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      EVA

      As far as stupid ideas went, this one definitely took the cake. I crouched next to the stone pillar at the corner of the estate and glanced around one last time before tossing the large stick over the metal fence. I cringed, closing my eyes to narrow slits as I waited for lights to flash, sirens to blast the air, men to come running.

      None of those things happened. I cracked open my eyes, and my eyebrows shot toward my hairline. So, maybe tonight was my lucky night. I’d watched the black car pull out of the driveway just over fifteen minutes ago, so I knew he was gone. I was fairly certain the fence surrounding the property had trips of some sort, but maybe he only activated them when he was home. I hoped to God that was the case, considering what I was about to do.

      Still, I waited another five minutes. When all remained quiet and tranquil, I rose from my place concealed behind the pillar. The fence encircled the entire five-acre estate, a small fortune in itself. But that didn’t really surprise me. A man like Fox had enough money to buy whatever he wanted—whether it was some material object or someone’s life.

      A combination of sadness and anger surged through me at the reminder of my sister’s death. It was a never-ending cycle these days. Cry, rage, cry all over again. The past four months had been exhausting, fueled intermittently by hope and despair. Tomorrow would make one hundred and thirty days since my sister disappeared. No matter how long I lived, I would never forget the sound of my ringing phone piercing the air, the shaky sound of my father’s voice telling me she was gone.

      I didn’t know if it was intuition or something else, but I knew the moment I saw Daddy’s name lighting up my screen that something had happened to my sister. Elle had been married for nearly two years, and I hadn’t gotten to see her as often as I would have liked between my schoolwork and her obligations as a senator’s wife. The last time I’d seen her was around Fourth of July, when she and Spencer stopped by my family’s annual party at the lake. They hadn’t stayed long, and I cursed myself for not going out of my way to spend more time with her.

      A little over a month later, she’d disappeared. A hiker had discovered her phone first. Thinking nothing of it, he’d pocketed it to turn it in. A few hundred yards later he’d found her. Or, rather, the place she’d died. The authorities found a significant amount of blood and trace evidence at the scene to believe with certainty that she’d been attacked and couldn’t have possibly survived.

      The police had spent several days scouring the woods, searching for any sign of her. Her purse containing her identity had been found more than a mile from the crime scene, and a knife covered in her DNA was found near the edge of the river just beyond that. They’d searched the riverbank for miles upstream, but her body had never been recovered.

      I’d held out hope for months that they were wrong; she would come back to us. We would find her. Part of me felt like she was still alive, and I couldn’t possibly let her go until I knew for sure. If she was truly gone, I wanted to find her and put her to rest. I needed the closure—we all did.

      Each day that passed without word of her return dug the knife of pain and despair a little deeper. Finally, we could wait no longer. Daddy insisted we move on with our lives—what was left of them. We had finally laid her memory to rest just a couple weeks ago, lowering an empty coffin into the ground two days after Christmas.

      I still couldn’t believe she was gone. Or maybe I just refused to accept it. Even though Elle and I had lived apart and were busy with our own lives, she was still my sister, and a part of my heart died with her. Justice needed to be served—and I was going to ensure that happened.

      While I’d been staying with my family over the holidays, Elle’s husband, Spencer, stopped by. I’d overheard him speaking with Daddy late one night while I eavesdropped outside his office. Spencer believed a man by the name of Fox was responsible for Elle’s death.

      For years I’d only heard whispers of the man who lived in the shadows and ran an underground criminal organization. Daddy had protected Elle and me from everything growing up, but when Elle was murdered, the rose-colored glasses had been ripped away, revealing the ugly truth of the world around me. Our family had been torn apart, and I’d sworn I would exact revenge on the man who’d done this to us.

      I glanced through the bars of the heavy-duty wrought iron fence and glared at the mansion, mentally cursing the man who owned it. A puff of air escaped my lips, curling in front of my face in the frigid evening air. A shiver worked its way down my spine, but I closed my eyes, drawing on my strength and tuning out the cold that penetrated my bones.

      It was a perfect night. The moon wasn’t too bright, and the snow we’d gotten around Christmas had melted off several days ago. The cold front that had moved through yesterday had left the ground frozen solid—which meant no chance of footprints.

      Spring semester had just started a week ago, and I was back in the apartment I shared with my roommate, Rose. She was headed to the club to relax and unwind with a few of our friends. Though they’d invited me along, I’d declined. My mission tonight was revenge.

      The note I’d left for Rose said that I was staying with my parents tonight. If tomorrow rolled around and I was still gone, I knew she’d reach out to my parents, who would then contact the authorities. Not that I would allow that to happen. I would be in and out before anyone was the wiser—just as soon as I found what I was looking for. Unfortunately, I wouldn’t know exactly what I was looking for until I saw it.

      What was his weakness? I needed to find whatever it was that would hurt him the worst and exploit it. So far, though, I hadn’t been able to dig up much on the mysterious man everyone called Fox—due, no doubt, to his cunning and ruthless nature. His business was never mentioned directly, though he moved in the upper echelons of society. The information on Fox was infuriatingly scarce, but I’d never been a quitter, and I wasn’t going to start now.

      My plan was to get into the house, find any information that would help me formulate a strategy, then get back out. What I really needed to do was find his office, his private domain. I assumed that he, like all men, would keep any pertinent documents safely tucked away on computers or—better yet—filing cabinets. Unfortunately, that meant I would have to search the whole damn house to find the right room before I could even start. But that was fine with me. Gauging from his recent activity, Fox wouldn’t be back for hours yet.

      I’d spent the previous three nights parked one street over, watching the house, studying his routine. Each evening, Fox had stepped out the front doors of the mansion, then climbed into the back of the black Mercedes. Though I’d continued to watch the premises, he still hadn’t returned by the time I left around one. Tonight would be the same. The car had pulled out of the garage just over twenty minutes ago now, so I was safe for several hours, at least.

      During my time watching the house, I’d seen only the same two men: the driver who never returned without Fox, and the second man who remained at the house, occasionally stepping outside for a smoke. I wasn’t naïve enough to believe those were the only guards he had, but I was confident that I could elude the others once I was inside.

      From the position of the thin crescent moon high above me, I judged it to be about ten o’clock. That meant I would have about three hours to get what I needed and get out. I’d be home right around the same time as Rose. No harm done. Now, I just needed to get inside. I didn’t know how to pick locks—not well, anyway. I’d researched it but had quickly given up. With a house like this, Fox surely had high end security, including more advanced locking mechanisms that couldn’t be easily breached.

      I could break a window, but I really didn’t want to leave behind any evidence of my brief foray into his home. My plan was to create some kind of diversion the next time the guard stepped outside for his break. I would slip inside undetected so I wouldn’t have to worry about the alarm system or missing my window of opportunity.

      Tonight, I’d left my car behind and instead taken the bus to Oakmont Street. From there, I walked the rest of the way. Though I hadn’t encountered anyone on my previous trips, I couldn’t risk anyone discovering my empty car while I was gone and calling it in. Once I’d gotten into the house and retrieved what I needed, I would walk to the gas station a mile down the road and contact an Uber to pick me up.

      Worst case, I could hike over to the L and ride the subway home. In the middle of the night, it wasn’t safe or smart, so I sincerely hoped a driver would be available. I’d have made arrangements earlier, but I wasn’t sure how long I would be.

      Looking around the darkened grounds again, I took a deep breath. Grasping the top rail, I braced my feet against the smooth iron and scaled the fence. Cautiously avoiding the spindles at the top, I hoisted myself up. The spiky point of one caught the back of my thigh as I swung it over, and I grimaced as my leggings ripped and the sharp metal cut into my skin. Shoving the pain away, I balanced my weight and swung my other leg over, then dropped to the ground on the other side.

      Crouched low, I took a moment to inspect my leg. I couldn’t see it in the near-dark, but it didn’t appear to be too bad. I pressed against the wound, rubbing away the slight stinging sensation as I climbed to my feet and gazed around. Still nothing. Moving quickly, I ran to the copse of trees on the east side of the yard, taking care to stay low. Blending from shadow to shadow, I crept closer to the house.

      From my spot concealed behind a thick tree trunk, I eyed the well-manicured landscaping surrounding the house. There were plenty of places to hide within the bushes and topiary trees spaced around the mammoth brick home. To get there, though, I’d have to cut across the open lawn, up the slight knoll at an angle away from the front door.

