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RITCHIE

THE FIRE BURNS WITHIN

Resting my head on the pillow, I held the phone to my ear. It rang three times before he answered.

“Hello?”

“Ezra, it’s Ritchie. Is Tori safe?”

There was silence on the other end of the line.

Arlis ran a hand over his hair. Why the fuck did he look nervous?

“Ritchie, did you forget? I got shot.”

My brows rose and my heart lurched in my chest. Fuck, I had a one-track mind. My woman. I didn’t even think to ask Ezra how he was doing.

“Yes, I forgot,” I replied.

“How are you doing, Ezra?”

“There’s no easy way to say this,” he sighed.

My eyes widened and my fist curled at my side. What the fuck happened?

“Ritchie, I passed out at the wheel during a high-speed chase. Tori and Asia had to handle themselves.”

“What?” I roared. I yelled so loud my voice bounced off the walls.

I knew he wasn’t to blame. The situation just dug under my skin.

“Where’s Tori?” I asked.

“She should be here. I last saw her yesterday. It’s pretty quiet today. Usually, when I wake up from one of my many naps, I hear Rémy’s singing or the girls laughing,” he sighed.

“Ask Catch. He has to know where she is. In the meantime, I’ll call Simone.”

I raised a brow. “You will, huh?”

“Ritchie, yes. Simone and I are trying to work through our rocky past. I promise my relationship with Simone won’t interfere with protecting Tori.”

“Ok. Remember you said that shit.”

“Ritchie, I have your back,” Ezra stated.

I could hear the sincerity in his voice.

“Thank you.” I stated, before disconnecting the call.

I immediately dialed Catch.

Arlis walked backward toward the door.

“Oh, no you don’t, Arlis. You know more than you’re letting on. I want to know what the hell is going on. Stay awhile.”

The phone rang several times, then went to voice mail. I wondered if Tori found the phone I bought for her. It was worth a shot calling her. Good thing I memorized her number. What could I say? I was good with numbers. I had to be when I took bets from guys at the betting houses.

Her phone rang. A recording said, “The person you called hasn’t set up the voice mail yet.”

My heart lurched in my chest. Where was my cousin? And my woman? Why would she leave? Maybe she went to the grocery store. Cooking was her thing. I remembered the gumbo she brought to my hotel room. My heart squeezed in my chest at the memory. I fucking missed my woman.

Dropping the phone at my side, I pinned Arlis with a stare. “I want to know everything that happened while I was asleep.”

He threw his hands up. “Come on, Ritchie.” He looked like he wanted nothing further to do with my situation.

My eyes narrowed. “Don’t pretend you aren’t a part of this world, Arlis. Your family might be the brokers, but I’ve seen you and Uncle Callum handle men who needed to be taught a lesson.”

He ran his fingers through his hair. “Fine.” Arlis inched closer.

“I better get you walking around, then. Just don’t lose your shit out there.”

My brows rose. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

He didn’t say another word as he guided me to my feet. A sharp pain slammed through my abdomen, leaving a stabbing sensation in its wake.

“Fuck,” I grunted as we slowly moved into the hallway.

My eyes roamed the spacious, tastefully decorated warehouse.

“Ezra’s in that room.” Arlis pointed at a door right before we approached the kitchen.

“No one’s here. What’s going on Arlis?”

“I’ll tell you what I know after we walk around two more times.”

My heart smacked my rib cage. Worry seeped into my gut.

After the painful walk, I sank onto the long wooden bench at the dining table, running my fingers through my hair. “Start talking,” I bit out.

Twenty minutes later, I pondered on my uncle’s words, ready to pull my hair out.

“So you weren’t downstairs when Tori left? But you heard Catch lose his shit?” I asked.

“Yup,” he sighed, taking a seat at my side.

My eyes squeezed shut briefly. “Ok, I’ll access Catch’s security system. We always give each other access.”

I glanced at my uncle. “Can Ezra move?”

“Yeah. He’s in a little better shape than you. I’ll give you both a special pain cocktail. It’ll help you maneuver for at least five hours with limited pain.”

“Thanks, Arlis.”

There was a beat of silence.

“For what it’s worth, I think it’s time Catch sat down with Uncle Callum.”

He tapped my shoulder lightly. “Thanks for saying that, Ritchie.”
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Thirty minutes later, Ezra and I climbed into Arlis’s rental SUV. It was best I drove, since Ezra still had limited mobility with his dominant arm.

Ezra was beside himself while we watched the rear entrance video footage. Tori and Simone left together. Catch and the others left the building shortly after.

Ezra shook his head while he loaded our weapons. “Why the fuck would Simone and Tori sneak out of the warehouse?”

