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      Someone might as well have been pounding against my temple with a hammer. Everything hurt. The same person who’d made my head pound must have scrubbed my throat with sandpaper. It was raw, and when I tried to clear it and swallow, my tongue rubbed on something rough.

      Pain.

      Darkness.

      As I managed to peel my eyes open, I saw nothing. Nothing but black. My eyes hurt so much I had to close them again, and once I did, the view was no different.

      Black.

      Darkness.

      Pain.

      It all came to me in a foggy vision.

      The bar. The man. I’d seen him before…but where?

      And Charlie lying there, on the tiled bathroom floor. Unconscious.

      Charlie.

      My eyes snapped open. I had to find her. I jumped to do just that, but when I attempted to move, I couldn’t. My hands were behind me, and there was wood at my back. My legs couldn’t move.

      Oh my God. That man. The gun… He’d stabbed me with something. Covered my mouth.

      Panic flared and made my heart race and my blood boil.

      Where was I?

      And Charlie?

      Was she…?

      I tried to scream, but something sweaty and soft had been shoved into my mouth, preventing anything more than a groan from coming through. And my throat…God, it killed.

      A light flickered, making me flinch. I writhed in pain as whatever was wrapped around my wrists dug into my skin, biting into my flesh every time I twisted. Fear turned my blood to ice as the light continued to flicker.

      And then there was a noise. I cocked my head to listen better. Dripping water? No…footsteps.

      I tried to swallow again and felt nothing but shards of glass.

      “You’re awake.”

      I shivered at the voice and fear cascaded down my spine. I didn’t recognize it, but it was colder than ice, stronger than steel. I couldn’t see anyone, but those footsteps had stopped. Where in the hell was I? And what were they going to do to me?

      Oh God. It has to be Daniel.

      The light finally stopped flickering and illuminated the room. Barely brighter than the nightlight I used to have in my bedroom as a little girl, it allowed me to make out shapes and shadows. Except all I saw were shadows. Cement walls. One metal door with bars. And at the bottom corner, the shadow of a booted foot.

      “If you stay still, stay quiet, nothing will harm you.” He chuckled, and that voice trailed down my flesh like jagged fingernails. “At least, for now.”

      Footsteps started again, quieted, and vanished.

      Oh God. I hurt everywhere. My shoulders. My back. My knees. There was a relentless throb in my cheekbone, and my head was so heavy it fell forward.

      I stared at my lap, watched the tears land on my jeans at my knees and closed my eyes again.

      This was a dream. It had to be.

      I’d wake up soon and Shawn would be next to me. That was all this was—a nightmare, stress from the last few weeks.

      In a moment, everything would be okay. With my hands behind me, wrists wrapped with something coarse, I tried to inch the fingers of one hand to the other, but I could barely touch them. My fingertips brushed, but I couldn’t get close to my wrists to attempt to untie myself.

      “Shawn,” I tried to say, but it was just another garbled moan.

      Soon, the pain encompassed me. My eyes closed and I felt nothing. Heard nothing. Saw nothing.
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      I woke again to a searing pain in my scalp. My eyes flew open as I tried to grapple, fighting against the pain, but it was useless. Someone was behind me. Cold pressed to my temple.

      “Shut up,” he snapped through gritted teeth. A vile scent filled the air and I tried to scream.

      I thrashed, and a sharp pain flew down my back as he kicked the chair I was still tied to.

      “I said, shut the fuck up.” Hair scraped my cheek, and it was then I realized he had my hair fisted in his hand, yanking at it. That was the pain in my scalp. “She wants to speak to you, and she needs you quiet.” He paused briefly. “Do you know who I am?”

      I turned as much as I could, and he let go of my hair. Pain made my eyes water. Fear made my body shake.

      His eyes were all I saw. Dark. Soulless. I did know him.

      I whimpered and nodded.

      The guy from the steakhouse. He was there. He was the one who’d hurt Charlie, who’d taken me. Mancusso? He wasn’t the guy from my father’s house or MaryAnne’s nephew, but they looked similar.

      “Do you know who I work for?”

      I shook my head. I could imagine, but it didn’t make sense. How had he known I was at a steakhouse days before he took me from Dreammaker’s? That was the night my apartment was broken into. How long had they been following me?

      My head spun with questions, and the wretched taste of the rag slid down my throat.

      A click-clack noise echoed on the cement floor. The room was brighter now. I must have missed the flickering of the lights as they turned on. Come on, Addi. Keep your senses and be smart. You can figure this out.

      The man behind me must have sensed my alertness because the gun moved from my temple. The clicking noise grew louder until a shadow appeared in the open doorway.

      No. I grunted in surprise and jerked in the chair as MaryAnne Johannsen stood several feet from me. It only made the fist holding my hair yank harder, and a squeal escaped my throat as fear knotted and coiled tight in my stomach.