      Glancing up through the mostly bare limbs, I glanced at the sky. Wispy clouds dotted the navy expanse, and I prayed one would cover the moon, temporarily blotting out the light. Turning my attention back to the house, I withdrew further into the trees. A twig snapped quietly beneath my feet, and I froze, the hairs on the back of my neck lifting as a second sound reached my ears.

      My breath caught in my chest as I spun around, and my gaze collided with the form of the hulking man standing only a few feet away. I had no idea how he’d crept up on me, but suddenly he was there, his dark pupils standing out against the whites of his eyes. A chill raced over my skin, and my heart slammed against my ribcage, stealing my breath.

      Oh, God. It was him.

      Fox.
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      I stared at the screen, unable to believe my eyes.

      “Boss?” Rodrigo glanced at me over his shoulder. “Want me to take this one?”

      “No.” I gave a brief shake of my head as I watched the kid scale the fence and drop to his feet, sweeping the lawn with his gaze as he crouched there for a minute. “I'll take care of it.”

      Still dressed all in black, the dried blood in the fibers of my sweater making it stiff, my lips settled into a thin line. I’d just fucking walked in the door, and all I wanted was a whiskey and a hot shower to relax my sore muscles from my altercation with Malikov earlier this evening. Instead, I had to deal with another asshole tonight who thought he could take something of mine. Sometimes a man had to take care of his castle, demonstrate his strength and power to his enemies. Now was one of those times.

      I spun on a heel and left the security office. A combination of adrenaline and anger coursed through my veins, and my pace quickened as I stormed down the hall and headed toward the den. Keeping the lights off, I moved across the room to the doors that exited onto the rear patio. I slipped outside, closing the door softly behind me. Sliding along the brick façade of the house, I paused at the corner, leaning against the wall and allowing my eyes to adjust to the darkness.

      A hundred yards away, I watched the kid slip between the trees, drawing closer and closer to the house. The moon was a narrow sliver in the sky, barely enough to light the way, but I knew every inch of my estate like the back of my hand. Cutting to the left, I gradually worked my way around the copse of trees until I was directly behind him. He froze as his foot landed on a twig, and it snapped under his weight. That's when I made my move.

      I stepped forward, and a dry leaf crunched under my shoe. Fuck. The kid whirled toward me, eyes huge in his pale face as they landed on me. Half a second later, he was spinning away again, darting toward the east side of the property where he’d scaled the fence. Lunging forward, I snagged the back of his thick hooded sweatshirt and dragged him back. One arm around his waist, I slapped the other hand over his nose and mouth and yanked him against my chest, lifting him right off his feet. Surprised at the lack of weight dangling from my arms, it took me a moment to recover. The kid kicked and squirmed wildly as he fought to get free, and I grimaced as the heel of one booted foot connected with my shin.

      Taking two steps forward, I pinned the kid to a tree, pressing all of my weight against his back to keep him in place. “Who the hell are you, and why are you sneaking around my house?”

      I slowly lifted my hand so he could talk. Instead, a set of sharp teeth sank into my hand, and I hissed in breath as pain shot up my arm. “Motherfucker!”

      I yanked against his hold, and the kid released me. Wrapping one arm around his bicep, I jerked him backward, throwing him to the ground. He clambered to his feet, but I kicked out with my right foot, sending him rolling into the dirt with a cry of pain. I dropped to my knees, straddling his waist, and wrapped one hand around his throat. A pair of light-colored irises stared up at me in the moonlight, filled with fear. He writhed and twisted, trying to throw me off, but I fisted one hand in his black shirt, halting his progress. As the fabric bunched beneath my fingers, it immediately became obvious that I’d severely miscalculated. He was actually a she—and a grown one at that.

      Damn. This was a complication I hadn’t foreseen.

      As I loosened my hold, my fingers brushed the side of her breast, and the woman recoiled further. “I won’t hurt you,” I promised.

      My words were drowned out by her shriek of indignation, and she bucked her hips in an attempt to throw me off. I lifted my weight off her hips, ready to stand when one knee came up, slamming into my balls. “Goddamn it!”

      She threw herself away from me, then scrambled to her feet. Oh, hell no. She was out of her mind if she thought I was going to let her get away now. It was no accident that she’d ended up here; I needed to know what had driven her to break onto my property in the middle of the night.

      Just as I grabbed her shirt again she yanked away, and her feet slipped from underneath of her, sending her stumbling backward. She let out a little cry, her eyes going wide as her arms windmilled wildly, fighting for balance. She went sprawling backwards, and a moment later, silence fell as she crumpled to the ground in a dark, ungainly heap.

      Still on my knees, I crawled forward cautiously, inspecting her as I did so. She lay with her eyes closed, her head turned slightly to the side. I lunged forward, snatching up her wrists and securing them together before she had a chance to fight back. She made no movement at all, and my brows drew together. It was almost impossible to see anything in the near-dark, so I tugged off one glove and swept my hand along the ground behind her head. The dark hat she wore had come loose during our struggle, and long strands of what could only be blonde hair fluttered around her face. I swept them aside, and my fingers brushed against the cool, hard surface of the rock behind her head.

      Sifting through her hair, I felt along her skull until I encountered something sticky and damp. In the moonlight, a dark substance that I recognized as blood coated the tips of my fingers. I let out a sigh. Sliding one hand gently beneath her shoulders, I looped the other under her knees and lifted her to my chest and stood. Her head lolled back as I carried her toward the house. I took my time, walking cautiously so as not to jostle her and exacerbate the injury to her head.

      Xavier threw open the front door before I even crested the last step, and his eyes narrowed in concern when they landed on the girl. “What's this?” he asked in heavily accented English.

      I dipped my chin toward the young woman in my arms. “Our fugitive.”

      He snorted softly, then closed the door behind us. I turned slightly to face him, still walking backwards toward the staircase. “Call Dr. Marlowe. Tell him we've got a head wound.”

      Xavier gave a concise nod and pulled a slim black cell phone from his pocket. I was already disappearing around the curve in the staircase before I heard him speaking to the doctor. Halfway down the hall that led to the guestrooms, I halted midstride. I had no idea who this woman was or what the hell she was doing trying to break into my home. She could be dangerous, not only to me, but to herself. No fucking way was I giving her free rein to wreak havoc. Judging from the way she’d fought back outside, she was probably tempted to kill me in my sleep.

      I changed directions, heading down the set of stairs at the back of the house. They deposited right around the corner from my office, and I nodded to Callum as I approached the door. His eyes dipped to the young woman in my arms before meeting mine again. Without a word, he opened the door to my office, and I maneuvered past him. I shifted her in my arms as I approached the far wall.

      Lightly pushing the dark wood paneling, I stepped back as it swung toward me, exposing the thick steel door to the panic room. I pressed my thumb to a small pad discreetly mounted on the door near the handle, and the lock disengaged with a nearly silent click. Turning to the side, I maneuvered us through the doorway and into the small room.

      Until I knew who the woman was and what the hell she was doing sneaking around my property, it was better to keep her here. I settled her on the small bed tucked against the wall and flicked a glance around the room to make sure there was nothing that could be used as a weapon. She was small, but she most certainly wasn’t helpless—the fight she’d put up outside told me that much.

      I returned my gaze to the woman lying silently on the thin mattress. Blood had matted her hair, and it sent a pang of unease through me. I was no stranger to blood and gore, but seeing it on a woman—regardless of the fact that she’d been caught trespassing—was unsettling. Moving to the sink in the corner, I pulled down a washcloth, then dampened it and carried it back to the bed. Lifting her head slightly, I pressed it to the wound. The bleeding had slowed, but it would undoubtedly need stitches.

      Through it all, the woman never stirred. My lips flattened into a firm line as I regarded her. Pulling off the remaining black leather glove, I settled my fingers at the base of her neck and felt for a pulse. Sure enough, it was there. She was alive, then. That was a good thing. I hoped Dr. Marlowe would get here soon, because I wanted some answers. Like who she was, for starters.

      What the hell had she been thinking? I stared down at the woman, taking in every detail. She was pretty—gorgeous, actually—and I couldn’t shake the feeling that I knew her somehow. Her skin was a pale ivory, and I ran my fingers over the contour of her jaw, taking in the heart shaped-face, the slightly pointed, stubborn little chin that jutted out mutinously, even as she slept.

      A tiny scratch marred her cheek, and I stroked it with the pad of my thumb. Though her hair was pale gold, her brows were incongruously dark. Her features were striking, heart-stoppingly beautiful. I pulled my hand away as if I’d been burned, deeply uncomfortable with the realization.