I glanced at Ezra. “I’m guessing they had a lead on Man-Man.”

“Yeah, but going without the rest of the crew wasn’t smart,” he stated.

“I agree,” I responded as I tried to reach Romeo and Rémy. They didn’t answer their phones either.

“Shit, we won’t know what happened until we talk to Catch. In the meantime, let’s see what Kagan knows,” I said, pressing Kagan’s contact information.

His phone rang once before he picked up. “Ritchie, I’m so glad to talk to you. How are you feeling?”

“I’m right side up so I’m doing ok. Kagan, when was the last time you talked to Catch?”

“Late last night. He needed the cameras at an intersection wiped clean.”

My brows rose. “What the fuck for?”

“He didn’t say.”

“Kagan, I put a tracker in the new phone I bought for Tori. I need you to trace it.”

“Sure. What’s the phone number?”

I rattled off the number.

“Give me a few minutes. I’ll call you back.”

I disconnected the call.

“What did Kagan say?” Ezra asked.

“He didn’t know where Catch was. Going forward, each of us will wear trackers. I don’t ever want to be in this position again. The entire team could be-”

“Don’t say it, Ritchie,” Ezra warned.

“I’m not.” My fist hit the steering wheel.

“Fuck, I just want to know what’s going on. Hopefully, Kagan will locate Tori’s phone.”

I drove past the rubble that once was Man-Man’s dope and money spot.

If I had to kill Man-Man’s corner boys to get his attention, I’d fucking do it. My heart raced in my chest at a hundred miles a minute. Finding my woman was my only goal.

My phone rang. Leaving the phone in the center tray, I hit the speaker button.

“Give me something, Kagan,” I gritted out.

“Ritchie, she appears to be traveling on I-80 through Des Moines, Iowa.”

The tiny hairs stood on my arms and neck. “What the fuck?”

“She’d never leave Chicago. Something's seriously wrong.”

“What would make her leave Illinois?” Ezra muttered, more to himself than to me.

“Kagan, I know you have to work. I’ll get Nick to help us out.”

“I just have to take care of this dirty package Marco left for me. I’ll keep my laptop open. If she gets off the highway, I’ll let you know.”

“Thanks Kagan.”

“No problem, Ritchie.”

“One more thing, Kagan.”

“What’s up?”

“What states are on that route?”

I heard his fingers fly across the keyboard. “Nebraska, Colorado, and Utah.”

My brows lowered. “Ok, talk to you soon,” I said before ending the call.

“Ezra, call my cousin. Tell him to send a jet filled with soldiers to an airstrip in Omaha, Nebraska closest to I-80.”

“On it, Ritchie.”

I had no idea where Tori was going. But if she was driving through Iowa, hopefully, we could catch her in Nebraska or Colorado. I’d keep calling Catch in the meantime. Ezra and I would hop on the jet I kept in Chicago. We’d meet Nick’s men in Omaha. What were Ezra and I about to walk into?

I didn’t know, and I didn’t give a fuck. As long as I got my woman back safe and sound.

Tori, I’m coming, baby.
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CHAPTER TWO
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THE KIDNAPPING

CATCH

My cousin had no idea the special kind of monster we faced. He was awake and demanded answers now. But I focused on trying to rescue Tori and Simone, so we maintained a safe distance from Rosco and his remaining entourage on the highway. We were outnumbered. I wouldn’t stop following them until I got reinforcements.

Romeo and I would take turns getting fuel and food while following that fucker. When Rosco stopped to refuel, we’d keep our distance. Something told me he wouldn’t risk trying to kill anyone until he was in his home state. The highway was littered with state troopers.

Once we crossed into Utah, I figured all his soldiers would be prepared to attack us, so I bided my time. We had roughly seventeen hours to get a team to Salt Lake City. I could get Kagan and his brother out here. But Maceo and Gabe worked closer to Marco. I couldn’t get them away from the boss without arousing suspicion. My last resort was calling my cousin Nick.

“Catch, Ritchie sent a rational text,” Bianca stated from her spot in the back seat caddy corner from me.

She was more composed today than at the warehouse yesterday.

I remembered standing outside the kitchen, listening to Bianca and Tori quietly plot how to handle Rosco on their own.

They were in for a big surprise.

Later that night, I laid on my bed beneath the flickering blue light of the TV screen mounted to the wall.

Bianca emerged from the bathroom wearing a pair of sky-blue thongs and a tight white tank top that ended right below her bustline.

My woman knew just how to get my attention. Not that she needed to dress half naked to make my dick hard. Anytime I was near her, I wanted to be deep inside her pussy.

I ran my hands down her back and palmed her perfect ass cheeks, then whispered, “Kiss me.”

