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ONE

 

 

Aurora Maguire was looking for her last hope, so it made sense that the bar she’d been told to find him in was called Last Resort.

Even while riding in the back of a cab to get there, she kept her heavy coat pulled around her body and her hood over her head in a feeble attempt to protect herself. Last Resort was located in the center of the worst part of town making her fearful of what she might find when she got there.

The first four cabs she’d gotten into had refused to bring her to this district. The driver of the one she was in now had agreed to take her only after she gave him a hundred-dollar advance tip and she proved to him that she was armed. Pepper spray was feeble, but it was all she had to protect herself.

Her last hope. All she knew was his alias. One of them at least. 

Venturing down this path was beyond dangerous, crazy most people would say. But she wasn’t crazy. Not crazy. Just determined… and desperate.

The cab stopped in the middle of an unlit block. Rain battered the window and the usually comforting sound of raindrops on the roof made her edgy. 

Though she couldn’t see anyone or anything other than the narrow space between two dilapidated buildings leading to an alley even darker than the street, she knew that she was in the right place. The only man capable of helping her save Benjamin was right down there.

He could say no. He could tell her he wouldn’t help and if he did, she had nowhere left to turn.

The cab driver twisted to rest an arm over the chair beside him to look through the scratched screen between them. “Want me to take you back uptown, miss?”

“No,” she said quickly, but swallowed just as fast. “No, I… I’m fine. Thank you.”

Giving him the fare on the meter, Rora, as she was known to her friends, licked her lips and steeled herself. She’d known this wasn’t going to be easy, but she hadn’t fought this hard for this long, just to give up at the first bump.

Not that this was the first. It seemed that since she’d started this mission, all she’d hit were bumps. If anything, she hoped this fear was going to be one of the last. Best case scenario, she went down there, found this guy without any trouble, and he agreed to help. If he was as good as his legend told, she could be back out of there in minutes, on the street, clutching an address and embracing a glimmer of light at the end of this arduous tunnel.

“Word to the wise,” the cab driver said, sorrowful when their eyes met. “At the first sign of trouble, turn, run, and don’t look back. Even the cops don’t venture into these parts.”

Good to know. That knowledge didn’t ease her anxiety, it reinforced her determination. “I passed the first sign of trouble a long time ago, sir,” she said, and didn’t let herself take the time to appreciate his sympathetic smile.

Rora opened the cab door and got out. Taking a few steps forward, she waited for the cab to speed off, but it didn’t. 

So, holding her hood over her face, she kept going, crossing the sidewalk to venture into the narrow alley. The further down she got, the greater the darkness became. It closed around her, consuming and polluting her with its intensity and hunger. But she didn’t stop.

Her skin began to vibrate and the vague sound of heavy rock music met her ears. There was something down here. Something she couldn’t see. The rain got harder. It was a wonder it managed to penetrate this enclosed alley at all, but she felt it on the back of her hands that clasped the edges of her hood. 

When she heard the spin of tires, she paused to glance over her shoulder; the end of the alley was little more than a slit, giving a sparse view of the dark street beyond. The cab driver must have been making sure she wasn’t going to change her mind and flee. Either that or he’d seen something, or someone, approaching that made him nervous. Whatever the reason, he was gone.

But she was here now. This was it. There was no backing out. 

Venturing forward again, Rora zeroed in on the grimy brick wall up ahead. In it were two doors, painted black, neither more appealing than the other. Having no idea which to choose, she wondered if it made a difference, one could be locked, or maybe they led to the same place. 

Her eyes were darting back and forth between them, trying to make a decision, when the one on the left opened. The flare of music and the escape of smoke gave her the only clue she needed. 

Hurrying on, Rora meant to catch the door before it closed. She did manage to catch it and was grateful that she had because the smooth surface didn’t appear to have any handle. What she hadn’t counted on facing were the two mammoth-sized bikers who came out, almost knocking her onto her ass.

The first, chewing some kind of stick, glared at her, but stepped aside, more confused by her presence than intrigued by it. The second seemed to be the same; he clucked at her and followed his buddy to the right, without saying anything to her, but mumbling something to his friend.

Few people knew this place existed; she never had.

Holding the door, she had no choice except to round it and go inside. The bass of the music hit her. It wasn’t too loud that she couldn’t hear the susurration of conversation—some pleasant, some questionable—but it was turned up so high that it knocked her heart from its rhythm.