      I studied her long lashes, devoid of mascara, the way they rested gently on the curve of her pink-flushed cheeks. Anger raced through me. It was the goddamn middle of winter, and she was walking around in little more than a sweatshirt and a pair of dark pants, the thin fabric clinging to her lean legs.

      Clearly, she hadn’t been thinking, since she’d chosen my house to break into. Aside from covering herself in black from head to toe, she hadn’t tried to obscure her facial features. I wanted to see her eyes again. I was seriously tempted to peel open her lids and see those bright eyes in the light.

      I picked up one limp hand and studied it. Her nails were short but well-manicured, and her hands showed no evidence of calluses. She was delicate, dainty. No scars that I could see. By outward appearances, she showed no signs of having ever experienced the harsher side of life. Who the hell was this woman?

      My gaze strayed to her face again, up to the long pale blonde strands that floated around her face like a halo. I ran my fingers through them, inspecting the way the light played over her golden locks. There were too many different tones for it to not be natural. No wonder she’d had it covered up. It was such a distinct color; no one could forget that shade if they tried. But that only raised more questions.

      The hairs on the back of my neck lifted again. I knew this girl—but how? We hadn’t slept together; there’s no way I would have forgotten a face like hers. Was she from Noir? Any given night there were several dozen women gracing the halls of the club I owned downtown. Most were regulars though, and I knew them by face if not by name. This woman… There was something distinct about her that I just couldn’t put my finger on. Damn, it was going to drive me crazy.

      I opened my palm and cradled her cheek, bracing myself for the barrage of images sure to come. Instead, I felt… nothing. There were no premonitions, no visions of any kind. Not even a stirring. Just her cool, pale skin beneath mine.

      “Boss?”

      “Yeah.” I didn’t bother to look away from the woman as Callum’s voice floated over my shoulder.

      “Dr. Marlowe is here to examine the girl.”

      I straightened away from her. “Send him in.”

      Less than thirty seconds later, a slight, older man strode into the room. “Fox.”

      “Doctor.” I gestured toward the bed where the young woman lay, still unconscious. “Here she is.”

      His shrewd gaze landed on her then bounced back to me, his eyes impassive and probing at the same time. “Your man said she has a head wound.”

      I nodded. “She’s got a decent sized gash behind her right ear.”

      His gaze swept over her again, lying deathly still. “Any pre-existing issues I should be aware of, any allergies?”

      “Not sure. I never met her before tonight.”

      He turned back to me. “What happened?”

      “She hit her head.” One white eyebrow lifted, and I smirked. “It’s the truth. She scaled the fence, and I tackled her before I realized she was a woman. She hit a rock when she fell.”

      He grunted and set his leather bag on the edge of the bed. Once he’d arranged everything the way he wanted, he met my eyes, then tipped his head toward the door. “I’d like some privacy with the patient.”

      Instead of leaving, I moved to the opposite wall to give him some space to work. “I’ll stay if you don’t mind.”

      “It wasn’t a request.”

      “It’s not an option.”

      He made another little sound in the back of his throat but didn’t argue. With efficient movements, he began to check her over. After taking her vitals, he looked at the back of her head.

      He picked up the washcloth I’d left pressed to her wound. “I assumed you tried to stop the bleeding?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good.” He gently probed the wound, then returned her head to the pillow. “How long has she been out?”

      I glanced at my watch. “Approximately half an hour.”

      He nodded, then did what I hadn’t had the courage to do and peeled one eyelid open to check her pupils. Intensely curious, I drifted forward. My breath caught at the sight of misty dark green irises. They were gone a moment later as Dr. Marlowe drew her lid down and reached for his suture kit. “I’ll need to clean her up and shave away the hair around⁠—”

      “No.” I couldn’t tell exactly why the word had flown out of my mouth, but my tone was terse and brooked no argument.

      He sent me an exasperated look. “I have to. I can’t risk anything getting in the wound.”

      “Just the bare minimum,” I conceded after a moment. It was bad enough that she was going to wake up in a strange place. I couldn’t figure out why the hell it bothered me so much, and the fact that I was worried annoyed me even more. I waved a hand. “Just do what you have to do.”

      Marlowe eyed me, his gaze searching, and I struggled to rein in my wayward emotions. “Help me clean her up.”

      I felt off kilter, though I couldn’t tell precisely what had caused it. Maybe the adrenaline was wearing off, leaving me slightly delirious. That made more sense, and I nodded to myself. Relieved at the conclusion, I turned my focus to helping Marlowe with my prisoner.

      Once we’d removed as much blood from her hair as possible and flushed the wound, Dr. Marlowe carefully cut away a section of hair, then began the process of suturing the wicked gash. With a hypodermic needle, he injected the site with a local anesthetic, even though she appeared to still be out cold. I could only imagine her waking up in the middle of the process.

      I winced internally as I watched the thin, curved needle penetrate one ragged edge of skin, then the other, before pulling slightly together. He tied off the stitch and moved to the next. Fifteen minutes later, he was finished, and I let out a sigh of relief. I kept waiting for her to wake up, but she never did. Once she was sufficiently sutured and bandaged, I replaced the dirty pillowcase with a clean, dry one and tucked a blanket around her.

      “She’ll be fine,” Dr. Marlowe said, as if reading my thoughts. “Call me if she develops a fever or if she remains unconscious beyond the next twelve hours or so. Once she’s healing up, I can come check on her, remove the stitches.”

      Long after the doctor had left, I stared at the young woman. “Who are you?”

      One way or another, I was going to find out who she was and why she was here.
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      I opened my eyes, then immediately closed them again against the glaringly bright overhead light. My head hurt like a bitch, and I grimaced as I shifted uncomfortably. What the hell had happened? I’d gone to sleep, and then…

      My eyes popped open. No, that wasn’t right. I’d gone to Fox’s house and made it over the fence before the man had slipped up behind me. I still couldn’t figure out where he’d come from, because everything had been deathly silent, not even a whisper of motion until he’d stepped right up behind me. He was silent as a specter and fast as lightning, and I didn’t have a chance to fight back before one arm wound around my waist, his other hand coming up to cover my mouth.

      I remembered the way his hands had roved over me, the surprise in his tone evident when he realized I was a woman. Then… Then what? My mind was an empty void, as blank as the wall across from me.

      From my vantage point where I lay on my right side, I surveyed the small room. Where the hell was I? The walls were plain white, and a single bright fluorescent light shone brightly overhead. The others were turned off, probably to keep from blinding someone in the stark room. A standard-issue toilet sat in the corner, and I stared at it for a moment. I would need to use it soon—once I figured out exactly where I was. The room was small, maybe only ten feet deep by ten feet wide, and it looked like…

      Holy shit. My eyes widened as my brain caught up. Was I in jail? Damn it. I could only imagine my father’s reaction when I called him to bail me out.

      I levered to my elbow, then slowly pushed to a sitting position and dropped my feet to the floor. My head spun, and I clenched my eyes closed against the pain swimming behind them. Nausea roiled in my belly, and I curled my fingers around the edge of the thin mattress to keep from pitching forward.

      After a long minute it finally subsided, and I peeked through slitted eyes. Mentally, I checked my body. I was sore pretty much everywhere, but that was no surprise considering the way Fox had tackled me to the hard ground.

      I thought back to that moment. I distinctly remembered the way his eyes had widened when he realized I was a woman. He’d released me, and I’d made a break for it, but… Then what had happened? No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t remember anything after that.

      I forced my muscles to work as I pushed to my feet and cocked my ears, listening, waiting for something—anything. There were no windows in the small room, only a door that appeared to be made of steel. I stared at it in dismay. Looked like I would have to wait for someone to come get me.

      I tipped my head up and for the first time, I noticed the small camera in the corner of the room. I followed its position—right to the bed. A shiver rolled down my spine. Shit. They must really be worried about me if they had me under surveillance. How long had I been here? With no windows it was hard to determine any semblance of time.

      Thinking back to the headache that had racked my brain when I’d woken up, I assumed I’d been out for a while. Long enough for Fox to call the authorities, apparently, and transport me here. Again, I couldn’t help but wonder exactly where here was. My nose scrunched up as I looked at the bed. It wasn’t even a real bed, just a metal cot bolted to the floor with a thin mattress on it. At least the rumpled sheets appeared to be clean, and⁠—

      My gaze locked on the pillow case and the brownish stains there. Was that blood? My blood? I traced the maroon smudge on the fabric before feeling the back of my head.