She responded by pressing her body against mine and running her hands over my chest.

When our lips met, I was lost in desire, feeling the warmth of our mouths combined with the sensation of my hard cock pressing against her slit through the thong.

Bianca made it difficult to resist her, but I had no choice.

Her fingers gripped the hem of my t-shirt. She attempted to push it up further. My hand came up to meet hers and stopped her progress.

Licking my lips suggestively, I commanded, “Not yet. I want to pull that thong off with my teeth.”

Panic flashed across her face before she put on a sweet smile. “I want to fuck you tonight, Callum.”

Only this woman could ever get away with calling me by my real name. “Oh, yeah, bombshell?” I slid two fingers along her wet slit, causing her to moan and arch her back toward me.

“Damn, you want this dick bad, huh?”

She nodded and muttered a quiet yes.

I flipped her, pinning her to the bed. Caressing her forehead, I peeked at my watch.

“The girls were sneaking out the back door right about now.

I inched lower. My teeth latched onto the thong waistband, and I tugged them down her thighs and legs, tossing them aside.

As my face became level with her quivering pussy, her addictive arousal filled my senses.

That damn bath gel would be the death of me.

Gliding my tongue along her folds, she bucked her pussy against my mouth as she moaned out in pleasure.

“Don’t stop,” she cried.

I knew my woman couldn’t resist my tongue.

My hands moved up to grasp both of hers firmly above her head. “You’re a naughty girl, Bianca,” I murmured against her dampened flesh.

“I am,” came her flirty response.

Reaching into my cargo pants pocket, I extracted a white zip tie. Her brown eyes widened as her jaw dropped in disbelief. “Catch, no! I said I wanted to be in control!”

I clasped the cold, hard plastic around her wrists and pulled it tight until she winced. “Ouch,” she yelped, taken aback by my action.

I glared at her with cold gray eyes. “You’re in fucking trouble, Bianca.” I grabbed hold of her ankles and secured them with another zip tie.

“Why are you doing this?” she cried.

“Because you and Tori tried to get one over on me,” I gritted out as I stood to my feet.

“My job is to protect Tori. You ladies can’t make plans behind my back.”

I tossed a change of clothes on the bed for Bianca, then I tugged on a baseball cap.

“As much as I love your sweet pussy, I won’t let your sweetness get someone killed.”

Her eyes darkened and her pouty lips tightened. “We can handle ourselves, Catch.”

Pulling a tie from the drawer, I sat on the bed beside her. “Bombshell, I know you ladies can handle yourselves. But you don’t have to do it alone anymore. Me and the guys will always help.” I gagged her mouth tightly.

“Fucking asshole,” she mumbled around the gag.

As I stood slipping the bulletproof vest over my head, my eyes raked over her skin the color of gingerbread. Fuck, she looked beautiful all tied up. I grabbed the sheet along with Bianca and hoisted her over my shoulder.

Stepping into the hallway, I met Asia’s angry gaze. Her hands were zip tied in front of her.

“Your night didn’t go as planned, huh?” I chuckled as I glanced at Romeo and Rémy escorting her outside.

Laughter rumbled in their chests.

“Not quite,” Romeo stated.

“The second you start talking sideways, Asia, I’ll gag you,” Romeo warned.

The girls definitely weren’t used to being put in their place.

I shoved my woman in the trunk of Romeo and Rémy’s SUV.

Bianca’s back rested against the backseat. She pulled her legs closer to her chest, leaving her pussy on full display under the soft glow of the trunk light.

My gloved thumb slid across my lower lip. “You’re so pretty,” I stated, staring at her wet pussy.

“Fuck you,” she mumbled.

Ignoring her smart response, I tugged the sheet back over her body. Because I didn’t want anyone to see what was mine.

“Guys, put your weapons upfront. My woman’s indisposed,” I chuckled.

“Jesus,” Rémy muttered.

After grabbing Bianca’s laptop bag, clothes, and my weapons, we went after Tori and Simone.

The night started out fun, but took a very dark turn.

The magnitude of our current situation brought me back from my memory.

I peeked at the row of seats behind Bianca where her brother was sleeping. We couldn’t take him home, you know, since we were in the middle of a war. He hadn’t asked how his sister’s new boyfriend was wrapped up in all of this. Nor did he appear surprised that the girls worked with Man-Man. Kam was a tough kid. I loved the way he tried to protect his sister. He’d rather put himself in harm’s way than risk anything happening to her.

Gripping the steering wheel tighter, I finally acknowledged her words. “Oh yeah? What did Ritchie say?” I asked.

His voicemails and texts had similar verbiage: Why aren’t you answering the phone?

Are you all right? Is Tori all right?

Catch, answer the fucking phone.