There was so much to take in that her senses almost overloaded. It was dark, so dark that her eyes couldn’t adjust for a clear minute. When they did, she could that she was at the top of three stairs, with the room laid out beneath her.

Lewd graffiti graced the walls along with posters of naked women, heavy rigs, and choppers. The vague lighting came from random neon signs dotted on the walls around the room. One stated, “Girls! Girls! Girls!” But she didn’t see any girls. 

It was man after man, at least sixty of them, packed into this space probably meant for less than half that number. But the fire code wouldn’t be the main concern of this establishment. She didn’t know if this kind of place had any concerns. 

The Last Resort wasn’t on any map or in any phone book. 

The room smelled of beer and weed. Smoke hung in the air, and just about every patron held something in their hand that shouldn’t be there. Guns, spliffs, chains, everyone was prepared for fun or violence, and she’d guess these guys would consider both a good time. The smoking ban had been in place for years in this state, but she supposed that wasn’t a consideration either. Like the cab driver said, cops didn’t venture near here, and God help anyone who tried to hand out a fine in here.

Fearful of drawing attention to herself, Rora knew she should move from her slightly elevated position. Though at only five foot five inches tall, she wasn’t towering above any of these guys, most of whom seemed to be six foot tall and then some, and all appeared to be over two hundred pounds.

With her heart pounding in her chest, she took a step forward, still scanning the room. The darkest corner, that’s where she’d been told to find her last hope. The bar was in one back corner, the restrooms in another. The third corner was probably the best lit in the place and the fourth, over her right shoulder… there was no light, but there was a booth… she was almost sure there was… something…

Squinting to see if there was a person seated there, she saw a brief flash of red light. It didn’t come from a person, it came from a… laptop. Yes, on the table was a laptop, as black as the night she’d left behind the door, that’s where the red light had come from.

Figuring he had to be there, she hurried down the stairs thanking her lucky stars. He was right there, twenty feet from the door, she didn’t have to go deep into the place to reach her last hope, she could—

A hulking form stepped in front of her making her gasp and come to an abrupt halt so she didn’t run right into him.

Tipping her head up slowly, Rora inhaled again when she registered his narrow eyes boring into her. This guy had to be seven feet tall. Twice the width of her, with room to spare, he was the epitome of what she imagined mean would look like if it morphed into a person. His massive, bare arms were adorned with chain link bracelets at the wrists and a length of actual chain hung around his shoulder, swinging over his tattooed bicep.

Though it wasn’t just his bicep that had ink, it appeared to be all over him, down to the backs of his hands that rose when he folded his arms across that impressive chest. Color of some sort adorned his neck, creeping right up to the beard on his chin. 

This was no accident, he hadn’t just happened to cross her path, he was blocking her way, and she had no idea how to deal with him. Rora couldn’t fight. She could run, but that meant giving up, and she had no intention of doing that. Not that running was any guarantee of escape, she’d passed a few tables already, if this hulk called out and told his buddies to stop her, she’d be trapped in an instant.

“You’re in the wrong place, tiny,” he said, his voice so deep it was almost inaudible.

Snatching her shoulder, he spun her around and began to haul her back toward the door. “No,” she said, but fighting was useless. Her resistance was insignificant and though she tried to turn back, and to pull away, he just kept on going. “Please, no! I need to—please!”

He hauled her up the stairs, grabbed the door and tossed her out. “Don’t be coming back, crazy kook!”

Oh, that was one button no one was allowed to push. “Hey!” she said, grabbing his wrist in both hands before he could go back inside. “Don’t call me crazy! I am not crazy!”

Bending, he scowled into her. “Any woman who walks through that door is crazy. We got a no-woman-allowed policy.”

“That’s sexist bullshit,” she called out, determined to hold on even when he tried to shake her off. “I am coming in there! I am going to keep on coming back until I do what I came to do!”

“And I’ll keep throwing you out,” he said. “Don’t matter if it’s once or a hundred times, I’m here every night, knock yourself out, keep me entertained. And we don’t bar women by choice; we do it for their safety.”

Again, he tried to turn and walk away. Rora bent her knees, pulling him back harder, using all her weight to make her point. “Please,” she said. “I just need to talk to someone. Let me talk to him, after that, I’ll leave, I won’t cause any trouble. I won’t come back. I promise.” Considering her, he was probably trying to figure out why she’d put herself at risk like this, but that should prove how serious she was. “Please, would I be here if I had any other choice? I’m desperate… please.”