      “It’s yours,” a smooth voice spoke from behind me.

      My head ached as I whirled around, and my vision blurred for a moment as I fought to bring the man into focus. I took in the least daunting details first—the impeccable suit and expensive black shoes. A white button-down shirt, open at the throat with no tie. Definitely not a guard. My eyes slowly rose to his face, and my heart skipped a beat in my chest.

      Dark hair topped his head, matching the stubble on his swarthy cheeks. His nose was slightly crooked, and he had a tiny dimple in his chin that added to his character instead of detracting from it. His skin, light brown under the harsh lights, hinted at a dark exoticism. But what sent ice through my veins were those eyes.

      Dark and cold, they were completely devoid of emotion—of life. Casually lounged back against the steel door, he stared at me, unblinking. Oh, God. It was Fox—the same man who’d snuck up on me last night.

      The image of Fox I’d conjured in my mind hadn’t done him justice. This man was model-gorgeous, absolutely breathtaking, and I fought to draw air into my lungs under his intense scrutiny. I steeled my shoulders and faced him head on.

      “Where am I?”

      He didn’t even blink as he regarded me. “How are you feeling?”

      So he wanted to answer a question with a question? I stepped forward, closing the distance between us. “What happened to my sister?”

      His eyes were dark and intense, empty. “Depends who she is.”

      My heart spasmed with pain, but the anger welling up inside me quickly took over. For some reason, I fully expected him to own up to Elle's murder. Instead, he acted as though he had no idea who I was talking about. “You torture and kill so many women you can't even keep track?”

      The only indication that he had heard me was given away by a slight tic in the corner of his left eye. For at least twenty seconds, we just stared at each other. Despite my unease under his scrutiny, I forced my spine straight. Finally, I could no longer stand it. I tried again. “Where am I?”

      “Where do you think you are?”

      I gritted my teeth. “If I knew, I wouldn’t be asking, now would I?”

      Something flashed in his eyes, like a spark of surprise. It was quickly contained as he gestured with his chin to the room we were in. “You’re in my home.”

      So, at least I knew where I was. He’d captured me on his property but hadn’t called the authorities to come take me away. “Why?”

      “Is there somewhere I should have taken you instead?”

      I felt a blush stain my cheeks as I considered the alternative. He hadn’t yet explained why he’d kept me in his house instead of turning me in, and I couldn’t decide how I felt about that. Part of me was glad I wasn’t in jail. But the idea of being in a strange man’s home was unsettling to say the least. “What the hell do you want from me?”

      One eyebrow arched upward. “Shouldn’t I be asking that of you? You were sneaking around my yard. I want to know why.”

      Against my better judgment, my smart mouth moved before I could stop it. “Because I hate who you are and the things you've done.”

      “The things I’ve done.” He repeated my words back to me, low and smooth. His gaze slid over me slowly from head to toe, then back up again. The sensation sent goosebumps down my arms and made the hair on the back of my neck stand up. Those dark eyes bore into mine. “That’s quite a long list. You’ll have to be more specific.”

      I knew I was in way over my head, but I refused to back down now. “My father will find out where I am. He'll come for me.”

      “Will he?” The infuriating man smirked as he pushed off the door and took a step forward, closing the distance between us.

      He loomed over me, making the room feel crowded, as if the walls had begun to close in around me. I forced my trembling muscles to still. “Yes,” I snapped. “He will.”

      My father had already lost one daughter; he wasn't going to lose another. Growing up, I’d always been the impulsive, headstrong daughter. Daddy had admonished me for it more than once, telling me that it would get me in trouble one day.

      I didn’t seek out trouble, but neither had I turned away from something I felt was wrong. I stood up for those in need, those who needed help. It was part of the reason I’d decided to pursue a career in criminal justice. Against my parents’ wishes, I wanted to help people. I wanted to apprehend the guilty, put them away where they could never hurt anyone again.

      Fox must have seen the determined look in my eyes, because he gave a tiny dip of his chin. “We shall see. Until then, make yourself comfortable, and I'll have food delivered.”

      “You're just wasting your time,” I warned. “I won't eat it.” I wouldn't touch anything he offered me, even if I were starving to death. I didn't trust this man at all.

      “Shame.” His impossibly dark gaze swept over mine once more.

      Propelled by fury at his utter lack of concern, my body seemed to move of its own volition. I slashed upward with my hand, aiming for his nose. One step ahead of me, he wrapped one huge hand around my wrist to deflect the blow. I brought my knee upward but he twisted his hips away, and my knee glanced off his thigh.

      Before I could blink, he whipped me around, yanking my arm behind me so I was completely at his mercy pinned up against the cold steel door. Warm breath washed over my cheek as he spoke. “This is your one warning, little one. Do not push me.”

      With that, he released me, and I immediately retreated to the opposite side of the room, putting as much distance between us as possible. He was bigger, stronger, faster. I didn’t stand a chance against him physically.

      He straightened his suit jacket, studying me as he did so. “Do we have an understanding?”

      I wrapped my arms around my waist and dipped my head. The only understanding was that I would never bow to his wishes, whatever they might be. Men like Fox negotiated in terms of money, and that was one thing my family had. Fox would ransom me, and Daddy would pay whatever he had to in order to bring me home. I just had to bide my time and wait for that to happen.

      From beneath my lowered lashes, I watched the corners of Fox’s lips twitch in a semblance of mirth. “Enjoy your dinner. You’ll want to keep up your strength.”

      With that last little taunting threat hanging in the air, Fox was gone. I had no idea how he opened the door, only that it slid to the side, allowing him to slip through before it closed behind him again.

      Releasing a huge breath, I sank against the wall behind me and tried to calm my racing heart. The air still crackled with tension even though he’d departed the room, as if his presence still lingered, watching over me.

      Determination firmed my spine. Well, he could watch all he wanted. I refused to bend to his will, no matter what. I would stay strong and wait for my family to come for me. It wouldn’t be long now.
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      I watched the camera, and an irrational sense of anger washed over me. On the blurry black and white screen, the young woman sat on the bed, her knees pulled up to her chest. She looked small and vulnerable, dejected.

      I didn't know why it pissed me off so much. This was exactly what I wanted. I wanted to push her until she broke, until I pulled every detail from her. I still didn't even know who the hell she was, let alone why she had been skulking around my yard in the middle of the night.

      She’d asked about her sister—another woman whose identity I still hadn’t determined. Was she upset about an affair? I couldn’t imagine, unless her sister’s relationship had been ruined. I stayed the hell away from married women despite the fact that they threw themselves at me, too. They were some of the worst. Always up for a discreet, quick fuck while their husbands were away or too busy to pay attention to them. In my line of work, fucking the wrong woman was tantamount to suicide. I wasn’t going to ruin my business relationships for a piece of pussy.

      It was hard to find a woman to fuck as it was. I couldn’t handle the skin-to-skin contact like a normal person. Each time I touched a woman, visions overwhelmed me, making it hard to concentrate. I saw whatever was deep in their heart, visions of both the past and present. Sometimes useful, other times not.

      A reminder tickled at the back of my brain, something I hadn’t been able to forget over the past few days since the woman had arrived at my house. When I touched her, I hadn’t gotten the slightest glimpse inside her. No vision, no intuition of her character… Nothing.

      Could be that she was unconscious when I’d tried to read her, but I seriously doubted it. I’d never not been able to read someone, and I fucking hated feeling at a disadvantage with her. I needed to figure out who the hell she was and why she was here. I needed to get in there, get close to her again, see if I could get anything from her. Unfortunately, she wasn’t going to make it easy.

      She'd been ensconced in the panic room for four days, yet she hadn't touched a single morsel of food. Each tray I dropped off in the morning remained untouched when I entered and retrieved it each night. The only thing she had done was drink minimal amounts of water, and then, only from the small sink in the corner of the room. It seemed she trusted me as much as I trusted her… Not at all.

      Three quick taps came on my office door, identifying my visitor before she even stepped foot inside. “Come in.”

      Tall and willowy with beautiful classic features and dark brown hair always pinned into place, my assistant, Miranda, commanded the space as she opened the door and strode into my office.

      I threw a surprised look her way. “What are you doing here?” I could count on one hand the number of times I’d seen Miranda outside of the club. She rarely stopped by my house, and the fact that she’d done so didn’t bode well. “Is something wrong?”