I swear if anything happened to Tori, I’ll fucking kill you.

So you see, I wasn’t in a hurry to call or text him back until we were about four hours outside of Utah.

“He said, I know it must be bad if you aren’t returning my calls. I spoke to Kagan. I had him track Tori’s phone. It looks like she’s headed to Omaha or somewhere in Colorado. Nick’s sending a team of soldiers. I’ll meet them at the Plat field private airport, near Omaha. If something happened to Tori, please tell me. If you were in my shoes, would you stop trying to get answers about Bianca? I love you, cousin.”

My heart stopped beating for a minute because what he said was true. I’d kill and destroy until I found my woman. My cousin wasn’t any different when it came to Tori.

“Bianca, call him, then give me the phone.”

Her shoulders relaxed, and she blew out a breath before she dialed his number.

Bianca placed the phone on the middle console. I tapped the earbud. Ritchie’s deep voice sounded in my ear. “Catch?”

“Hello Ritchie.”

He released an exaggerated breath. “Catch, thank God you’re ok. How bad is it?”

Silence.

Just face your cousin’s wrath head on.

“Tori and Simone were kidnapped.”

My heart hit the soles of my feet for the thirtieth time today.

“By Man-Man?” he asked.

“No. Tori and Simone snuck out the back door of the warehouse to meet a guy named Rosco. He had a business deal with Man-Man and Tori. He’s very dangerous. Those were her words. Like blow up entire neighborhoods to prove his point kind of dangerous. After I caught up with them at a traffic light, I agreed to take them to the meetup. Man-Man showed up with Bianca’s brother Kam.”

I gripped the steering wheel tighter again. It felt like I’d rip it out of the truck. Reliving that horrible moment last night made my blood boil under my skin.  

“He was strapped with explosives.” The words felt like lead weights on my tongue.

I hadn't been able to fully comfort my woman after the horrific incident with her brother.

She held her brother in her arms for a long-time last night. Then Kam climbed into the third row to rest. Once we were on the highway, I told Bianca to climb into my lap.

I put the truck on cruise control and adjusted the seat to make us both comfortable. But as soon as her chest pressed against mine, Bianca buried her face in the crook of my neck and sobbed uncontrollably. I cradled her tight against me, wrapping my arm around her waist in a desperate attempt to ease her sorrow.

“What the fuck?” Ritchie bit out. His words brought me back from the memory.

“Losing Tori has sent Daryl spiraling,” he said.

“It has.” I blew out a breath.

“Rosco held a torch for Tori. He didn’t make a move on her until it was obvious Man-Man and Tori weren’t together anymore. Tori said she’d go with Rosco if Man-Man released Kam. Of course, we weren’t going to let him just take her. The moment I got Kam in my care, a shootout happened. Rémy and Romeo did their best to kill as many men as possible. That asshole Rosco had men inside the trucks. He drove off in his bulletproof SUV. Romeo and I are keeping our distance in traffic. He still has a sizable entourage with him. Since we’re outnumbered, we don’t want to risk losing the girls, so I’m waiting until we’re about six hours out from Utah before I call Nick.”

I heard Ritchie’s hearty laughter.

“That’s why I left my woman in your care. Well, you and Ezra’s. Catch, I knew you’d do everything in your power to keep her safe.”

My heart swelled in my chest. “Thanks for believing in me, Ritchie.”

“You’re the best at what you do. How could I not believe in you?” he asked.

I loved Ritchie like a brother. Of course I’d do all I could for him.

“Ritchie, once we enter Utah, he’ll make it his mission to kill us. So that he can continue on to Salt Lake City with Tori and Simone.”

“Ezra talked to Nick. We’re good. Send your coordinates. I’ll send a drone. Once you guys get closer to Utah, use the drone to check on the girls.”

“Ok. I’ll tell Rémy about the drone plan,” I stated.

“We’ll continue on to a city close to the Utah border. We’ll be waiting for you guys. It will be one hell of a gun fight. I’ll kill that motherfucker for taking my woman.”

A smirk hit my lips. “I love a good gun fight. I’ll send Romeo to get more ammo. We’ll be ready, Ritchie.”
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CHAPTER THREE
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THE SNEAK ATTACK

RITCHIE

Reclined in the plush black leather seat on my family’s jet, I peeked to my right. Ezra tugged at his dark hair. He was beside himself. He couldn’t believe Rosco had kidnapped Simone too.

“Tell me we aren’t shooting to kill that asshole. We have to torture him,” Ezra growled.

“You know how we work. That motherfucker will pay for fucking days. As long as he doesn’t try to blow himself up.”

Ezra shook his head. “We won’t let that happen.”