“Who you looking for? I’ll go bring him out.”

“Yes,” she said. “Yes, that would be amazing. Thank you!”

“He didn’t knock you up, did he?” he asked, holding up two hands, each twice the size of her face. “ ‘Cause I ain’t getting my hands dirty in any bastard’s personal shit like that.”

“No,” she said, shaking her head. “No, nothing like that. I need to talk to Exile, that’s it. Just him.”

His slightly parted lips closed causing his teeth to clack together. His expression didn’t change and for half a beat, she wondered if maybe he didn’t know the guy she was looking for. That would be just her luck. But before she could recount what she’d been told about where to find Exile, the guy dropped the door, letting it close hard behind him. 

His burst of laughter hit her hard. Rora was still stunned by its force when he slapped his belly, laughing so hard that she thought there might be moisture in the corners of his eyes. Well so much for him being mean. Displaying this kind of hilarity made him lose his edge.

“Did I say something funny?”

He breathed in, arching his back and tossing his chin toward the wet sky. “Oh, I was right, you are loopy-loo,” he said, sighing out a high-pitched sound of humor.

“Excuse me? I don’t appreciate you calling me names. All I want to do is talk to the guy, what’s so funny about that?”

“Yeah,” he said, trying to recover from his laughter. Once he’d managed to straighten his face, he took another breath. “There’s no one here by that name.”

He tried to turn away, but she grabbed his wrist again. “No one has a reaction like that to someone they’ve never heard of. You know him. It’s obvious that you do.”

“Tiny, you’re insane,” he said, tugging his hand away from her with enough force that she stumbled forward. “Exile doesn’t come out and talk to strays. He doesn’t talk to no one.”

“I’m not a stray… and I can pay.”

His brows rose. “You say that to any other guy in there and he’d bite your hand off. Ex doesn’t give a damn about money.”

“What does he give a damn about?”

He folded his arms, returning to his intimidating pose. “Best I can tell? Not a damn thing,” he said. “But he’s not a big talker.”

“But, I—”

“Look, lady, I don’t know what you think you read on some website or what your nutso friends told you, you don’t play with Exile. No one plays with him. And the guy’s got no sense of humor, about anything. What do you think you know about him?”

“He has skills,” she said and he bobbed his head in agreement. “Skills that I need him to use to help me.”

Instead of the pity the cab driver laid on her, this guy was incredulous, but not in a sympathetic way. He seemed to be getting more annoyed by the second. “You don’t have a fucking clue what you’re inviting into your life if you talk to him. You know they say his only goal in life is to break every law there is. Do you know why they call him Exile?” She shook her head. He came closer. “Because they say he has no nationality, no country. He doesn’t come from anywhere. He has no parents. No family. And he sure as hell has no friends. They say he was spawned by the devil, some say he isn’t even human.”

“A fairytale,” she said, recognizing exaggeration when she heard it. 

“Maybe,” he said. “But I can tell you he’s wanted in every state, by every major agency across the world, and Interpol couldn’t track him. He’s impossible to hold. Evidence disappears. Information vanishes… People die… He doesn’t exist.”

“Yet he’s sitting in that bar right now,” she said, nodding past him.

He shrugged. “Maybe. We’ve been out here talking for a few minutes; he could be out of the country already.”

“I’m not law enforcement. I don’t care about what he’s done or where he’s wanted. All I want is help.”

“He won’t help you. He’s not for hire.”

“I heard he likes a challenge,” she said. “And that he has an interest in the Black Jewel.”

This time when he scowled at her, Rora read ignorance; he didn’t know what she was talking about. She didn’t expect him to, she hadn’t heard of the Black Jewel before she started this journey. Rora still didn’t even know what it was.

The door opened, hitting her associate in the back. Anger made him tense as he spun, but when a guy in jeans and a leather jacket came out of the bar, her new acquaintance relaxed. 

“Strike, you out?” he asked. 

“Sure am, Buddy,” Strike said, glancing at her. Buddy lifted a fist, Strike bumped it with his. “Little vanilla for you, isn’t she?”

“You want her?” Buddy asked.

Her mouth fell open. 

“You paid for the privilege?” Strike asked.

Rora inhaled her shock, but they carried on discussing her like she was deaf. 