      Lounged against the door jamb, she lifted a shoulder. “Thought I’d stop by and see how your situation was progressing.”

      “It’s fucking not.” I waved her in. “How’s everything going at the club?”

      “Same shit, different day.” She crossed the room and paused in front of my desk. “Has she said anything?”

      As the manager of my club, Noir, I trusted Miranda implicitly. Incredibly skilled with computers, Miranda vetted each of my patrons personally, determining whether to authorize admission or not. In addition to Noir, she handled the bookings for my underground games that happened on Saturday and Sunday nights.

      Miranda was the soul of discretion, and my right hand. She hadn’t hesitated to throw herself into the project when I’d asked her to help me. My eyes darted back to the screen, but not surprisingly, the woman hadn't moved. “Not yet.”

      “I think I may have her identity.” She stepped forward and extended a manila folder across the desk to me before making her way to the sideboard.

      I flipped it open, and a driver’s license photo of the beautiful woman in the room next door stared back at me. My eyes drifted lower to her name. Evangelina Maria Jennings. Familiar, but I couldn’t place it. I kept reading, absorbing every detail of the young woman I’d taken captive.

      “She’s pretty,” Miranda commented as she poured herself a drink then crossed to the couch.

      “Hmm…” I hummed a noncommittal sound. She was gorgeous; it was one of the first things I’d noticed about her. All that long golden hair and pretty, misty green eyes. She looked like an angel—appropriate, given her name.

      Born and raised in Chicago, Evangelina had attended private school until she’d graduated six years ago. She was now studying criminal justice at a local college. Something clicked in my brain, and I flicked back a page to double check I’d read it correctly. Her current address didn’t match the one on her driver’s license. I assumed that meant she had either moved recently or lived locally, though not with her parents. Interesting.

      I turned to the page containing her family’s information, and my eyes were immediately drawn to the mother’s last name. Lillian Rhodes, mayor elect for our great city. Her father was William Jennings, one of the assholes who’d gotten in too deep in my gambling rings, borrowed too much.

      Just to make sure, I continued reading. Sure enough, continued in her familial connections was the name I was looking for: Elenora Masterson. Elle had been the wife of slimy senator Spencer Masterson—and Eva’s sister.

      William Jennings was a weak little worm of a man who was just as bad at business as he was gambling. He’d gained influence through his wealthy in-laws, but his poor investments had cost him dearly. He’d lost a good sum of money over the past two years and had turned to gambling in my club in the hopes of overturning his financial ruin. It hadn’t worked. He’d borrowed from me and lost, and I was still waiting to collect my debt.

      But as much as I despised William, I hated Spencer Masterson more. Groomed to be a politician from the day he was born, he was entitled and arrogant, with an addictive personality to match. He abused every substance known to mankind, and I’d had him—and William—banned from my clubs as well as my games. A co-ed had charged Masterson with rape back in college, but his family’s influence had gotten him off the hook. He hadn’t been so lucky with me.

      Now I knew—in part, at least—why Evangelina was here. The question was, had she shown up of her own accord, or had someone convinced her to approach me? William was stupid, but Spencer was conniving. Would one or both of them knowingly send her into the lion’s den? It was always a possibility. Men like that were concerned only with themselves. Perhaps they thought I’d take it easy on her since she was a woman. If that was the case, they were bound to be disappointed.

      I could feel Miranda’s eyes on me, and I lifted my gaze. “I assume you verified this?” The look she threw my way could’ve frozen lava in place, and I chuckled. “Had to ask.”

      “Triple checked,” she responded, leaning forward to set her glass on the table. “She’s currently enrolled in one of the local colleges and resides with a roommate, Rose Winthrop.”

      “Interesting.”

      “Why do you think she’s here?”

      I lifted my gaze to Miranda’s worried gaze. “Revenge.”

      She lifted a brow. “Does she have a death wish?”

      I let out a half-laugh as I gestured toward the screen. “Doesn’t look like she gives a fuck about anything.”

      Most women would have begged. Screamed. Pleaded. But not Evangelina. She’d uttered not a single word since our first encounter, had barely even moved. She was as stubborn as they came, and I respected it as much as I loathed it.

      “What are you going to do?”

      At Miranda’s question, I stroked my thumb over my chin and dropped my gaze back to the paper in my hand. “I'll have to think about it.”

      There was no way I was ever going to tell Evangelina about her sister. “I'll take care of it,” I finally said, gesturing to the file. “Please forward her name on to Dr. Marlowe and have him pull her medical records.”

      “Done.”

      She pushed to her feet. “Anything else?”

      I hesitated for a brief moment, debating what I was about to do. “Are you up for some shopping?”

      “You sure?”

      “Yes.” I nodded. “Put it on the company card, and get yourself something.”

      She dipped her head. “Thank you.”

      I knew I didn’t have to tell her to keep this to herself; Miranda wouldn’t breathe a word.

      “Don’t forget—” Miranda stopped just in front of the door. “We’ve got a couple of whales tonight who will want to see you.”

      Right. I’d been so preoccupied that I’d almost forgotten. My high rollers deserved one-on-one attention. They spent a good deal of money, sometimes dropping upwards of a hundred grand a night at my games. “Make sure they’re comfortable until I get there.”

      “Will do.”

      Miranda left the room, and my eyes moved back to the computer screen, to the woman who lay curled up in a ball on the thin mattress. I needed to decide what to do with her, and quick.
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      EVA

      I stared at the white wall across from me, my mind curiously blank. It seemed like that was all I did these days. Time no longer had any meaning. With no windows to give me any kind of indication whether it was day or night, it was impossible to tell exactly how long I'd been here.

      Fox hand-delivered fresh trays of food several hours apart, at what I assumed was morning and evening, but I couldn’t be sure. I had touched none of them, except a small piece of bread when I could stand it no longer. My stomach ached from starvation, but pride refused to allow me to give in.

      The lights overhead stayed on all the time. It was both reassuring and daunting. It meant that I could see Fox anytime he entered, yet it also meant that I was constantly on guard. For that reason, I drank as little as possible. I wasn't exactly sure why, but I was terrified that Fox would catch me on the toilet. I felt like I was barely hanging on by a thread.

      I was certain that a good number of days had passed, but I hadn't heard a single word about being released. Each interaction with Fox so far had been utterly silent. He would enter the room, glance at the tray of uneaten food sitting on the table in the corner, send a glare my way, then drop off the new tray as he took the old one.

      Each time he entered, he looked increasingly agitated. I found a sort of grim satisfaction in that. If nothing else, it at least meant I was getting some sort of reaction from him. I still refused to trust him. I didn't think he would poison me if he was going so far as to keep me locked away to ransom back to my family, but I couldn't be sure.

      I jumped as the door swung open, and Fox’s large, dark form filled the space. Pushing awkwardly to a sitting position, I scrambled backward until my back was pressed to the wall. He had dropped off a tray for me not long ago, and judging from my body's internal clock, he shouldn't be back to deliver another until several hours from now. My heart skipped in my chest. Was he finally releasing me? I stared up at him filled with a mixture of excitement and fear.

      Fox stepped inside and closed the door behind him, then leaned against it. For a long moment, he just watched me. I didn't dare say a word. A long minute later, he pushed off the door and crossed the room. I watched warily as he moved to the table, inspecting the tray of food he’d left for me earlier. He let out a soft sound and gave a little shake of his head as he turned and pinned me with his dark eyes.

      “Still not eating, I see.” He ventured closer, and I shifted away from him, curling my arms around my legs protectively as he took a seat on the edge of the bed.

      My pulse kicked up as I watched him. Never before had he expressed any interest in me other than to bring me food. What had brought him here now? Fox wasn’t a good man; he didn’t do anything out of the goodness of his heart. No, there had to be another reason he was keeping me alive. Hopefully it wouldn’t be much longer now until my family managed to track me down and bring me home. I had to have hope that it would happen; otherwise, I had nothing.

      “Are you ready to be amenable yet?”

      I eyed him, wondering just what the hell that meant.

      At my silence, his face hardened a bit. “Care to explain what you were doing sneaking around my property?”

      I seriously doubted he’d like the answer to that question, either. I bit down on my tongue to keep from spilling the truth under his intense scrutiny, and his lips pressed into a firm line of displeasure.

      “It will only be worse if you don’t speak.”

      His dark eyes glinted with the promise of retribution, and fear propelled me to tell him something. I decided that, with a man like Fox, it was best to go with the truth—or, at least, some variation of it. “I wanted to hurt you, to take something from you.”

