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For Blitz

My little deer

In my heart,

You will never stop spinning.
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Kate had been watching the storm gather strength for two days. Turbulent clouds collided beyond the barred window, howling and banging against the concrete walls of her prison.

The wind wanted in as violently as she wanted out.

She’d been here before. Not in this dingy stone building or in these exact restraints. This place was utterly foreign, the scratchy rope on her wrists too primitive to be real.

But dammit, it was real. And intimately familiar. So much so it hadn’t taken her long to shake off the shock of being kidnapped. Again.

The last time she found herself in shackles was four years ago. Back then, she was just a clueless eighteen-year-old girl. She hadn’t understood who had taken her, what they wanted, or how she—a nobody from nowhere Texas—could be of interest to anyone.

But this time was different.

When two men captured her at gunpoint behind the diner where she worked, she’d guessed why, how, and who was behind it.

That was a month ago.

She’d been locked in this room for a goddamn month and still hadn’t glimpsed her captor. Not once had she heard his name whispered on the guards’ lips.

That didn’t stop her from shouting her assumptions from the rafters.

“Tiago Badell!” Her hoarse roar echoed down the dark corridor, aimed at the door that remained closed at the end. “I know you can hear me!”

She’d grown bold in her isolation. Impatient. Desperate. And reckless.

“Show yourself, you fucking coward!” She yanked at the rope on her arms and glared at the end where it secured to the steel beam overhead and out of reach.

With her hands bound together in front of her, she couldn’t loosen the knot between her wrists. God knows, she’d tried. Weeks of gnawing on the rope shredded her lips, her fingernails broken and jagged from useless clawing.

She was being held in a second-floor antechamber to another room. Beyond the reach of her leash were two doors. One at the end of the hall. The other led down to the main level and the armed guards who patrolled the property.

The rope allowed her access to a mattress and a doorless bathroom with no mirrors. There was no furniture. No objects that could be fashioned into a weapon.

Hygiene, clothes, and food—the basics were granted and nothing more.

She ached for fresh air, exercise, her friends, human contact… The list was inconsolably long. But what consumed her thoughts more than all else was the dark, elusive door to the other room.

Someone lived in there, and she was certain that someone was Tiago Badell.

Three times a day, an elderly man delivered two servings of food. With skin the color of midnight, he floated through her chamber like a shadow, never speaking, never meeting her eyes. He always set one serving before her, just within reach. The other he carried to the room down the hall.

He wasn’t mute. Sometimes, voices drifted from beneath the door in a language she couldn’t decipher—the old man’s raspy accent and a deeper, richer timbre.

When she first arrived, the old man would linger in that room for hours. Lately, his visits had grown shorter. He would slip behind the mysterious door and emerge shortly after with empty platters.

He was in there now, having just dropped off her dinner.

Steam rose from the tin plate on the floor. Rice, chickpeas, and grilled meat—the spicy aroma made her mouth water, but she was too focused on the corridor to eat.

Lightning flashed, illuminating the window and strobing the stone walls of her prison. She strained to hear voices from the other room but couldn’t detect a word amid the thunder.

“Tiago!” she screamed at the top of her lungs. “Come out, goddammit! Tell me why I’m here!”

Didn’t matter how often or how loud she yelled. He never came out.

Was he sick? Hiding? Protecting his identity? She still didn’t know what he looked like.

A few weeks before she was taken, her close friend, Tate Vades, left for Venezuela’s Kidnap Alley to penetrate Tiago’s compound. It was an insane undertaking, but not unexpected. All her roommates—Tate, Ricky, Martin, Luke, and Tomas—had a habit of running headlong into danger. After escaping Van Quiso’s shackles, they banded together to take down as many human sex traffickers as possible.

Camila Dias had been the first to escape. Although she no longer lived with them, she continued to lead their vigilante group of Freedom Fighters.

Tate’s latest mission focused on rescuing Camila’s missing sister, Lucia, who allegedly worked for Tiago Badell. As if Tate’s endeavor wasn’t risky enough, he took Van Quiso along as his backup.