“Not yet, but I might be able to make a deal. I know what she wants.”

Strike’s chest expanded. “They all want the same thing. The last fucking shred of our dignity.” He turned up the collar of his jacket, scanned her figure one more time and then went the same way the other guys had gone, down the perpendicular alley. But he wasn’t done. Without slowing or turning, Strike called out to them. “Let her in, Bud.”

She smiled, feeling triumphant, figuring that guy was the owner or manager or someone who had authority at Last Resort. 

Buddy twisted and stepped back, hooking a finger into a hole at the top of the door she hadn’t seen. It was a good thing he was here to open it for her because she’d never have reached that notch herself. No wonder they had a no woman policy and every guy in there was so tall, the only way in was to reach that tiny groove, all the way up there.

This time because she knew what to expect, she didn’t let the place shock her. Rora also didn’t spend any time loitering on the stairs. Hurrying down them, she ignored the music and the smell and the patrons and went straight to the table in the corner. 

The bubble of her optimism that had been infused with adrenaline and hope, burst in one devastating moment. There was no one at the table, it was empty. No one sat on either of the two seats fixed against the corner wall. There was no computer. No drink. No sign anyone had ever been there. Had she imagined the computer? The red light? The shadow seated in the corner?

A small rectangle, paler than the rest of the tabletop, drew her closer. What was that? Peering at it, she tilted her head and leaned down to inspect it. Except… Rora gasped when she recognized her own face on her driver’s license!

In a panic, she dug her hand into her pocket to tug out her wallet. She’d known better than to carry a purse tonight, thinking she’d hold onto her possessions if she kept them on her person. Apparently, even that hadn’t been a guarantee because when she opened her wallet, sure enough, there was an empty slot where her driver’s license usually fitted.

How had he done that?

Grabbing it off the table, she scrutinized it, but saw no notes or clues he may have wanted to pass to her. It was the same as it always had been with a nick in one corner and a glue smudge in the other. 

It was her driver’s license. 

How the hell did he get it? And why would he want it?

“That you?”

Slapping the card to her chest, Rora peeked up to see Buddy looming over her shoulder. “He stole from me.”

Buddy stuck out his bottom lip and nodded again. “I heard he does that.”

And if he took that, what else did he steal? Searching her wallet, nothing else appeared to be stolen. She had her phone in her other pocket and inside the case was… 

Rora gasped. “Oh no.”


 

 

TWO

 

 

Her hotel room was ransacked. 

Rora had done her best to keep her cool when she went to the front desk to ask for a new keycard. Turned out that a lot of people lost them, so it wasn’t a big deal for them to create a new one. 

She’d been chewing her lip as the elevator ascended to her floor and walked at twice her usual pace to get to her room. But as soon as she opened the door, she knew he’d been there. 

Damn it. 

The closet and bathroom doors were open, her clothes had been dumped on the floor, her cosmetics upended, even her shampoo bottle was in the tub. Rora discovered all that before she even went into the body of the room where she found even more mess. 

The bed had been trashed, pillows were slashed, the sheets were torn… she’d have to pay for all that. Her drawers had been emptied, everything she’d brought was scattered across the floor and bed like confetti thrown at a wedding, landing any which way in any random place. It felt frivolous. Even if he was looking for something specific, he didn’t need to make this much mess.

Sinking onto the end of the bed, her hands fell between her knees. What was she going to do now? She couldn’t go to the cops and report this because if she ever wanted this Exile guy to help her, she couldn’t incriminate him. Except if he’d heard she was looking for him, he might not go back to the Last Resort. 

She’d lost her last hope.

Benjamin had been missing for six months. Every second was one more that he was imprisoned, possibly being tortured. Rora had promised to find him, and that’s what she’d planned to do. But there was only one man with the skills to track down her friend and superior, and she’d just lost her only lead on him.

The first thing she’d have to do was tidy up. 

Forcing herself off the bed, she began to pick up clothes. With her underwear bunched between her inner elbow and her torso, she went to open the drawer of the dresser that the TV was on. Before she even touched the handle, the TV flicked on, making her gasp and drop her bundle of panties to the floor.

The white noise faded up and a picture came onto the screen, one she recognized as her personal desktop. The wallpaper, the folders and icons, all of it was identical. How did… 

The cursor moved and she turned around, trying to figure out how this was happening. Rora was stunned to see her laptop there on the corner table, exactly where she’d left it earlier, apparently untouched. 