      “You weren’t planning to kill me?”

      That would have been a futile effort anyway. I gave a tiny shake of my head, and he tipped his own dark-haired head to one side. “Why not?”

      “I never would have made it to you,” I admitted. “Your guards would have been on me before I even got close to you—or you would’ve killed me yourself.”

      He appraised me for a few seconds. “Not stupid, then. Just stubborn.”

      I stiffened at the implication.

      “The doctor will be here in a moment.” He must have noticed the surprised look on my face, because he continued. “I keep Dr. Marlowe on my payroll, so he’s well accustomed to… situations like this.”

      Like keeping someone hostage, he meant. I swallowed down the bitter bile that had risen in my throat. “Then why bring him in at all?”

      “Your stitches need to be removed. I’m sure you would prefer I not cut into your scalp.”

      “Definitely not.”

      With a single hard nod, he turned and slipped out the door again, leaving the room empty and silent. Curling my legs into me, I waited for what seemed like forever before the door cracked open again. An older man barely taller than myself stepped inside, and my gaze landed on his smiling face.

      “Hello.” He held out a hand as he approached, and I slipped my palm warily into his to shake. “Glad to see you awake. How are you feeling?”

      “Fine.” I shot a look at Fox hovering in the doorway, a dark expression on his handsome face. Turning my attention back to the doctor, I spun so my back was to him as he directed. I flinched when he removed the stitches.

      “Looks good,” he finally replied. “Any headaches? Issues with sight? Anything notable?”

      If I lied, would it get me out of here? I darted a look Fox’s way and immediately decided the answer was no. Whatever course of action he’d set, he refused to deviate from it. I could probably bleed out right here on this bed, and he would refuse to take me to a hospital. “No, sir.”

      “Glad to hear that. If that’s all, I’ll be on my way.”

      I desperately wanted to reach for him, call him back as he packed up his things, then moved toward the door.

      Fox dipped his head at the doctor. “Callum will show you out.”

      With that, he closed the door, leaving us alone once more. He took a few steps toward the middle of the room and pointed once more to the dinner tray. “Now that your stitches have been taken care of, you need to eat.”

      “I’m not hungry.”

      “So goddamn stubborn. You think starving yourself is going to help?” He stared at me. “I have half a mind to⁠—”

      “That's awfully generous,” I muttered.

      He blinked, looking caught somewhere between baffled and furious. For a moment, I was extremely proud of my snarky quip. Then he exploded. “What did you say?”

      I shook my head. “I—It was nothing.”

      I forced my trembling muscles to still as he thrust his face so close to mine our noses almost touched. “Such a big mouth for such a little girl. Look around you,” he snapped. “Do you think you're in any position to speak back to me?”

      I glared up at him. “What do I have to lose?”

      “Everything.” He growled. “In case you haven’t noticed, you’re completely at my mercy. No one is coming for you.”

      “They will.” My voice shook, belying my confidence.

      “You’re mine now,” he said as he pushed off the bed. “Get used to it.”

      “Please!” I shifted to my knees, reaching out to stop him from leaving. I made one last effort to appeal to him. “My family has money. They’ll⁠—”

      He barked out a mirthless laugh as he spun toward me. “What? I should ransom you?”

      “Well…” Wasn’t that what he wanted?

      “Do I look stupid to you?”

      I couldn’t help but shake my head at the rhetorical question. He looked dangerous and huge and unyielding—but never stupid.

      “I don’t need money,” he continued. “And with ransoms come the authorities. Rule number one for a man like me is to stay as far away from the police as possible.”

      I swallowed hard as that knowledge sank in. He would never contact them, even if I told him who I was—especially if I told him who my family was. If he learned I was the mayor’s daughter, he’d probably kill me and dispose of my body the way he had with Elle. He wouldn’t risk raining hell down on himself just for ransom money.

      Satisfied that he’d made his point, Fox straightened and tugged his suit jacket back into place. “Eat. You’ll need the energy.”

      With that, he departed the room, and I slumped back against the wall as tears stung my eyes. I was well and truly trapped, unless my family came to my rescue—and that prospect was looking less and less likely every day.
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      I lifted my head at the single, hard knock before the door swung open, revealing Callum. “Sir? Your guest is here.”

      “Thank you.” I stood and buttoned my suit jacket as Callum stepped aside and gestured for the man to enter. I nodded to Callum, who closed the door behind him, ensuring our privacy. The dark-haired man crossed the room toward me, and I rounded my desk to meet him.

      “Mr. Capaldi, good to see you again. How are you?”

      “Fine, thank you.”

      I motioned for Matteo to make himself comfortable on the couch. “Care for a drink?”

      “Scotch, if you have it.”

      I tipped my chin in acknowledgement, then crossed to the sideboard. I spoke as I poured both of us a drink. “How’s business?”

      “Same,” he grunted. “Ever since the marriage contract fell through, the war with the Russians has become increasingly worse.”

      “So I’ve heard.” His cousin had been set to marry Nikolai—the future Bratva captain, and a particularly heinous human being. His previous wives had all mysteriously disappeared, but there was no question as to what had happened to them. I’d never forget the marks he left on wife number two. We’d moved in the same circles, though he didn’t let her out much. She lasted only a few months in his care before he killed her. Death was surely the better option than dragging out the pain of living with him.

      Rather than subjecting herself to the same fate, the Capaldi girl had fled town. I hoped she was far, far away. A furious Nikolai had taken another woman instead, a sister to one of the members of the Irish mafia who roamed the outskirts of town. The Russians and Irish were now banded together and putting pressure on the Capaldi family to concede.

      I passed him the tumbler, then I settled myself in the chair across from him. “What’s your plan?”

      “That’s why I’m here, actually. Massimo would like to arrange a meeting.”

      I lifted an eyebrow. “For what purpose?”

      Matteo stared at me. “We need an ally. I would like that to be you.”

      “I’m not sure how that benefits me.”

      In truth, I had no desire to put myself in the middle of a feud between the Italians and Russians. They’d been going at it for years, fighting for control of a city the way they had been for generations. There was no progression, only the same shit they’d been doing every day for decades. In a situation like this, I preferred to remain neutral. This wasn’t my war. They could kill each other for all I cared, but I wouldn’t risk my business. It was a precarious balancing act to offer support while maintaining distance. One had to be incredibly selective of their partners so as to not be screwed over.

      I carried out my own operations on the outskirts of the city, controlling the flow of drugs coming down from the border as well as the gambling ring beneath the very club we sat in right now. Noir was the perfect cover, built right on top of an underground city rife with tunnels. It made it ideal if we ever needed to vacate the premises in case of a raid.

      It had only happened once, but never again since I’d made friends with several members of the city council. Despite my connections, I still wasn’t quite sure why Matteo wanted my help. I didn’t have nearly the manpower he did.

      Matteo’s response threw me for a loop. “I heard you’re looking for something.”

      “Yeah? What’s that?” I studied him as he stared at me.

      “Information.”

      It was no secret that I’d put out feelers to try to track down a man I’d been looking for for decades. “And?”

      “I may have something for you.”

      No amount of information was worth aligning myself with the Capaldis against the Russians. It could potentially sign my death warrant, and I wanted no part of it. “I don’t believe it’s worth it to me.”

      He held up a hand. “I’ll tell you what I’ve heard. All I ask in exchange is that you agree to a sit down. You don’t have to give me an answer now. Just consider it. We would make it worth your while.”

      “And what would you expect from me?”

      “Allegiance. We’ll supply you with whatever you need. All we ask in return is a 10% profit from your games.”

      I almost laughed out loud. Did he know how profitable those games were? “Unfortunately, that leans more heavily in your favor. That is something I cannot agree to.”

      Matteo leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “We can discuss the details later. But I’m asking for your help as a show of good faith.”

      I quirked a brow, curious. “For?”

      “Things within the family are… changing,” he said hesitantly. “I’d like your assistance during our transition. It will be ugly for a while, but I need to do some in-house cleanup.”

      I nodded slowly. “And the sit down?”

      He leaned back in his seat. “I don’t have everything in place yet. I’ll have to let you know when I’m ready.”

      I thought it over. “I can’t promise anything.”

      “Understood. So let’s get to what you want to hear.” His dark gaze speared me. “I heard a rumor about a shipment coming across the border.”