      It was Daniel’s mom, who I’d recently learned was part of a mob family in New York, one that happened to be known for trafficking women.

      She was the one who’d taken me? I shouldn’t have been surprised, only the last two weeks still didn’t make a whole lot of sense to me. Especially this—why take me from Dreammaker’s and tie me up in what looked like an abandoned jail cell or warehouse of some sort?

      MaryAnne stepped closer to where I was sitting. In the few interactions I’d had with her, she’d always been cold, aloof, distant. The expression on her face was currently furious as she glared down at me, dressed in a navy blue skirt with a cream-colored top like she was an executive heading to work at an office.

      “You spoiled little bitch,” she hissed, grabbing my chin. She pinched it between her thumb and fingers, and her nails dug into the thin flesh there.

      I cried out from the pain, which only made her grin.

      “All you had to do was do what you were told, and now you’ve screwed everything up.”

      I’d have spit in her face if there wasn’t a rag in my mouth. I’d have clawed her face off and kicked and screamed until I ruined her if I could.

      I was the spoiled bitch? I ruined things?

      “Don’t worry, though, Adrianna Marquess. Now that we have you, my son cannot wait until you’re returned. Soon, you’ll be obedient, doing everything he requires of you.” She leaned in, and a cinnamon scent from what had to be a mint or toothpaste because there was no way this woman chewed gum wafted from her breath. “And he will require you to do much, because once he breaks you in, have no doubt he will be paid a pretty penny for what he’ll expect you to do for others.”

      I wrenched my chin from her grasp, feeling the sting of her nails slicing skin and a warmth slide down my neck.

      She’d cut me, and I glared at her. Like hell that’ll happen. My eyes screamed it to the best of my abilities.

      This woman was batshit crazy, and if she actually thought that was going to happen then she had no idea who I was, what I was willing to do to never become obedient. Especially not to Daniel.

      “Keep fighting.” She stood, and her ice-cold smile slithered down my spine, turning my blood cold. “Daniel enjoys breaking in the fighters the most.”

      She patted the top of my head like I was a puppy. I seethed at her and rocked the chair.

      I had to get out of this. Somehow, I needed to get free.

      Thoughts raced through my mind. Tied to a chair. A man with a gun at my back and this woman grinning down at me.

      How in the hell was I going to manage it?

      A sudden, loud bang echoed through the building, making the floors shake and the bars in front of me rattle. MaryAnne turned wide eyes to the man behind me, and the hurrying of booted steps rushed toward us.

      “Boss, it’s time to go. There’s an attempted breach closing in.”

      MaryAnne turned to me and spit in my face. “If your men think they can save you, you better begin praying for their souls. There’s no way they’re getting out of here alive.” She glared at the man behind me. “Kill her only if there’s a chance she gets away. Otherwise, ensure she’s unharmed. Daniel will want her in working condition as soon as we get her to him.”

      My lip curled. No way was I ever going to be in working condition for Daniel.

      Loud noises grew even louder. Slams. Grunts. The muffled sounds of what I imagined was gunfire.

      I squeezed my eyes closed. Another loud bang reverberated through wherever I was, and I jumped at the sound, the chair legs clanging against the floor.

      Ice chilled my veins. Everything was a torment.

      MaryAnne turned as three men rushed in. They surrounded her as they hurried her out, and the floors continued to vibrate.

      The man behind me pressed down on my shoulders, fingertips digging into the tops of my chest hard enough to leave bruises. “If you make a single sound, I will have no problem ensuring you are never seen again.”

      Tears dripped out of the corners of my eyes, rolled down my cheeks, and soaked into the fabric digging into the tender skin of my face.

      “I’m going to untie your legs and hands from the chair, and then you’re going to move with me. If you fight me, you die. If you kick, scream, claw, or do anything I do not tell you to do, you die. You understand? I don’t really give a fuck about you and Daniel. I care about making it out alive, and if you want to stay alive, you’ll do what you’re told. Do you understand?”

      He was a psychopath. That I understood clearly.

      I also understood he wasn’t lying.

      Every time he said I could die, his eyes lit with a sick glee that made me have to choke down the vomit gathering in my throat.

      I nodded then breathed a sigh of relief as he removed the gun from my temple. He bent down, and there was a quiet click before my ankles were released from the chair.

      A flash of movement in front of me caught my attention, and then there was someone there. A bright, small red dot was aimed straight behind me.

      “What the—” shouted the guy bent at my side.

      And then there was a smothered bang. A flash of bright light. The man behind me disappeared, and there was a loud thump.

      Oh God. This was how I died. The man with the gun in front of me came straight to me and crouched down in front of me.
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      Black eyes, clear and bright, met me at my eye level.