“Miss. Maguire,” a deep digitized voice echoed through the TV speakers, making her gasp again. “You made a mistake tonight.”

The cursor on the screen moved and started to open folders, data was being deleted, one bit at a time. All her research information on Exile was the first to go. Everything she’d gathered about Benjamin disappeared too. 

“No,” she whispered, her fingers curling over her mouth.

“Your friend Benjamin is dead. You can’t help him,” the digitized voice said. “You’re right, I might have been able to do something about it. If I’d wanted to help him, I’d have done it. I didn’t. You’re going to forget everything you heard about me. Forget about Benjamin Gallagher. And you’re going to keep your pretty little vanilla snout out of matters that don’t concern you.”

Vanilla? Why would… No! She’d heard that word once tonight already, but it couldn’t be! It couldn’t be that the man who’d left Last Resort while she was talking to Buddy was…

He was going through her pictures now, maybe deleting them, maybe just viewing them; he lingered longer over some than others. “Is this live?” she murmured to herself, looking around for a camera, and finding nothing. 

Darting over to the computer, she opened it and tried to turn it on, but it stuck on the welcome screen and wouldn’t load. 

“A woman with your history should know better. Watching your family slaughtered by your own brother, that’s got to mess a person up. How do you get over something like that? By screwing your revered and talented boss I guess.”

Whether or not she’d slept with Benjamin was her business, not his. But how did he know about her family and why would he bring that up? Fury clenched her teeth. This guy thought he knew everything. 

Stealing her driver’s license must have given him what he needed to track her down. A guy with his computing skills would be able to check government records kept on her, and the media coverage about her family. He’d know everything about her in a flash.

“Now we’ve dealt with the past, let’s move to the future…”

The future? Leaving her laptop stuck on its welcome screen, Rora turned, creeping back toward the television that showed him accessing her bank accounts. 

“What the hell…” she hissed.

“Looks like we have something in common,” the digitized voice said while the cursor moved over the figure on the screen stating her bank balance. 

She’d inherited her family’s money, their life insurance policies, and a hefty settlement figure for wrongful death after her brother was convicted. In short, she had never had to worry about paying bills.

But she didn’t understand, what did they have in common? Was he saying she was rich and he was too? Except, without moving the cursor, he did something that caused her balance to change. One digit at a time, the amount began to decrease, slowly at first, then faster and faster, until…

“Oh my god,” she said when it flashed at zero.

“That’s your trust,” the digitized voice said. “Let’s see your checking…”

“No,” she breathed. 

But her other account came up on the screen and the same thing happened, the balance dropped all the way to zero.

“No,” he said. “I’m not a monster…” The figure rose until it stopped at a thousand dollars. “Treat yourself.”

“Bastard,” Rora said. 

The digitized voice came back, this time much heavier and more sinister than before. “Crossing my radar was the stupidest thing you’ve ever done,” he growled. “Every cent you make from now on, you’ll make for me. I own you, Miss. Maguire. All of it. All of you. It’s mine.” Snarling at the screen, she really wished she had something to hit… like his face. “Unless…”

“Unless?” she said. “I’m not your puppet!”

“If you can answer one simple question, I’ll return every cent… might even erase those parking tickets of yours too.”

“A question?” 

She didn’t get it and didn’t think he could hear her. None of this made sense. She’d wanted him to help her and now he was asking her questions?

“What’s the point?” he asked.

The television went off, at the same second the laptop sang out its tune to tell her it was on, causing her to spin around. 

The TV came back on, and began racing through channels, hanging on one for a few seconds before moving onto the next. The AC turned on full and the fixed hotel hairdryer began to blow out air too. Every one of the lights flashed on and off in a haphazard rhythm, and music blasted from her laptop at the same time the ceiling fan started. 

Something light hit her on the chest, but she ignored it to cover her ears against the noise of every electrical thing in the room taking on a life of its own. Rora dropped to a crouch with her hands over her ears, prepared to ride it out. 

Just as she was overwhelmed enough that she might scream, the din stopped as suddenly as it had begun. 

Breathing into the silence, her own heartbeat couldn’t keep up with the demand of her panting. Gradually, hoping it was over for good, she let her eyes open, still poised, expecting something else to happen. When it didn’t, she relaxed and noticed a rectangle on the floor.