      There was no question in my mind what he was talking about. I was apprised of the drugs coming into the States from the north, but this was a different commodity entirely. “How reliable?”

      “Extremely. This is the third shipment in the past six months.”

      Son of a bitch. The asshole—whoever the hell he was—was either incredibly brave or stupid, or both. I was certain he had extensive far-reaching contacts to make something like that possible. “Same product?”

      His gaze darkened. “Unfortunately.”

      Anger simmered in my gut. “I appreciate your information. Any idea who might be responsible?”

      He shook his head. “I’ve dropped questions in a couple people’s ears but no one seems to know who’s bringing them in.” He paused for a second. “What will you do with the product?”

      I met his gaze and held it for a minute. “I’ll take care of it.”

      He pushed up from the couch and gave me a slight nod. “I’ll be in touch. I appreciate your time and consideration.”

      “My pleasure.”

      I hadn’t gotten a name, but I was one step closer. I needed to intercept the shipment. It was so close I could taste it. One of these days I was going to pull the thread that would lead me to the man who’d ruined my life—the man responsible for turning me into the monster I’d become.

      I braced myself as I took Matteo’s outstretched hand. The moment our palms touched, images flashed before my eyes. Matteo himself sat at a table across from another man—or, rather, what was left of him. The older man sat sprawled in his chair, head drooping listlessly to the side, the back of his head a gory mess. In my mind’s eye, I saw his blood and brain matter splattered over the walls and ceiling. A young woman, her startling green eyes filled with fear and horror, knelt on the floor next to him. So this was the housecleaning he’d spoken of.

      A handshake sealed the deal for me. People said it was the measure of a man; over the course of my thirty-eight years on this earth, I’d come to understand that it meant the difference between life and death—literally. My visions were imperative to my business and who I aligned myself with.

      The visions had plagued me for years, yet it never got any easier. I hated to be touched, and I despised having to touch others. Sometimes, though, it couldn’t be helped. And sometimes, like now, it was incredibly convenient. I recognized the man from Matteo’s vision, so I knew it hadn’t yet happened.

      Sometimes my visions showed things that had already happened. Other times, it foretold the future. It was difficult to tell sometimes how useful a particular vision would be, but more often than not, I was able to determine a person’s true nature with a single touch.

      I was still a child when I discovered how different I was. My first instance of this was growing up in the orphanage back home, when a man had come to visit Sister Agnes. It was a moment that had changed the trajectory of my life irrevocably.

      He’d entered the office with Sister Agnes and had stayed there for what felt like forever. I remembered feeling impatient, because the nurse who typically oversaw us was busy, and I wanted to ask her to go outside and play. When they finally came out, I had grabbed her hand. The moment my palm connected with hers, images flashed in front of my eyes, things I was too young and naïve to understand at the time. Children chained. Caged. Bloodied. Sobbing.

      When I asked Sister Agnes about the children, she’d immediately pulled me aside. A scared look entered her eyes as she questioned me. Like the babe I was, I told her everything I’d seen. She swore me to secrecy, told me never to reveal to anyone what I was capable of. She warned me not to speak of them to anyone, then told me that she would pray for me. She should have prayed for herself instead.

      I’d learned to hide my affliction from others, but I’d never forgotten that moment. Sometimes the people we trusted the most were the ones who could hurt us the worst. Pushing away the dark memories plaguing me, I held the door for Matteo as he exited the office, and we made small talk as I showed him to the front door.

      Once he was gone, I retreated to my office. Opting for the couch instead of my desk chair, I slouched against the plush cushions and closed my eyes, drawing the vision into my mind’s eye and replaying it. The future was not looking good for the Capaldi family. Fucking Italians. They knew nothing of loyalty, always the first to roll under pressure. It had never been like that for me. Forced between life or death, there was no choice. You did as you were told, no questions asked. Fortunately for me, I was now the one giving orders instead of taking them.

      Speaking of… I sat forward in my chair. It was time to see how my captive fared.
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      The door flew open, but I didn’t bother to look up. I didn’t need to. The hard-edged voice announced my visitor before the steel door even opened the whole way. “Get up.”

      Fox moved into my peripheral vision, dressed once again head to toe in black. Like a snake striking, one hand whipped out and grabbed my ankle, then tugged me toward him. I let out a soft cry as my atrophied muscles protested. He released me and swore under his breath when I pulled my legs in close to me again, curling my arms protectively around my shins.

      “Enough of this,” he snapped harshly. Without waiting, he slipped one hand under my knees, and his other arm wound behind my back. “I won't let you sit in here and starve yourself. If anyone is to be responsible for your death, it will be me.”

      I didn't dare look at him as he carried me through the doorway and into a spacious, dark-paneled office. Sunlight streamed in through the large windows along the wall to my right, and I squinted my eyes closed. Though the lights had remained on in the cell, they were dim compared to the bright light pouring into the room.

      Allowing my lids to drift shut, I let my head loll against his chest as we moved through the house. I knew I should be watching my surroundings, taking in every detail for later—for when I escaped. But my mind and body were so exhausted I could barely keep my eyes open.

      Initially, fear and hunger had kept me awake. For the first few days I’d hardly slept a wink, terrified that he would storm in when I least expected it and kill me. After his second visit—several days ago, by my calculation—my concern had faded away.

      I still didn’t trust him, but he didn’t terrify me the way he had when I’d first woken in that tiny room. After the dozens of horrific stories I’d heard, I fully expected him to torture me, draw out my death until it was slow and painful. Instead, he’d brought me food and water each day as if he were concerned for my well-being, and had a doctor come to care for my wound.

      I didn’t know how much more I could take. I’d hardly moved from the bed, and my body ached from being confined to one position for so long. My stomach had stopped growling, and I couldn't remember the last time I’d eaten anything of substance. Days, maybe?

      I’d picked at the food here and there to keep from starving completely, but I would never give Fox the satisfaction of eating the full meals he had delivered. I knew it was stupid, but I couldn't help it. I should be eating and building my strength, but I continued to hope that Fox would enter the small cell and tell me that I was free to go home.

      Ensconced in his arms, I felt the jarring motion as we moved up a set of steps, and my eyes flew open. On the second floor of the house, Fox stepped into a large bedroom, then crossed to the en suite bathroom. Stopping next to the large bathtub, he gently lowered my feet to the floor. Dizzy from fatigue, I swayed, and he let out another soft curse. “Sit.”

      He lowered me to the edge of the tub, keeping one arm around my waist for support. With the other hand, he plugged the drain, then turned the handle on the large soaker tub. Soon, steam rose and curled into the air as it began to fill with warm water. Fox turned back to me, and I shivered under that intense, dark gaze. His fingers curled around the hem of my shirt and practically ripped it off.

      I could smell myself as I raised my arms over my head, and I somehow summoned the energy to blush. Fox’s hands moved behind my back to unclip my bra and slide it down my arms. The second it hit the floor, I moved my hands to cover myself, but he batted them away.

      “You’re not the first naked woman I've seen, nor will you be my last,” he said as he lifted me to my feet. Grasping the waistband, he worked my dark pants down my legs, taking my panties and socks with them.

      When I was completely, embarrassingly bare, he rose to his full height and stared down at me. “Do you need to use the toilet first?”

      My eyes darted to the side, and I gave a little nod. One huge hand grasped my chin and lifted my gaze to his.

      “Are you going to do something stupid?”

      I shook my head. Those dark eyes seared into mine for a long moment before he finally nodded. “You have two minutes. I’ll be right outside.”

      Releasing me, he scooped up my discarded clothes, then strode out of the room, closing the door in his wake. I stood frozen for a moment before I pushed myself into action. I grimaced as I made my way across the room. My legs felt sluggish and sore, almost like they were asleep. I used the toilet, then moved back to the bathtub. The large mirror over the sink caught my attention, and my eyes widened at my reflection there.

      Though I had done little in the way of physical activity in the cell, my face and body were streaked with dirt, and I could see the bones of my ribs clearly beneath my skin. I lifted one hand and ran my fingers over the hard ridges. I’d lost a lot of weight—at least ten pounds. It was more than I’d anticipated. I swallowed hard as my gaze lifted back to my face, to my gaunt cheekbones and dark circles underscoring my eyes.

      Ashamed and angry—both at myself and at Fox—I tore myself away and climbed into the tub. A soft groan escaped my lips as I slipped into the water. It was almost too hot, but it felt so soothing that I wasn’t going to complain. I tipped my head forward and straightened my legs, stretching my sore muscles. I ran my hands over my thighs and down my calves, the soft hairs tickling my palms.