      He’d just shot and killed the man behind me, and yet the man in front of me cocked his head to the left and didn’t carry a hint of the evil I’d seen in the other man’s eyes, or MaryAnne’s for that matter.

      “I will not hurt you. I’m here to help you.”

      He reached out to touch me, but adrenaline and fear caused me to react. I kicked my legs out and hit him in the shin. Too much had gone on, and my head was still spinning from the sound of gunfire and the scent of smoke. I was pretty sure that tang in the air was blood from the man he’d shot, but what if he was lying? What if this was another trap?

      He let out a curse and stood so calmly he simply brushed his hands down his thighs. “I came to help get you away from them. I’m working with Jaxon. We have most of MaryAnne’s men subdued, but we still need to move quickly. Now, I’m going to take this rag off your mouth, and all I’m asking is you don’t kick me again.”

      Dark black eyes flashed with annoyance.

      My body quaked so hard it was a miracle I didn’t fall out of the chair.

      “You’re safe, Addi, I swear it.”

      My breath came in such quick, heavy pants I was at risk of passing out. Little blue orbs pricked the edges of my vision as the man moved. Like he knew the terror I was facing, had already faced, his annoyance at my earlier kick wiped away and he explained himself further.

      “My name is Luca, and I’m here to help. My men are still working on clearing the building, but you’re safe.”

      Safe…could I really be? He tore through the cloth, and I whimpered as I tried to work my jaw. Soon, I was released from my bindings but was still frozen to the chair.

      God, I was helpless. Where was my fight?

      The man who had done it all stood in front of me again.

      “Who are you?” My voice was strained. The name he’d given me meant nothing.

      He stood in front of me, darkness shrouding his features, but the whites of his eyes were bright. Behind him, I was vaguely aware of the cacophony of sounds from earlier quieting. There was talking somewhere, squawks of what reminded me of walkie-talkies. Then footsteps. Scrapes of something along the floor. An occasional bang that sounded like a gunshot ripping through the air from a distance.

      “Luca, and all you need to know is I owe Jaxon a favor. Can you walk?”

      I rolled my ankles, trying to get feeling back to my feet, but the painful tingles only spread up my legs. Hell, even shrugging hurt. “I don’t know.”

      My voice croaked again. The man glared at me like he wanted to rip my head off. It brought no comfort, only more fear.

      He came toward me, pulling something out of his pocket, and I jolted back, throwing up my hands.

      A phone appeared, and I relaxed marginally, dropping my hands to my sides.

      He pressed a button, brought it to his mouth, and said, “Make sure there’s water and food.” He hung up and crouched down, almost putting us at eye level again. “That man I shot deserved to die. It made me happy to do that.”

      My eyes widened. They were scratchy and dry, and I felt every blink and flutter of my lashes.

      “I will not harm you.”

      I cleared my throat. “That’s what she said.”

      Eyes flared with an almost inhuman fire. “And I am not them. But I will do as I promised and take you to Jaxon and Shawn. They’ve been called. Can you trust me to do that for you?”

      I didn’t trust anyone. Not anymore. Not now.

      Whatever he saw on my face made him scowl. I’d have apologized for frustrating him if it wasn’t my life hanging in the balance, for Christ’s sake.

      He pulled out his phone again, scrolled through, and soon, a voice I recognized barked through the speaker. “What?”

      Jaxon. His voice was undeniable, and a rush of relief flooded me.

      “I have her and she’s safe.”

      “Where?”

      “I’ll fill you in. Right now, I need you to tell her she’s okay with me.”

      “Addi?” Jaxon’s voice, directed at me. It was rough and scary as hell, but God, my name in his terrifying voice was the most beautiful thing I’d ever heard.

      “Jax—”

      “You’re good. Go with Luca. We’ll be there soon. Okay?”

      Tears burned my eyes, wetting them.

      I nodded. A sob wrenched my throat, painful. “Okay.”

      “Where?” Jaxon barked again.

      One word—it was heaven.

      “We’re twenty minutes out. Easton will tell you where.”

      He hung up then, and my eyes widened. This guy had some serious balls if he’d hang up on Jaxon.

      Standing, he held out his hand. “Now will you come with me?”

      Slowly stretching my arm and my shoulder for the first time in what felt like days, I lifted my hand and placed it in his.

      His warmth suffused my skin and made me shiver. He pulled me to standing, but as soon as I was on my feet, my legs collapsed.

      “I got you.” Before I could try standing again, he lifted me into his arms, one at the small of my back, another behind my knees. He cradled me in his grasp, and I clung to his shoulders. “Relax,” he murmured, and it was said so gently it almost scared me as much as his scowl.

      Still, it was comforting. “Thank you.” My voice was raspy, and I found myself clinging and burrowing into him. “Thank you.”

      He said nothing, but he moved with the ease of a man used to carrying well over a hundred pounds. “Close your eyes.”