Nick sent twenty-five soldiers to assist. My family came through. I was appreciative. Their love warmed my stone-cold heart.

After we flew the drone to Catch’s coordinates, we hopped on the jet. Rémy or Romeo would fly the drone the rest of the way. Luckily, we were only a half hour away from his coordinates.

Once the jet touched down in a small town near the Utah border, there were six brand new black Tahoes waiting for us. Thanks to Catch.

Uncle Arlis called in two prescriptions at a local pharmacy for Ezra and me. We’d wait to take the next wave of meds right before we geared up for war. We wouldn’t let our injuries slow us down while we rescued our women.

I pulled into the gas station that doubled as a truck stop and rest area. Patrons strolled in and out of the rest stop, gripping bags of treats and other items. I tapped the earpiece as I came to a halt in a parking space closer to the end of the convenience store.

“Brock, come in?”

“Ritchie, go for Brock.”

“Don’t draw attention to yourselves. Park the SUV’s in the rear of the truck stop. Filtrate a few men throughout the grounds. Keep your eyes and ears open,” I ordered.

The men were dressed in t-shirts, jeans, and boots. The goal was for them to blend in.

“Got it, Ritchie,” Brock stated.

My eyes took in my surroundings. The dusty landscape with sparse greenery lacked the lush appearance I’d grown accustomed to on the East Coast. Even Chicago had more greenery.

Staring through a pair of binoculars, I noticed a string of vehicles moving into the rest stop.

They parked in a straight line along the front of the parking lot. None of them bothered getting out of their vehicles.

Catch was right. Rosco’s men were proof he had no plans of letting him and the others leave Utah alive.

My phone rang. I pressed the speaker button.

“Ritchie?”

“Yeah?” I responded.

“He’s getting off the interstate at the rest stop,” Catch cursed.

I understood his frustration. His girlfriend’s kid brother was in the truck. He shouldn’t have been involved.

“Catch, we’re ready,” I confirmed.

“Fuck,” he yelled.

I heard gunfire rang out.

Panic struck the faces of those pumping gas.

Anger coursed through my veins. I was ready to rip the bastards to shreds.

Glancing out the rear windshield, I noticed the men parked at the front stepped out of their vehicles clutching AK-forty-sevens. It didn’t appear they cared about innocent bystanders, either.

“Brock, time for action,” I stated in the earpiece, before pulling the soft breathable black face cover resting on my neck over my nose to disguise my appearance. Everyone on my team wore one. I couldn’t afford any of my actions on this excursion to get back to my boss.

Ezra and I hopped out of the truck, flanked by two soldiers.

A woman and a small child exited the store. “Get back inside,” I ordered.

Killing innocent people wasn’t part of the plan.

An oversized SUV barreled down the road toward the station.

My wide eyes moved over the people pumping gas. “Get in your cars,” I yelled.

“Drive to the back of the truck stop.” I pointed a thumb over my shoulder.

Moving to the rear of the rest stop was their only hope of survival.

The patrons wasted no time following my directions. The sound of burning rubber filled the air.

My heart slammed against my ribcage behind the bulletproof vest as one of Rosco’s scowling men turned toward us and opened fire. His bronze skin glowed under the blazing sun.

I didn’t hesitate to peer through the scope of the AR-fifteen, unleashing bullets. I’d been shot enough for one lifetime.

“Fucking die,” I roared.

More of Rosco’s men opened fire on us. Ezra’s dominant arm was weak, but that wouldn’t stop him from blowing a fucker’s head off.

“Cover me!” I shouted to Ezra and the two soldiers.

While they kept the assholes busy, I bent over, running past the pumps. The cars had already vacated the front of the station. An open gun fight at a gas station wasn’t dangerous at all. This careless move showed this guy didn’t give a fuck about anyone but himself.

As I came to a halt at the last gas pump, my gaze moved to the eighteen-wheeler parked along the side. Brock gripped his AR-fifteen, motioning me over. It was a good place to take cover. I could work my way to the front.

The blacked-out SUV was parked in the middle of the vacant street.

A tall man with chocolate colored skin, wearing long dreads pulled into a low ponytail, climbed out of the truck. A few of his men hopped out of the SUV parked behind him. They darted in front of Rosco, aiming their weapons at me and my men.

“You have two important women with you. They belong to me and my friend. Send Tori and Simone over and I’ll let you die with dignity,” I lied.

He placed a hand over his stomach, laughing. “No fucking way.”

The smile vanished and his eyes darkened. “They’re mine. I won’t give them up,” he roared.

“So I guess fighting like men is off the table.” I waved my hand around. “I’d like to avoid risking the lives of innocent people,” I shouted over the gunfire.