Grabbing it up, she saw it was a driver’s license, but it wasn’t hers. It was…

 

 

“Where did you get this?” Rora asked, slapping Benjamin’s driver’s license down on the same Last Resort table she’d found hers on the previous day.

The man seated in the corner blinked, his eyes going from the laptop in front of him up to hers. He didn’t lift his chin, only glared up at her. His unimpressed anger infuriated her. 

“Miss. Maguire,” he said, his voice somehow sounding distorted even now. 

Maybe it was the music, or the smoke in this depraved place, it didn’t matter, all she wanted were answers. “This isn’t funny, Strike, Exile, whatever the hell your name is. Answer my question!”

“Are you here to answer mine?”

“The point? I don’t know what the goddamn point is, ok?”

His sinister glare returned to his computer, his fingers moving fast over the keys. “Then we’re done,” he said.

“No, you can’t just dismiss me. You can’t give me this,” she said, slamming a finger onto Benjamin’s license. “And then just dismiss me.” But his fingers didn’t slow, and he didn’t look at her again. “If I knew the answer, I would tell you the answer. Not because of the money, I don’t give a damn about the money, keep it. I planned to offer it to you anyway. I’d give every cent willingly if you’d just help me find Benjamin. Where is he?”

“Dead,” he said in a flat syllable, his typing never slowing.

“No,” she said. “No, I don’t accept that. He’s not dead!”

“How do you know?” he grumbled.

“Because he told me!”

His fingers stopped, poised on the keys, and slowly his attention ascended to hers. He waited a breath before he spoke. “Well, fuck,” he said. “He’s in communication with you.”

“No, he’s not,” she said, cursing her mouth for talking before she’d considered her words.

“How the fuck did he do that?” he asked himself rather than her. “He’s better than I gave him credit for.”

“Benjamin’s the best,” she said, proud in her resolution.

“Oh,” he said, easing away from his laptop to look up at her. 

A sense of doubt and amusement had flavored his tone; he was good at conveying a lot in just a single syllable. 

“What he is doesn’t matter. What matters is where he is.”

“The Black Jewel has him,” he said. “Just like you told Buddy.”

Confused, Rora chewed her lip. “I thought he had the Black Jewel.”

“No one has the Black Jewel,” he said, going back to his keyboard. “Trust me. I know.” 

Still chewing on her lip, Rora was looking at nothing but the space above his head, desperately searching for clarity. “What is it? What is the Black Jewel? A drug? A location? A riddle?”

“How are you not dead yet?” he asked, snapping her focus back to him. “Seriously, you’ve been on his trail for six months?” She nodded. “How are you not dead yet?”

“I have money, had money… and a kind of unthreatening thing going for me.”

“I’ll say,” he said, working on his laptop. “Do yourself a favor, forget Gallagher.”

Slapping a hand onto the top of the laptop, she closed it, almost trapping his fingers in the process. “No,” she said, incensed that he could be so casual about telling her to give up. 

Clenching his teeth, he bared them, still focused on where the screen had been. “I’ve snapped men’s necks for less.”

“Good thing I’m not a man,” she said, keeping her hand flat on his computer. “Listen, Mr. Exile, I have travelled across the country and back again looking for the only man who ever gave a damn about me. He was taken, against his will, and I am going to find him, whether you help me or not.”

“Not,” he said, grabbing the laptop and sliding it out from under her hand.

He stood up and rounded the table to start for the door. Rora hurried to keep up, but it was difficult; he was over six feet with long legs, and people moved for him, like they could sense him coming. But his dark aura was enough to push people from his path. She on the other hand was invisible; no one gave a damn if they got in her way.

One man didn’t get out of the way fast enough, or he stumbled, either way, he interrupted Strike’s flow and it was enough to make Strike grab his wrist. Still with the laptop in his other hand, he twisted the guy’s hand causing him to turn away and call out in excruciating pain. 

With little effort, Strike lifted the guy’s twisted arm, forced him forward to thump his face into the wall, and bent the arm to such an ungodly angle that the crack of bones snapping echoed even over the sound of the music. 

The guy dropped onto his knees when Strike let him go. Strike didn’t even blink, just stepped over the cowering guy who was cradling his arm and continued on his path to the door. 

No one else got in his way. No one questioned what he’d done. That guy had been standing with five other guys, all built bigger than Strike, but not one of them pursued him. 