      He said it to protect me, but still I didn’t. I needed to see the man he’d killed, the man who’d held a gun to my head and yanked my hair until I cried out. I needed to have the reality. I glanced down and saw his booted feet, scuffed and worn black military-looking boots. Black jeans. And then a pool of blood from beneath his hips. His stomach.

      Luca had shot him twice.

      Both had hit their mark. The cement turned red with the thick blood pouring from him.

      “Was he alone?” I asked, pushing through the sting in my throat.

      “No. Close your eyes.”

      There’d be more. More death.

      I didn’t know if it made me evil or soulless, but I tipped my head back and stared at Luca’s chin. Dark scruff lined his jaw up to dark, midnight eyes. Maybe because it was dark in there. He was as dark as everyone else I’d seen, but there was life in him.

      “Thank you,” I whispered again, feeling all those emotions tear through me so hard my body trembled in his hold.

      “Close your eyes, Addi. We’ll get you safe soon.”

      I did what he said, and as my body continued to shiver, his hold on me tightened.

      The next thing I knew I was in a black SUV, pulling up to a hotel, around a corner into a back alley.

      “The drugs they gave you will make you groggy and sleepy for a while.”

      “Where are we?”

      “Outside Philadelphia. We’re taking you up to a suite through a private entrance. Shawn and Jaxon should be here soon.”

      “Philly?” I gasped. That was hours north of where I’d been in Raleigh. “What the hell am I doing in Philly?”

      “My guess? They wouldn’t take you south to Charleston. Too obvious. But if they could get you to New York, no one would have ever gotten you back.” A faint smirk appeared on his lips. “Except for me.”

      He opened the door to the vehicle, and behind him were three men in black suits. They matched this man, and now that it was lighter, I could see him clearly. Hard jaw, days’ worth of scruff, wide nose that looked like it’d been broken more than once, and dark brown eyes.

      But they weren’t soulless, and they didn’t look evil.

      “Promise?”

      “I don’t lie.” He stood beside the door, the men behind him some of the burliest and bulkiest I’d ever seen in my life. “I want to get you upstairs, get you in the shower. You’ll feel better once you’re clean and warm, Addi. Your men will be here soon.”

      A shower sounded like heaven. If only I could scrub away everything I’d seen in the warehouse and the vision of Charlie on the floor, limp and unconscious.

      I slid toward him, and once I reached the edge of the seat, he held out his hand. “I’ll help you up, and if you’re still scared, know I do not regret killing the men who had you. I’ve just started a war between our families in New York that I will have to deal with soon, but for getting rid of the filth, I have no regrets. No woman should ever live through what they do to women and girls.”

      I placed my hand in his and almost collapsed as he gently hauled me out of the SUV, carefully and slowly like I was shattered porcelain. Every muscle and joint ached in my body.

      I didn’t need a shower. I needed a bath—and a case of wine. Once I was outside, a warm blanket covered my body, draped over my shoulders. I clung to it while Luca wrapped his arm around me and held me to him as the bulky men fanned out around us.

      “Does it make me evil if I’m glad you killed them?”

      “No more evil than it makes me for enjoying it,” he replied, and his voice was firm, succinct. He didn’t regret it for a single moment.

      He’d taken a life. Probably more than that.

      And I wanted to hug him for it.

      What kind of monster did that make me?
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      Luca escorted me into an elevator and pressed the button for the top floor, and we rode in silence with one of his men standing in front of us, blocking our view of the doors opening.

      “Addi, this is Viktor. He’s my top guard. He and I will stay in the suite with you while you get cleaned up. I’ve called ahead, and there will be clothes for you on the bed. We will not enter that bedroom under any circumstances unless you call for us. Do you understand?”

      I didn’t understand a damn thing that had happened.

      Still, I’d chosen to trust him. Jaxon had told me I could. My hands were clasped in front of me, and as Luca told me what was going to happen, the mountain-sized man in front of us didn’t move a muscle.

      “Where are the other men? The ones who were outside?”

      “One is staying outside. The other took the stairs. You won’t see them, but they’re there, along with others.”

      We stepped off the elevator and straight into a lavishly made-up hotel suite that looked more like the most elegant living room I’d ever stepped foot in, which was saying a lot.

      I cleared my throat, and in a blink, another bottled water was thrust into my hand.

      “Drink,” Luca said as I gaped at it. “And then shower. You’ll get the answers you need soon.”

      I took the unopened bottle of water from him and twisted off the top while Luca stripped out of his suit coat. Across his shoulders was a brown leather holster, a gun at each side. I froze, the water bottle inches from my mouth.

      Guns. People shot. All that blood. A shiver rolled through me that Luca caught as he tossed his coat onto a nearby table.