He leveled the rifle, pointing it at the gas pump beside me.

“Oh fuck.” I didn’t pause to breathe, but instead bolted toward Brock, my breaths coming in short, sharp bursts. The thunderous roar of the explosion was followed by a shockwave that sent me careening forward. My skin prickled with heat as searing flames engulfed the pump. I stretched my hands out as the force of the blast pushed against me, sending me crashing into the eighteen-wheeler.

I slammed my hand over my ears in an effort to stop the unbearable ringing. “I’ll take that as a definite no,” I grunted to myself.

Crouching near the rear of the truck, I glanced at Rosco. “Suit yourself. We’ll fight dirty. And your men will die. Because you better believe I won’t leave without my woman today,” I yelled, anger stirring in my chest. I was ready to tear him apart with my bare hands.

“She’s my woman now. She and her little friend,” he growled.

I ignored the delusional motherfucker’s words.

“Ritchie, more trucks are coming in from the main road,” Brock announced, his blue eyes darkened as they met mine. “I’m ready to kill and destroy. No one should kill innocent women and children.”

His words came out faint. My hearing hadn’t adjusted from the blast yet.

“Very true, Brock,” I muttered as I glanced under the truck. Men hung off the sides of the trucks, toting automatic weapons.

“Looks like there’s going to be a massacre today,” I yelled.

Standing to my feet, I glared at Rosco. “It doesn’t matter who I have to kill to keep what’s mine. You, Man-Man. The outcome is the same.” An evil chuckle rumbled in my chest.

“She’s coming home with me because she’s all fucking mine,” I roared as I stepped into his line of sight.

The sun beamed down, heating my skin as I peered through the scope of the AR-fifteen, ready to fire. My finger on the trigger, I watched in shock as a familiar figure across the street began unloading their weapon. A smirk settled on my lips as I took comfort in knowing he was here. He always had my back.

My soldiers emerged from various hidden spots, running toward Rosco’s men, bullets flying around us. It reminded me of a war scene on a battlefield. Only difference this war took place in the streets of a small Utah town.

Each group of soldiers was led by their leader. And prepared to die. His soldiers dropped like flies, screaming out in pain as they hit the pavement. Despite all this destruction, I didn’t hear one police siren. Why was that? Did Rosco have the police in his pocket?

Catch’s skilled finger on the trigger delivered fatal shots to their chests, eliminating our enemies.

I didn’t see Rémy or Romeo. But I knew they were here wreaking havoc.

Rosco moved to the rear passenger door with confidence behind his wall of soldiers. A devilish smirk hung on his lips.

He thought he’d bring my woman into this fight. Use her as his shield. “Not today, bitch,” I muttered.

Aiming low, I fired. His ankle gave out, causing him to drop his gun.

Rosco shouted in pain as he fell, scrambling for his weapon. But before he could point it at me, I fired again - this time at his arm - and sent him into shock.

“Ah,” he yelled, dropping his rifle like it was on fire. Catch and Ezra ambled toward the other side of the truck while me, Brock and the guys worked on killing Rosco’s front line of defense.

“Ritchie, the girls are secure,” Ezra stated.

“I repeat, they’re safe.” There was a sense of calm in his voice, yet a hint of terror. What happened to them?

Stepping backward, I let my rifle dangle from the strap crossing my body. I removed a gas mask from my oversized left cargo pants pocket.

“It’s over,” I shouted before lowering the mask.

“Die motherfucka,” Rosco shouted.

I shoved a hand in my right cargo pocket, retrieving two items. Pulling the pin, I threw the grenade at the SUV parked behind Rosco’s truck.

The ground moved under my feet as the truck exploded. A plume of smoke rose from the red and orange flames engulfing the truck. The truck doors flew from the flames. The driver’s side door slammed into one of Rosco’s men, who couldn’t escape the horror of the explosion. I wasted no time tossing the tear gas canister at Rosco. Not giving him time to recover.

“I’ll get the truck,” Brock said.

I nodded.

Stalking through the smoke, I kneeled, glaring at Rosco. “You really fucked up.”

I slammed the butt of my rifle into his chiseled face. The cracking of bones sounded right before he hollered. My fist curled around his collar. I tugged him through the street. Pain radiated every inch of my skin. The pain meds could only do so much. I was putting too much strain on my injured limbs.

Brock rolled to a stop in front of me. Two of our men gathered Rosco and tossed him into the trunk.

The gunfire ceased. Rosco’s men were done. We were bringing a few with us to torture. Patrons poked their heads out from their hiding spots around the rest stop.

Catch gripped Tori so tight at his side it seemed as if he was trying to protect her with a steel wall. She buried her face in his side, trembling. Ezra smirked behind the gas mask. I knew he was relieved to have her back. He held Simone close. She kept her eyes closed because of the tear gas. I could see the bruises on her face and my blood boiled. They hit her?