How the hell could Tate trust the man who had enslaved and raped him? Sure, Van expressed regret for the hell he rained down on her and her friends, but it was too little, too late. Kate would never forgive him, and she sure as fuck didn’t trust him with Tate’s life.

The fear she had for Tate before he left was nothing compared to what she felt now.

Now, she was petrified.

Tiago wouldn’t have taken her unless Tate’s mission was compromised. How else would Tiago know she existed?

That left some devastating questions.

What happened to Tate? Was he still alive? Was he imprisoned within these very walls, gagged and forced to listen to her screams?

Despair crushed her heart in a suffocating vise.

She never mentioned Tate, just in case she was wrong about his connection to her kidnapping. Instead, she spent the past month telling herself he successfully rescued Lucia and escaped unscathed. If he’d bested Tiago, it made sense that Tiago would go after Tate’s loved ones in retaliation.

Of all the people in Tate’s life, she was the most vulnerable. The loner. The weakest fighter. The only woman without a companion. Of course, she would be the one to get snatched.

That must’ve been it, but she needed to know for sure.

“Tiago!” She faced the corridor and raised her voice. “I want answers, and I won’t shut up until I have them!”

The door held still.

Restlessness twitched her muscles, reaching into her bones and rattling her sanity.

She paced toward the window and halted a foot short from the glass. It was as close as the rope would allow, but the angle supplied a view of the dusty, barren landscape.

Two stories up, she couldn’t see the exterior of the building or any other structure in the vicinity. Two cars sat off to the side, where a burly man loitered, smoking a cigarette with a rifle strapped to his back. Farther out, a dirt road meandered around woody shrubs and cacti before fading into the sandy horizon of nothingness.

She didn’t know if the guards lived downstairs or somewhere else. They seemed to come and go in shifts. Five men and one woman, by her count. All heavily armed.

Her journey here had been foggy, muddied by sedatives and shrouded by a blindfold. Multiple transfers between cars, a long flight on a private plane, and more blindfolded car rides had obliterated the odds she was still in the U.S.

Venezuela was the logical assumption.

But this wasn’t Kidnap Alley.

While Tate had prepared for his mission, she saw videos, photos, and maps of the slum where he was headed. This wasn’t it. Not this arid, desolate wasteland.

She knew her friends would never stop looking for her, but how would they know to come here? She didn’t even know where she was.

Her throat closed around a hard lump of reality.

There was a good chance she would never be found.

The day she arrived, two guards brought her to this room, stripped her down, and took everything. The cheap necklace from around her neck. The fitness watch from her wrist. The ponytail holder from her hair. They stole her damn dignity.

Then they bound her arms and left her with nothing but a handmade, strapless dress thing to wear.

How long would she sit in this room before she endured the real reason she was here? Her captor wouldn’t have gone through the trouble of transporting her unless there was something in it for him.

His specialty was kidnapping. For ransom.

She learned through Tate’s intel that Tiago’s goons tortured and raped their captives, sent video footage of the brutality to family members, and demanded payment in exchange for the victim’s release.

God, how she hoped this was a ransom deal. She and her roommates had plenty of money—millions—thanks to the peace offering Van Quiso had given them. If there was a price for her freedom, her friends would pay it.

But in the month since her capture, there had been no mention of payment. No torture. No video recordings. Other than the rough handling during her transport, the guards didn’t touch her, talk to her, or visit her room.

If this wasn’t a kidnapping for ransom, it was something worse.

She didn’t have to imagine the worse. She’d lived it. In a windowless, soundproof attic, Van Quiso had whipped her into an obedient slave. An object to be sold for sex. Not to take pleasure but to give it. With her hands, her mouth, and her pain.

Her virginity had been a valuable commodity then. Maybe that was still the case?

Would Tiago sell her virtue to the highest bidder?

Or would he take it for himself?

It was her biggest fear. Her heaviest burden.

At age twenty-two, she should’ve explored her sexuality like a normal, healthy woman. But she wasn’t normal. When she escaped Van, her virginity was all she had left. A precious mercy, and she didn’t want to squander it. She longed to give it to someone she trusted. A man who would appreciate the significance.

The naive notion resonated a hollow thud in her head, silencing all other sound.