      “Bathroom is that way.” He pointed to the left, around the corner. “I need to make some calls, but from what I know, Jaxon and his men will be here by the time you’re done. I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      His voice quieted, and when he blinked, those dark eyes of his softened. The lines around them lessened. So he could add inflection, and he sounded kind when he did.

      I blew out a breath. “Thank you…thank you for saving me.”

      “That,” he responded with the return of a hardened gleam in his eye, “was my pleasure.”

      Because he’d gotten to kill people?

      Good God. How had this become my life? And when would I stop asking myself that question?

      My legs still trembled while I walked through the bedroom to the bathroom. After closing the door behind me, I collapsed against it. Vaguely I was aware that the room I was in was a suite, an upscale hotel not unlike what I would have stayed in when I traveled with my family. Only the best for us—except now, what family did I have if my dad would be a part of this vile business?

      Memories rushed through, making my hands shake and my chin quiver.

      No crying, dammit. I avoided looking at myself in the mirror. My bones ached, my wrists and ankles screamed with pain, and there was still the lingering burn beneath my chin from MaryAnne.

      I needed to be clean. From all of it.

      To think…I’d come minutes away from being returned to Daniel.

      This would not break me. This would not end me. I would survive this like I’d survived everything else I’d been through.

      I quickly stripped and jumped in the shower.

      Water pelted me, coming at me from three different directions in the mammoth shower, and I put my back to one spray and scrubbed my scalp. Fire burned my wrists and my ankles as the water ran across open wounds, and still I kept my eyes closed. The less I saw, the better I could get through this.

      I reached for the small bottle of shampoo and filled my palms with it. Thin rivulets of blood wrapped around my ankles, and a ball lodged in my throat.

      You can’t ignore this.

      My teeth ground together so hard it was a wonder I didn’t break any, but I needed to do this. I had to do this. While I massaged the shampoo into my hair, I focused on the wall in front of me.

      Three breaths. Inhale. Exhale. Repeat. Every breath sped my pulse and made my knees wobble until I was at risk of passing out.

      No. I looked down. Streams of pink wrapped around my feet and my toes before twisting and turning into the drain.

      Blood. My blood. From my wrists. Ankles. Chin. Where else was I hurt?

      A sob tore through me. They’d made me bleed. Drugged me. Hit me. Tied me and held a gun to me.

      All of it flashed in my mind. There was no escaping this, no escaping what had happened.

      It raced laps around my mind faster than horses at the Kentucky Derby until my head spun and I fell into a heap on the shower floor, fingers digging into my hair as I propped my elbows on my knees, bending them until I was curled into a ball.

      Red flashes. Gunshots. Screams and shouts and more gunshots and a pistol to my temple. I couldn’t escape the memories.

      MaryAnne’s nails became claws and knives, tearing through my throat and my stomach. Daniel’s face morphed into a demon as he threw me against a wall, slamming my cheek into it.

      My dad lay there, lifeless in front of me.

      Everything twisted, came so hard, so fast, reality becoming fiction, fiction becoming reality. Twisting in my mind like a cyclone and I was paralyzed, unable to escape it.

      Water became blood, pouring down on me in a flood.

      Hands grabbed me and I screamed, flailed, and slapped at them.

      “Addi!”

      My name barely penetrated and I scrambled to the corner. Away from the blood. The pain. The echoing of gunshots still vibrating in my ears.

      “Addi! It’s me!”

      Shawn?

      He came to save me? He was here?

      Oh God. He had to get to safety.

      “No!” I screamed and clawed at the hands holding my shoulders.

      “You’re okay. You’re okay.” Warm, wet hands slid down my shoulders, and I was swept into equally strong arms. My naked, wet body pressed to Shawn, and I was inhaling that scent of his I loved so much. Finally. I was safe.

      “It’s me, Shawn. I’ve got you, Addi. Just hold on.”

      Oh God. He had. Shawn had saved me. I clung to him, recognized the scent of him, and slowly the memories and visions dissipated to a dull roar, still clinging at the edges but making reality clearer.

      “It’s okay. You’re okay,” he murmured against the top of my head, pressing warm, firm lips to my wet hair and squeezing me so tight it was a wonder my ribs didn’t shatter. “Sit here,” he said, and I was placed on a cold hard surface. He stepped between my legs and wrapped a towel around me, holding me to him with his hand at my lower back while he tucked the towel in between us.

      “Shawn,” I cried as I clung to him. My head hit his shoulder as another violent sob racked my body. I was freezing cold, skin prickling while he wrapped me in another towel and started drying my hair.

      “You’re going into shock, Addi. I need you to take deep, slow breaths, and all you have to do is listen to my voice. You’re safe, and Luca got you out with only minor injuries. That’s the most important part of all of this, and everything else can wait. But I swear to you, nothing like this will ever happen to you again.”