What had they done to Tori? My fist clenched as fury raced through my veins. I ran across the street where they stood.

I grabbed onto Tori’s elbow, “Tori, it’s me.”

Her body shook violently as she mumbled my name. “Yeah, baby, it’s me,” I repeated.

“We have to move now,” I uttered softly. She brought her hands up to cover her face, unwilling to let me see her battered skin.

“Let me see your face,” I pleaded gently.

“No, Ritchie,” she whispered brokenly.

“Tori, I can’t love you any less,” I declared firmly and watched as her legs gave out from under her.

Scooping her up into my arms, I winced at the pain.

“Ritchie, I can carry her,” Catch stated, adjusting the airtight goggles on his face.

“No, I got her.” My heart beat wildly in my chest. Having her back in my arms brought a sliver of peace.

“Thank you, cousin.”

His lower lip trembled as he placed a hand on my shoulder. “Anytime Ritchie.”

“We’re hopping on the jets. The airfield is about twenty minutes away,” I said.

“Sounds good,” Catch stated.

Tori shoved her face into my bulletproof vest, keeping her face shielded. It was obvious he hit her. That motherfucker would pay severely.

“I got you. You’re safe now,” I said, yanking off the gas mask before climbing into the backseat of the truck.

“Ritchie, please don’t let me go.” Her fingers caressed my neck.

“I wouldn’t dream of it, baby.”

The truck wobbled as Brock drove over the carnage.

“Daryl’s still out there,” she breathed.

“I know. We’ll get his ass next. In the meantime, I plan to torture Rosco until there’s nothing left.”
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CHAPTER FOUR
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TORI

THE SICK TORTURE

Twenty-one hours. Twenty-one hours of hell. Well, at least seventeen hours of the twenty-one-hour drive was torturous. Rosco and his men kicked and beat us during the drive and at rest stops. 

He mentioned he had five other women at home in Salt Lake City. Was this how he treated all his women? Maybe. 

This man was a monster. One who had money. He felt he could have anything he desired. Treat people vile because it made him feel like a bigger man. Women weren’t toys. We were human beings. Men were supposed to love and cherish women. Not abuse and defile.

“Those stupid white boys are still following us,” Rosco said, peering through the rear-view mirror.

I glanced at him with disgust in my eyes from the back seat beside Simone. Where we were so lucky to sit. After being confined to the floor like sardines for most of the drive.

Searing pain shot through my zip tied wrists behind my back. Sitting like that for hours on end was uncomfortable. My hands kept going numb from the zip ties, cutting off my circulation.

Guilt mounted in my heart for getting my best friend involved. Simone shouldn’t have been caught up in my mess. I volunteered to go with the vile fucker. Not her.

“I bet Ritchie was pissed when he woke up this morning,” I muttered to Simone.

“Ezra won’t be happy either,” Simone mumbled.

“Shut the fuck up back there,” Rosco yelled.

“The second we get to my house; I’m separating you two.” Rosco smirked at us through the rear-view mirror.

Was this what happened to those who tried to save the world? If I didn’t care about the residents on the South Side, my best friend and I wouldn’t be here right now with a fucking lunatic. 

He was truly crazy. I’d love the chance to gouge his eyes out.

When I came to later during our long drive, he pulled into a rest stop. 

“Go to the bathroom. I’m not taking the zip ties off this time.” An evil grin lifted the corners of his lips.

“How are we supposed to pull our pants down?” I asked.

He burst into laughter. “Help each other. I don’t give a fuck how you make it happen. Jeko is coming into the bathroom with you. He can assist you two.”

“No, we got it,” Simone clipped.

Not even a minute later, someone knocked on the family bathroom door. Jeko opened it, letting Rosco inside. It didn’t make sense to say a fucking word. Guess he had a thing with watching his women use the bathroom. The words his woman sounded foreign on my tongue. I only belonged to Ritchie. I had to push the thought of my man to the back of my mind. Or I’d break. And I refused to appear weak in front of Rosco.

Rosco stepped in front of me while I hovered over the toilet, relieving myself. He unzipped his jeans and pulled his dick out. 

“What the fuck are you doing?” I roared.

He released a stream of pee between my legs. His urine slipped down my mound.

He wore a huge smile. “I’m marking what’s mine.” 

Rosco tucked himself back into his jeans. “Next, I’ll stick my dick in that fat pussy.”

Again, I remained silent. The last thing I wanted him to do was rape me in the grungy public restroom.