It wasn’t until he’d ascended the stairs and opened the door that she got with the program and started to run across the room. Swerving around the carnage Strike had caused, Rora got up the stairs and caught the door just before it closed.

Dashing into the alley, she looked straight ahead, right, left, and it was only then she saw him striding down the perpendicular alley. 

Going after him, she had to almost run to catch up. “You just broke that guy’s arm!”

“His hand too.”

It was unbelievable. She couldn’t keep her mouth closed around this guy; he was shameless. “Why? Why would you do that?”

“Because you pissed me off,” he said and took a right that she hadn’t known was there.

“You hurt him because of me?” she asked, nausea making her swallow. “Why not just hurt me?”

“He knew better than to get in my way. Now you know it too,” he said, entering a large space filled with motorcycles. 

The concrete ground worked as a makeshift parking lot while the exposed brick walls of the surrounding buildings gave them security and cover.

“So next time you’ll break my arm?”

“There won’t be a next time,” he said and slid his laptop into a custom pouch on a black motorcycle. “Until you can answer my question, you’re useless to me.”

Dashing forward, Rora managed to get to the motorcycle, putting herself between him and it just a fraction of a second before he could throw his leg over it. “You’re not useless to me.”

Her fingers trembled and her heart pounded. She’d never been so scared in her life; this guy could kill her with his bare hands. He’d said he knew how to snap necks and he’d proved he could break bones. 

But she ignored her terror and swallowed hard, balling her fists. She was Benjamin’s only hope and she didn’t ever again want to feel the despair that had touched her last night when she thought she’d let him down.

“What is it you want from me, Miss. Maguire?” he asked, the bass of his voice reverberating through her.

Keeping her lips sealed, she breathed through her nose, trying to steady her breaths to slow her heart. At least that was what she told herself it was for. A tingling between her thighs rose to her gut that grew heavy as heat began to permeate through her. 

Was she… turned on? Were fear and desire so closely linked?

What the hell kind of woman got turned on by a brute like this? He’d just broken a guy’s arm for getting in his way, and he hadn’t given much consideration to self-preservation. 

“Weren’t you scared?” she asked. “You hurt that guy, but… what if his friends had got hold of you?”

“Then I’d have hurt them too,” he said. 

“I’ve never… I’ve never known a man like you.”

“That’s because there isn’t another one,” he said. “And you don’t know me, Miss. Maguire. No one does.”

He moved for the bike, but she moved with him, staying in his way. “I always hated myself,” she said. “I hated the fear. If there had been no fear, maybe I would’ve got in his way… Maybe I would’ve stopped him.”

“Your brother,” he said and she nodded. “You worry too much about the past, when you should be thinking about the future.”

“I don’t understand what—”

Bending a fraction, he put his lips just above her ear to murmur. “His blood runs in your veins, Rora.” His voice had dropped to a sinister whisper that made her shiver. “What might you be capable of?” Something thick and heavy touched her palm and she dropped her eyes to see what it was… a switchblade. “Defend yourself or die.”

With the tip of his index finger, he pushed up her chin as if telling her to hold her head high, but he said nothing else. Pushing her aside, he got onto the bike, bringing it to life and roaring away, leaving her standing there alone in the parking lot with the knife in her hand. 

Violence was something she’d witnessed but avoided. Yet, it seemed that no matter what she did, she wasn’t going to be able to turn her back on the thought Strike had put in her mind. Her brother had it in him to take the lives of those closest to him. 

So just what was she capable of?
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With Benjamin’s license in both hands, she gazed down at his picture. It was a wonder to her to have him here so close to her and yet, nowhere near. Stroking the image, she wondered what had been in his head when the flash went off. Was he thinking of his work? Was he thinking of her? Maybe he was thinking of what he was going to have for lunch.

One thing was for sure, he wasn’t thinking that his life would turn out this way.

“You’re in my seat, Miss. Maguire.”

Yes, she was, and that was exactly the point. Looking up to find Strike standing on the other side of the table she occupied in Last Resort, she smiled. “I don’t see a reserved sign.”

“You’re new,” he said. “You’ll learn in time that it’s implied.”

Her being there didn’t stop him from coming around the table and sitting. Physically shunting her down the bench out of his way, he nestled himself in the vee where both sides of the wooden seat met. 

A day had passed since he’d given her the knife in the parking lot, but Rora was prepared to show up here every day until Strike agreed to help her.