      I attempted to do what he said, but uncontrollable shivers kept coming, one right after another. My fingertips buzzed and my arms trembled as I slid them down his body to his hips so I could wrap myself around him. I clung to Shawn, needing him, hating the weakness coursing through my body when everyone else I’d seen was strong.

      “Shawn.” I croaked his name; there was nothing else to say. Terror and pain and memories kept coming at me. The blood I’d stepped over. The gun at my head. The ropes. I yanked my hands off Shawn and rubbed my wrists. They were raw from whatever those men had used.

      “Hey.” Shawn’s hands came down on mine, pulling them apart. “Right now I need you to get into a robe and you need to get some clothes on. I can help or give you privacy, whichever you want, but you’ll feel better once you’re dry, and once we can get some food in you.”

      The very thought of being alone sent another shiver racing down my spine. “I don’t want to be alone.”

      “Then you won’t be.” His hands slid to my hips, tugging me forward. My legs wrapped around his hips on instinct and then he grabbed something, draped a thick, white robe over his shoulder, and carried me into the bedroom. Once there, he set me on my feet next to the bed. I wobbled as he finished drying me with quick and sure movements.

      It wasn’t sexual. There wasn’t any part of his touch meant to arouse me, and yet every brush of him moving the towel against my body, every burn sent warmth suffusing the cold that had been growing in my veins, spreading.

      “Lift your foot,” he whispered as he knelt down next to me. Soft cotton shorts, loose and lightweight, were tugged up my legs, and then he stood. “You okay?” he asked.

      I wouldn’t be okay for a very long time. Not after today.

      But Shawn wasn’t asking about my long-term mental state, so I nodded, and he showed me a tank top in his hands.

      “Thank you,” I mumbled, taking it from him. I couldn’t summon embarrassment about needing his help. Someday it might hit me that I’d collapsed in a shower like a terrified toddler and clung to him like an octopus, but that day wasn’t today.

      Once I had the tank top on, he lifted the robe. “Put this on. We’ll go get some food for you. Luca ordered once we got here.”

      “How long was I in there?”

      “The shower?” Shawn asked. “We showed up thirty minutes after you got here. I came to you as soon as we did.”

      I’d lost thirty minutes to the shower? No wonder it had been ice pricks on my skin. “You’re soaked,” I murmured. He’d hauled me out of the shower fully dressed, and afterward, I’d stuck to him. He might as well have showered fully clothed.

      “I can take care of me—after we get some food in you.”

      The thought of eating while my stomach was so knotted made me cringe. There was no way I could eat at the moment, and yet I had no idea how long it’d been since I had eaten. “I’m not hungry.”

      “Then sip on broth, but whatever they gave you will flush out of your system quicker if you’re hydrated. Once you’re ready, we need you to tell us what happened, from your point of view.”

      Oh God. How had I forgotten? I grabbed his arm and shook him. “Charlie—how is she? Is she okay?”

      He pulled me to his side and kissed my temple, walking us back toward the living room. “She’ll have a minor concussion. That’s all. She’ll be back to work in a few days, and she says to tell you hello. None of what happened is your fault, so don’t take that blame on your shoulders.”

      He was wrong. Everything that had happened was all my fault because it had everything to do with me. It would be pointless to say it though.

      “Who’s Luca?” I asked instead of voicing my true thoughts on the matter. There’d be time for that later, and I’d do it with Charlie face to face.

      “I think he’s a guy you seriously do not want to mess with and who owed Jaxon a favor and knew the Mancussos. I’m just going to be thankful for all that instead of thinking about sitting in a room with a guy who’s probably killed more men than prisoners held in a Kansas prison.”

      A rough, strangled laugh clawed its way out of my throat. “Thank you.” I leaned into Shawn and squeezed him. “For making me laugh. That was quite the visual you gave.”

      “And I wasn’t lying.” There was a teasing gleam in his eye that vanished when he blinked. We’d reached the living suite where a half-dozen men stood. Jaxon I recognized, and as soon as he saw me, he pushed off a wall. Dressed in his uniform of black cargo pants and a black t-shirt that might as well have been painted on him, his knuckles were white, hands at his hips. He wore a frown that could make many cower in a corner.

      “You okay?”

      “As good as I can be, I think.”

      His dark eyes narrowed, lips pursed. “You’re good. Strong. You need to talk to someone, let me know. We’ve got psychs available for any of my team.”

      It took me a second to realize what he was talking about. Talking to a therapist? I couldn’t imagine ever telling anyone what I’d seen. The very idea of talking about it made bile rise up from deep in my throat. Still, I knew what was expected when that was offered. “Thanks. I’ll think about it.”

      “See that you do.” He leaned in then, lowered his growly bear voice, and bent low enough that we were eye to eye. “There is no shame in needing help. What you’ve been through would rock the strongest and bravest of people. You need help processing that, moving on so it doesn’t haunt you—it only shows more strength to reach out for hands willing to help, Addi. You understand that?”