He glared at me, then squeezed my cheeks and planted his lips on mine. The entire time, my best friend stood close by clutching my arms so I wouldn’t fall. I hated she had to witness the degradation. But I rather he inflict his bull shit weirdness on me than on her. 

“You can’t hide your face forever, Tori,” Ritchie’s deep sexy voice brought me back from my nightmare that had been reality less than an hour ago.                                                                                                          

“Ritchie, I know.” I pushed my face into his side like I could disappear out of view if I could just tuck my face into his bulletproof vest.

“Talk to me, Ritchie,” I urged.

“My body’s in bad shape. Once we’re on the plane, I need to take the meds Uncle Arlis prescribed before I pass out.”

I swept a hand along his thick neck. “Ritchie, I tried not to think of you. Us.” Swallowing past the lump in my throat that felt like a glob of cotton, I continued.

“The new memories we shared would’ve broken me.”

Ritchie removed my hand from his neck and brought it to his soft lips. Tremors rocked my body.

“Look at me, Tori.”

I didn’t know how disfigured my face was. The wounds felt fresh. My skin burned underneath the bruises.

Conversations amongst the other people in the truck carried on. Which gave Ritchie and I a sense of privacy.

Removing my face from his vest, I turned my head upward.

Ritchie’s gorgeous face came into view.

His thick fingers traced a painful path over my bruised cheek, the anger simmered in his eyes like a storm. "Baby," he muttered, his voice a soothing balm to my battered soul.

Ritchie couldn't conceal his shock and revulsion. "How could he punch you in the face?" Disgust twisted his features into a mask of righteous anger.

“He’s a disgusting human being. Who shouldn’t be allowed to walk this earth, to hurt anyone else like this,” I bit out, my voice quivering with fury.

My protector, with a gentleness that belied his strength, cradled my face in his hands. His touch was a tender promise of safety, a beacon in the darkness. Then he leaned in and brushed his lips softly over mine, his eyes filled with a fierce determination. "Baby, he won't."

Gunfire rang out. The rear glass shattered.

“Ah,” the man to our right hollered.

I inched my head up, peering out the window with the one eye the fucker didn’t seal shut. “Shit, we have company.”

Ritchie wasted no time placing me on the seat between him and a muscled guy with jet black hair and a skull neck tattoo. Blood trickled down his arm. A bullet must’ve hit him.

“Get on the floor, Tori,” Ritchie ordered.

I stared, mouth agape, my swollen lips quivering. My voice cracked as I begged, “Please don’t make me.” Tears streamed down my face.

Memories of Simone and me lying on the floor came rushing back. Bile rose in my throat. Rosco’s men slammed their boots into our petite bodies like we were bags of sand.

The driver swerved across the highway. The tatted man beside me leaned out the window, firing his weapon. 

His eyes softened. “Baby, you have to understand. I’m just trying to keep you safe.”

“That’s right. My men are still coming. They won’t fucking stop coming for you motherfuckas,” Rosco yelled from the trunk.

I didn’t know he was in the trunk. That sick asshole. If bullets weren’t hurling past us, I’d climb back there and slam my fist into his face over and over again. Then I’d pee on that motherfucker. Now wasn’t the time to tell Ritchie about that horrific incident.

“Ok, I’ll get on the floor,” I said.

A truck pulled up on our left. 

Before Ritchie could lower the window, a bullet whipped through the windowpane, and we were showered with pieces of shattered glass. I felt an immense burn searing my body.

“Tori,” Ritchie shouted as he aimed his Glock out the window, firing it at the truck full of Rosco’s men.

Ritchie clasped me tight against him with one arm while I tentatively touched the wound. Crimson blood appeared on my fingers. My eyelids felt heavy before they fell shut.
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CHAPTER FIVE
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RITCHIE

THE AWAKENING

I ignored the searing pain shooting through my bones and muscles as I released my woman’s lifeless body. Teeth clenched, I grabbed the AR-fifteen off the floor and unleashed a hail of bullets on the approaching truck at my rear, trying to intercept Catch.

“Brock and Catch, lock them in,” I ordered.

Brock held steady as Catch pushed their vehicle forward.

“You took everything from me. You’ll all die today,” I roared as one of my bullets shattered the windshield, penetrating the skull of the driver.

The passenger’s head hung awkwardly out the window, blood oozing from his mouth. One soldier in the back seat ducked behind the driver.

That move wouldn’t save him. I filled the driver’s dead corpse full of holes. At least one bullet hit the rear passenger. His body slumped back onto the seat as he aimed an AK-forty-seven in my direction. Leaning to the left, I peered through the scope and pulled the trigger. The bullet smacked his skull, causing it to whip back. His body collapsed on the seat next to the other dead guy, me or Catch, killed during the shootout.
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