. “Let’s get you x-rayed. Nash, you can wait here. I’ll take good care of her for you.” 

I watched them walk off. And then I chuckled.  

This woman was anything but simple. The problem was, I wasn’t sure if I knew how to handle her. Most of the women we brought in cried. Threw fits. Yelled. Argued. 

Yet this one? She had her shit together. So damn well put together, in fact, that I wasn’t even sure if I’d be able to reach her. 

The extractions usually told me everything I needed to know. But Alexis? She was conditioned. She’d learned how to control what she could—and she held the reins in a fucking death grip. 

And for the first time in years, I had no goddamn clue how to handle that. 

"Hey," Destiny's voice purred from behind me. 

I closed my eyes. Fuck. 

"You can come sit out here and visit while your friend is getting x-rays." 

I turned to her, already exhausted. 

Jesus Christ. I didn’t need this right now.  

***


Forty minutes later, Alexis and I walked back to my Jeep. 

Justin had given me the rundown on her condition, and my anger was a slow-burning fire in my gut. Like Erik had said earlier—just when we think we’ve seen it all, another story knocks us on our ass. 

There’s always one. One woman whose history is worse than the last. And I supposed that would never change. 

I was still wrapped in my thoughts when I saw Alexis reach for the Jeep door, pulling it open before I even had a chance. 

Jesus Christ. 

Before she could climb in, I reached around her and slammed it shut. 

She froze. Her back stiffened. 

In the reflection of the window, I saw her watching me. Her eyes were locked onto my image, calculating, waiting. Not scared. Not submissive. 

Just still. Observing. 

"What did I tell you about letting me open the door for you?" I asked, voice tight. 

Without turning around, she repeated, word for word, "Because it's what men do for women. I may be an asshole, but my mama taught me how to treat a woman with respect. So next time, I get the door for you. Understand?" 

The exact fucking words I’d said to her earlier. Verbatim. 

I almost laughed. Almost. But I was too goddamn pissed. 

I exhaled hard, dragging a hand through my hair. I had to take a cleansing breath, so I didn’t snap. For now, I let her smart-ass remark slide. "Do you know what Justin just told me?" I asked. 

"No." 

"Do you have any idea how many fractured ribs you’ve had?" 

"No." 

"Take a damn guess." 

She hesitated. "One." 

"Wrong. Guess again." 

"Two." 

"Nope." 

I stepped closer, invading her space, crowding her against the Jeep. "Turn the fuck around and look at me." 

I knew the hard truth. For years, she’d been trained to obey. Trained to submit. So if I issued an order? She’d follow it. 

And she did. 

Alexis turned, her back pressed against the door, and those emotionless green eyes landed on mine. 

"Three," she said flatly. 

I clenched my jaw. 

"How about we start with an easier question?" I asked. "How many ribs do you have?" 

She waited a beat. Then, her jaw jutted out. "Four." 

Fuck. 

I lost it. My hands slammed against the truck, bracing on either side of her head. 

She flinched. Her eyes dropped. 

And just like that, guilt hit me like a freight train. Goddamn it. I fucking scared her. 

Reaching around her I opened the door and let her climb in to give myself a moment. I exhaled sharply, forcing my voice calm. "I will not hurt you, Lex. Never. Do you understand?" 

The muscles in her throat moved as she swallowed hard. 

"Yes." 

I didn't believe her. 

"Look at me," I ordered. 

She lifted her gaze to mine, but it was empty. 

"You have twelve ribs," I said, voice tight. "Nine of them have been fractured or broken. The last one is still healing. Did you know that?" 

Her eyes flickered, but her tone stayed eerily calm. 

"No. I wasn’t allowed to go to a doctor." 

Fucking hell. 

"You need to communicate with me. I need to know if you're in pain. I’m not that fucker. I don't want you hurting and I will never use your pain as a form of control, but I can’t help if you don’t tell me. Got it?" 

"I’m not in pain.” She stared out the windshield as she spoke. 

Bullshit. Then I did the unthinkable. I reached in and pressed my fingers against her ribs, just beneath her left breast, where Erik had found her bracing earlier. 

She snapped. Full. Fucking. Attack. 

She turned in her seat, her hands slapped mine away, hard and fast. Then she swung at me, kicked at me, fists and feet flying. "Do not touch me!" she screamed in my face. 

Fuck. 

She cracked. Her chest was heaving. Her lips were parted. 

Her eyes—wild. Alive. Furious. 

And Jesus Christ, I’d never been so fucking relieved.  She was a fighter, and my guess is that got her more severely punished with her fucker.

That explains the nine fractured ribs.

I didn’t stop her. I let her hit me. I let her unleash every ounce of rage, every piece of pent-up fury she’d been forced to suppress for six goddamn years. 

And I took it. Because I deserved it. Because I knew that I wasn’t the one she wanted to fuck up. But I was the only one here. So I stood there, still as stone, and let her swing, slap, kick, and punch. 

I counted in my head—just to see how long she had it in her. 

One… two… three… 

She wasn’t weak. 

Ten… fifteen… twenty… 

Her breathing was erratic, her hands trembling as she hit again and again. 

Thirty-five. 
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