      My chin trembled and my vision turned cloudy. I nodded, unable to speak. He’d seen my lie for what it was and called me on it, building me up in the process.

      He was good at what he did. My back straightened and my shoulders pulled back, strengthened by his words and that look.

      Jaxon saw it then, flashed me a quick wink, and stepped back, resuming his post at the wall.

      “I need to sit. And some soup really does sound like a good idea now.”
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      Addi clung to me, a trembling, quaking mess, but I’d have held her forever if I had to. For the first time in twenty-four hours, my world was right again…despite her being drenched, despite finding her huddled in the shower, crying and clawing at her scalp like she was trying to claw memories out of her head.

      A terrible, sick taste had balled in my throat at the sight of her. We’d done this to her. We had put her out there. Jaxon had allowed her to be used…hell, she’d chosen it, and still with all our protections in place—

      How in the hell had they gotten the jump on us like that? It was the question that still made my teeth grind together. I couldn’t stop replaying the moment I saw Charlie, the SOS call. My teammates were trained, for God’s sake. We anticipated every move. And still, they hadn’t just been a single step ahead, but leaps ahead of us.

      Terrifying as fuck to think I couldn’t keep her safe even if she was now here, curling into me and still crying while she talked to Jaxon, her body shaking with fear and cold.

      Thankfully, for the most part, she was unharmed, and she was in my arms, clinging to me like she needed me to help her settle.

      If anyone ever touched a hair on her head again, it was going to be my gun they ended up on the wrong side of. Like I’d told Addi that first night I walked her home from Dreammaker’s, I’d have absolutely no regrets.

      I tried to push down all my frustrations and the fear that had overtaken me over the last day. She was in my arms again, and everything inside of me wanted nothing more than to hold her there, keep her against my body where she could lean on my strength. I would have that, as soon as she ate and took some time to not think about what she’d been through for a little bit.

      I could close my eyes and still see the hole I’d made in the wall with my fist once we saw Charlie passed out on the bathroom floor, and I hated the guilt Addie felt about Charlie getting hurt trying to help her.

      None of this was her fault. It was the Johannsens’ and the Mancussos’, and as soon as we finished what we’d started with them, I would smile the day I was able to take down Daniel.

      After Jaxon gave her his pep talk and therapist recommendation, something I’d bring up to her at a later date, I escorted Addi to the table where there was food set up for her.

      “We’ll need to talk about what happened, but that can wait until you’re ready. Right now, take whatever time you need to eat and relax. Get something in your stomach. Rest. Okay?”

      She peered up at me with her face pale and exhaustion rimming her eyes. Her shower and shakes had taken a toll. Plus, whatever they’d drugged her with was most likely still in her system. She needed food and rest. “I still don’t understand how you knew where I was.”

      “That was Luca. We’ll explain that as well. But for now, think of you, and eat, okay?”

      “Right,” she mumbled, right as a yawn hit her. She covered her mouth, pink flaring on her cheeks.

      Once she turned to the food and picked up a bowl of chicken noodle soup, I headed toward the suite’s kitchen where Luca stood with one of his men. It was a large open space, allowing me to keep an eye on her but stay far enough away to finally spend some time talking to him.

      “Everything okay in here?” I asked and grabbed some water from the fridge.

      Luca Gibraldi was another mob boss. Standing next to him and on his side in a world where I’d spent a lifetime on the opposite side of the line from men like him, left a sour pit in my stomach. But he’d come through today, so for Addi, I’d try to push it aside.

      “Today’s actions will have ripple effects for us back home.”

      Interesting that he’d be so honest with me. Typically men who lived their lives outside the law weren’t so forthcoming, but he’d owed Jaxon a favor, and I wasn’t going to turn my nose up at what he’d done for us. I brought the water bottle to my mouth. “War?”

      “Most likely.” He slid a glance toward one of the men with him and brought it back to me. “We’ll be on the winning side. Trust me, if I can end their human trafficking ring, I don’t care who goes down in the process.”

      He stunned me with his ferocity. His teeth were bared like an animal, and I almost expected him to turn into a wolf. Like Wolverine.

      And frankly, more sex traffickers off the street was something I could get behind.

      “I appreciate your willingness to jump into a situation that wasn’t yours to handle.” His expression blanked, telling me I wouldn’t get any more out of him, and I was A-okay with that. I didn’t need to know how criminals planned to handle problems with rival mob families. “How did you know where they were anyway?”

      “I wouldn’t be a good leader if I didn’t know my enemy’s whereabouts, or their hidden locations.”

      “Right. And the hotel? How’d you secure this?”