      The door swung open, and I automatically pulled my limbs in under Fox’s scrutiny. “How does it feel?”

      “Good.”

      His lips twitched. “Most women like their water hot enough to scald the skin right off their body, so I figured you were the same.”

      Was he trying to joke with me? I couldn’t tell. Confused, I dropped my gaze back to the clear water swirling around my legs and watched from the corner of my eye as he approached and knelt next to the tub.

      Grabbing a bottle of shampoo from the ledge, he poured some into his palm and began to attack my oily, stringy hair. His fingertips brushed the wound on the back of my head, and I winced. I wasn’t sure how long it’d been, but it was still tender.

      “Sorry.” His apology seemed sincere, though his face remained expressionless. I appreciated it regardless.

      “It’s okay.”

      His gaze flicked to mine for a second before returning to my hair. “Lean back.” I did as he instructed, and he gently rinsed the bubbles from the long strands until it ran clean. “Can you handle the rest?”

      “Yes.” I reached out to take the soap from him, but he tightened his hold on it as he studied me. One black eyebrow arched upward and after a moment he relented, pressing the bar of soap into my hand. I watched as he pushed away from the tub and headed toward the bedroom. “Fox?”

      Halfway to the door, he halted midstep and glanced over his shoulder at me in silent question.

      I swallowed hard. “Can I… have a razor?”

      He seemed to ponder my request, then gave a brief nod. “I’ll get one.”

      With that he exited the room, and I let out a sigh of relief. He was so intense, always keeping me on edge. Not wanting to waste another minute, I rubbed the bar of soap over my skin, working it into a thick, sudsy lather before rinsing, reveling in how good it felt to be clean again.

      Fox reappeared and passed me a disposable razor. “I’ll be right outside.”

      I couldn’t tell if it was meant as a threat or a reassurance, but I nodded regardless. His dark form moved to the bedroom, and I could see part of him where he perched on the edge of the bed. My gaze dropped to the feminine pink razor in my hands. It still had the plastic protective case on it, so I knew that it had never been used. But why did he have it? It seemed strange for a man like Fox to have pink razors just lying around.

      My breath caught as something occurred to me. Did he have a girlfriend? A wife? I’d never seen a woman around while I’d surveilled the house, but that didn’t mean he didn’t have a woman in his life. I wasn’t sure why, but my stomach clenched at the thought.

      Then again, would he have kept me here knowing another woman was in the house? He’d carried me through the house where anyone could see. I seriously doubted even he would do that. Which left a second option: he’d purchased it for me. But why?

      A throat cleared from the region of the bedroom, jerking me from my thoughts. I shaved my legs and under my arms as quickly as I dared, then set the razor aside and pulled the stopper on the drain.

      At the sound, Fox stood and moved toward me. “All done?”

      I nodded, watching while the water made a tiny cyclone on its way down the drain before a large hand moved in front of my face. I slipped my palm into his, and he helped me to my feet, then wrapped a towel around me. He led me to the bedroom, and pressed gently on one shoulder, pushing me down onto the edge of the large mattress.

      Water from my hair dripped down onto my shoulders and chest, and I used a corner of the towel to wipe the droplets away. I felt better, but now I had nothing else to wear. As if reading my mind, Fox spun on a heel and strode toward a set of wide double doors adjacent to the bathroom. He threw them open, revealing a large walk-in closet. From a drawer built into the wall, he pulled out a bra, followed by a pair of panties. Next came a T-shirt and a pair of soft-looking yoga pants.

      Fox stalked toward me, depositing the articles in my lap.

      “If it doesn't fit, just set it aside. You've lost weight since you've been here, so some things might be a bit large.”

      My gaze dropped to the clothes. The tags were still attached, and I couldn’t help but wonder if he’d bought everything specifically for me. “Thank you,” I managed.

      With a dip of his chin, Fox moved away again, giving me a modicum of privacy while I changed into the clothes. The stretchy material of the pants clung to my curves, but the t-shirt hung limply off my frame. Still, it was better than nothing, and I felt more comfortable with the excess fabric hiding my body from his view. Not that he hadn’t already seen me naked, but I still didn’t know what he wanted from me or why I was here.

      I shot a look his way. “How long have I been here?”

      “Just over two weeks.”

      The knowledge hit me like a sucker punch to the gut. Why hadn’t Daddy come for me? Surely they would still be looking for me. Unless… Memories of Elle’s disappearance came back to me. Her body had never been found, but the authorities were adamant that she was gone. What if Fox had staged a similar scene, making it look like I had suffered a similar fate? With no one actively looking for me, he could keep me for his own nefarious purposes—whatever those might be.

      My heart cracked open, and a shiver worked its way down my spine as my last remaining shred of hope dissipated into thin air.
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      FOX

      Disgust rose in my throat, threatening to choke me as I watched Eva pulled on her new clothes. She was much too thin. I wanted to rail at her, to command she stop being so goddamn stubborn and eat, but I knew that if I demanded it, she would only balk and do the complete opposite out of spite.

      Three quick taps came from the door, and I opened it, accepting the tray of food from Rodrigo with a quick dip of my chin. I locked up behind him, then carried the tray to the small nightstand next to the bed. Picking up the plates, I handed one to Eva, then settled myself on the edge of the mattress. She watched me warily but eventually picked up her fork and twirled it in the pile of noodles. I’d requested something packed with carbs that would replace some of the weight she’d lost.

      As she had every day for the past two weeks, my cook, Carmen, had obliged with a dirty look. She was just as tired of Eva’s untouched food being sent back to the kitchen as I was. This time, though, Eva wouldn’t have the choice to not eat. I’d sit here all goddamn afternoon until she ate every last piece of the homemade pasta.

      Eva waited until I’d taken several bites before scooping up one of her own, apparently having come to the conclusion that I wasn’t trying to poison her. Silence descended over us as she dug into the food, her appetite voracious. When she was almost finished, I cleared my throat.

      “So.” I stared at the profile of her pretty face—the delicate sweep of her long lashes over her cheeks. The pert little nose that turned up slightly at the tip, a small dusting of freckles dotting the bridge. Those luscious, full lips that I wanted to taste—and that I wanted wrapped around my cock. “Tell me about yourself, angel.”

      Her eyes flew to mine. They widened slightly before narrowing in suspicion. I could practically hear the wheels turning, wondering if I’d used the endearment because it was so close to her name. She searched my eyes for a moment before turning back to the plate in front of her. “Such as?”

      I held back a laugh. Besides what the fuck she’d been doing sneaking around my property in the dead of night? “Who are you?”

      That vivid green gaze darted to mine, resentment flickering deep inside. “Like you don’t already know.”

      Of course I did, but I wanted to hear it from her lips. “You know my name, but I’m at a disadvantage here. What’s your name?”

      Her lips rolled inward in thought before she spoke. “Eva.”

      The abbreviation of her given name pleased me. It was an admission of sorts, and I liked that she was too innocent to think of using an alias. Or perhaps it was as she said—she had a feeling I already knew everything about her and was testing her. “Beautiful. Very fitting.”

      Her eyes flicked to mine, filled with confusion. “Thanks… I think.”

      I chuckled. “It was a compliment. A lovely name for a lovely woman.” She hummed a noncommittal response, so I continued. “And what do you do, Eva?”

      Annoyance flickered over her features. “I’m in school.”

      I turned slightly and made myself more comfortable so I could see her better. “What are you studying?”

      “Why?” Her eyes were filled with suspicion, and I shrugged.

      “Why not? You pique my curiosity.”

      She let out another beleaguered breath. “Criminal justice.”

      I fought the smile that tugged at the corners of my lips. “Why criminal justice?”

      She rolled her eyes and returned them to her plate. “Like it would matter to you.”

      It did, actually. I was intensely curious as to why such a beautiful young woman had chosen such a difficult career. “Indulge me.”

      Her green eyes blazed. “Accountability. I see the crime run rampant in this city, yet the repeat offenders spend a short amount of time behind bars before they’re back out, doing the same stupid thing all over again.”

      “You don’t believe people will change?” She speared me with a hard look, and I bit back a laugh. She wasn’t wrong.

      “Very noble of you.” Naïve, but noble. I tipped my head her way. “Isn’t that a bit ironic, considering you were caught trespassing?”

      Those arresting eyes moved to mine and held. “That’s awfully rich, coming from you.”
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