“You know what I realized when I came in here tonight?” she asked. Strike put his laptop on the table to open it up. It didn’t start up like any computer she knew, not that it looked like one either. It didn’t matter that he didn’t ask her what she’d realized, she was going to tell him anyway. “Every guy moved out of my way… Do you think that’s because we left together last night?”

“We didn’t leave together,” he said, and pulled his laptop closer to him, preventing her from seeing the screen when he began to type.

“I’ve never seen you with a drink. Why would you come to a bar and work on that thing all night and then just leave without ever drinking or interacting with anyone?” she asked, tucking the license into the pocket of her coat to lean over. “What are you working on anyway?”

Grabbing the side of the laptop, he pulled it down enough to block her view, then glared at her, his mouth set in a grim line. “There’s something wrong with you,” he said. “You saw me break that guy’s arm last night, yet here you are again.”

“Yes, I am. That’s how much I want to find my friend,” she said, sliding her hand into her pocket to take strength from the license she’d just put in there. Beneath it, cool against her knuckles, was the knife Strike had put in her hand the previous night, and much as she might not like it, she did feel safer having an actual weapon to help her protect herself. 

“Go look somewhere else. You haven’t figured out he’s not here yet?”

“No, he’s not. But you are.”

“Yeah,” he said, his fingers working so fast, it was a wonder he could keep up with their conversation. “You found me. Now you’re it. Go hide and I’ll seek this time.”

“And Buddy said you didn’t have a sense of humor,” she said, swaying sideways to push him with her weight.

He stopped typing to eye her up and down like she’d just suggested foreplay or grown an extra head. “Don’t make contact with me like that,” he said, putting a hand on her thigh to push her further down the bench.

But as soon as his hand moved, she slid back up the bench, getting even closer this time. “No, see that isn’t my plan, Mr. Exile,” she said, figuring if he could call her Miss. Maguire when he was pretending to be polite that she could play the same game. 

“A plan,” he said, typing again, pretending like he hadn’t noticed her proximity. “Finally got one of those, huh?”

“These guys around here,” she said, pushing herself up off the seat to lean in closer to his ear. “They’re curious about the girl you went home with last night.”

“Home with?” Turning, his scowl wasn’t as intense as it had been before, probably because he didn’t expect to find her mouth just an inch from his. “You’ve got a season ticket on the crazy train, don’t you, Ro?”

“Don’t call me crazy,” she murmured, shaking her head a little. “Don’t ever call me crazy. I spent my whole life being called crazy by everyone who ever met me. Except after what you said last night, I’m thinking… maybe I am. Maybe it’s unavoidable for me.”

“But I shouldn’t say it?” he asked and she shook her head again. 

Like there were drugs in her system, she moved slowly. Her tongue slid across her lips, and when he noticed it, she needed to work harder to pull oxygen into her lungs. That shiver of need she’d felt by his bike last night was back, disrupting her system. 

Rora wasn’t here for sex, and certainly not for a relationship with this guy, but there was something about the smell of leather and the finesse of his fingers that entranced her. His gaze snared hers. She couldn’t look away, couldn’t blink, she could barely hold her own head up. 

Tipping his head an inch, he touched his lips onto hers. It wasn’t a first kiss like any she’d experienced before. It was so short, it was like a test. Had he expected her to pull away?

Being defiant was in her blood, that was something she knew for sure, because she’d always been headstrong, and if he wanted to test her resolve, she’d let him.

Rora might not like it, but she needed him. With what little she knew of him and what little he’d shared with her, she’d established that Strike was aware of Benjamin and likely knew exactly where he was. This was the right place for her, the only place, and Strike was her last hope at saving Benjamin.

“So, you tell these guys we fucked and then what?” he asked. “I’ll help you just so you won’t tell them I’m shit in the sack? You think I’d give a crap?”

“I don’t want to sleep with you, Strike,” she said. “And I don’t want to tell these guys anything. I was afraid when I first came here, but now these guys think I’m yours, I’m not afraid.”

“You aren’t mine,” he said, returning to his keyboard. “Just your money.”

Because he was taller than her, she had to stay in this half crouch, with her ass off the seat, so she could lean closer into him. “They don’t know that, Strike… So, anything I tell them about you, they’ll believe. And I won’t start with your lack of sexual prowess, I’ll start with something much more believable… like maybe the names of some crime bosses you’ve ripped off. Pillow talk makes you so boastful, my naughty new flame.”
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