      It was a hell of a building. I’d noticed the glamour of the lobby and the rooms as we hurried in. While most of my thoughts were about getting to Addi, it was nearly impossible to miss the chandeliers and gold-plated handles. There was elegance and money. While it didn’t surprise me that a man like Luca, dressed in a suit that had to cost more than I made in a year as if he hadn’t just gotten into a shootout with a rival mob family, would stay in a place like this, that he could get the suite at a moment’s notice did.

      A muscle twitched in his cheek. The guard he was talking to dipped his chin and stared at his feet. My body braced for unwelcome news.

      “I own it.”

      That was not unwelcome news. Shocking as hell was more like it. “What?”

      “I have several legitimate properties. A few luxury hotels are only some of them.”

      “That, is…well, that’s great.” Gibraldi had family all over, as far west as a Chicago syndicate. They were ruthless.

      And he owned luxury hotels?

      He flashed me a look that might have been a friendly smile had there not been malice in his dark eyes. “We keep that a secret.” And I was clearly absolutely expected to do the same.

      “Of course.” I tipped my bottled water in his direction and headed back to the kitchen table.

      Addi had moved from soup to breadsticks, dragging them through a plated oil-and-vinegar mixture. I took the seat across from her and flipped through the dome-covered plates until I found what I was searching for: a nice BLT to take the edge off the weird conversation with Luca and the entire past forty-eight hours.

      “There’s steak,” she said when she noticed what I was eating.

      “I know. BLTs are my favorite though. Simple, filling, and easy to make when I live alone.”

      Her eyes lit. Every time I gave her a small piece of information of myself without her having to ask for it, she gave me the same look. Now I understood why. Her family and social circle were completely selfish, showing they never gave a single shit about her. She wasn’t used to people being open with her, and while she’d never had that issue with me, I did understand it was difficult for her.

      Which was fine. I’d get her to see she could trust me implicitly soon, with anything and—most importantly—with all of her.
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      Addi and I were on the couch; she was resting against me, curled into me with her knees bent, resting on my thighs. In her hands, she cupped a glass of wine like it was the most precious gift in the world. She’d eaten, the sun had set, and she’d just finished telling all of us everything she remembered, everything about what MaryAnne had said to her and the guy.

      It was MaryAnne’s words, calling Addi a selfish, stupid little bitch and saying she’d ruined everything, that didn’t quite make sense to either of us. Even Jaxon’s brows puckered microscopically at that, the only twitch or move he made while Addi spoke.

      But now she was done, and it was our turn to fill her in on everything we’d learned. God, I didn’t want to, though. She had no idea the shitshow that had gone down in Charleston all the way up to New York once we realized she was gone.

      Luca spoke first, stepping further into the room from where he’d stood while she told her story.

      “If you’ll excuse me, with MaryAnne most likely headed to New York, we need to get back. There will be hell to pay for Antonio’s death.”

      Addi tensed next to me. “Antonio?” she asked.

      “The man I shot. He’s closely related to them, a nephew of one in command. There will be repercussions for our involvement.” Her face paled, but as he registered her fear, his expression softened in a way I didn’t see coming. “You did well today, and you’re all welcome to stay here. The suite is yours as long as you need it. I’m taking some men, but there are others guarding all exits and the elevator to this floor. You’ll be safe until you figure out your next steps.”

      As he spoke, he scanned the room, tipping his chin toward Jaxon and me. He came closer to Addi and crouched down on the other side of the coffee table, below her eye level. He was anything but submissive, and the move was shocking.

      “You take care of yourself. Trust these men to keep you safe. And if I can offer a suggestion?”

      She nodded, her cheek bobbing against me.

      “Self-defense—learn it. All women should, in all forms you’re comfortable with. Do not mistake me, you did nothing wrong and none of this was your fault, but it will help you feel stronger moving forward.” He offered a brief look that might have been a smile and stood, straightening his suit pants.

      “Thank you,” Addi whispered.

      It was a damn good idea. I’d brought up teaching her how to shoot, but I should have already taught her defensive maneuvers, at least a few ways she could escape if necessary. Based on what Charlie said, I doubted they would have helped much in this situation, but he was right—it’d help Addi feel more in control.

      I kissed her temple, holding her close, and turned back to Luca. “Thank you for everything.”

      “I’ll keep you posted on my end. You as well?”

      “We will,” Jaxon offered before I could. “And if you see Daniel—”

      “I’ll alert you immediately.”

      Both had a deadly gleam in their dark eyes. I’d have pitied Daniel for what would soon be coming to him if I didn’t want a part in it myself. No, there was no pity for an animal like that.

      The deal struck, they shook hands, and Luca left the room on an abrupt spin, no goodbyes other than the handshake. His man was already at the door, and his gaze scanned the room quickly before they departed.

      The door barely clicked shut before Addi asked, “Daniel?”
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