She managed to escape Van without getting raped. So what? She wasn’t stupid enough to believe that would happen again.

Outside, the wind picked up, and with it came the first plops of rain. It would be dark soon, and she’d be forced to endure another night without answers.

She stepped away from the window and shouted, “Tiago—”

The door creaked open, shooing away the shadows in the corridor.

Footsteps sounded. The clink of dishes. Then the elderly man emerged, balancing empty plates as he closed the door behind him.

“Why won’t he come out?” She rushed forward and jerked when the rope caught. “I just want to talk.”

He ambled past her, keeping to the farthest wall, beyond the perimeter of her tether.

Vertical scars marred his face, two old cuts on each cheek, perfectly aligned, almost decorative. It was as if he’d them put them there intentionally.

With a blank expression and eyes fixed on the door to the stairs, he moved in that direction, giving her no acknowledgment, not a twitch, like she wasn’t even there.

“Just tell me what he wants.” Blood pounded in her skull.

He reached the exit and uttered a foreign word. A command not intended for her.

Locks clanked on the other side. The door opened, and a scruffy-bearded guard stepped to the side.

Instead of leaving, the old man turned, lifted his wrinkled face, and rested glassy eyes on her.

“Please.” She pulled on the rope. “Untie me. Just let me go.”

For the first time since she arrived, he opened his mouth and addressed her in a heavily accented voice. “He’s ready to see you.”

No shit?

Oh, shit.

Shit, shit, shit.

Her body went taut against an ice-cold shiver, and the hairs on her nape stood on end.

Don’t freak out. Don’t fucking lose it.

Sweeping her gaze to the dark corridor, she drew in a slow breath.

This was what she wanted. A conversation with the dickhead in charge. Answers. Reassurances. Negotiations.

But none of that was a guarantee. After watching those videos with Tate, she had only one certainty to go on.

Tiago Badell tortured his prisoners.

A tremor unfurled inside her, crashing its way along her arms and legs.

How badly would he hurt her? How long would it last? Hours? Days? Would he let her live? Would she want to?

The elderly man mumbled something that sounded like Spanish, prompting the guard to step into the room. The massive man strode toward her, removed a pocket knife, and before she could blink, he sliced through the rope between her wrists and the ceiling.

Her arms dropped, and the sudden freedom made her gasp.

As the guard returned to the stairwell, she tensed at the opportunity to attack him from behind. Should she do it? Could she overpower him and get away?

He was twice her size, armed with a knife, and her wrists were still tied together. The old man hovered in the doorway, physically frail, but those cloudy eyes watched her with unsettling strength, as if reading her thoughts.

The odds stacked against her, but whatever happened, she wouldn’t go down without a fight.

On the heels of that thought, she flung herself toward the guard, her bound arms raised to loop around the guard’s neck.

He turned before she made contact, his hand already flying. Meaty knuckles met her jaw and sent her head whirling sideways.

She staggered, momentarily stunned by the jolt of pain. After a soundless choke, she recovered, found her bearings, but not quickly enough.

The door shut with a resounding click.

“Fuck.” She raced toward it and yanked on the handle.

Locked.

“Fuck you!” she screamed. Then groaned. Not helpful, Kate.

That left the other door.

She trembled to summon movement in her legs, her ears pricked for footsteps in the corridor.

He’s ready to see you.

Thunder boomed. Rain pelted the window, and her heart drummed an unruly dirge in her ears.

Apparently, Tiago was too high and mighty to come to her. Whatever. She would go to him, because her curiosity demanded it. But she refused to trudge in there with shaking limbs and hunched shoulders. If he was anything like Van Quiso, her fear would give him a hard-on.

A shudder rippled through her, and she snapped her spine straight.

The only power she possessed here was that over her own emotions. She allowed Van to use her terror to control her and wouldn’t make that mistake again.

Rolling back her shoulders, she stood taller, closed her eyes, and breathed deeply.

She survived Van’s cruelty. The experience didn’t break her. It made her sharper, tougher, and really goddamn angry.

Fuck Van for molesting her, beating her until she bled, and ordering her to suck his dick day in and day out. And fuck Tiago Badell for ripping away her freedom, shoving her into isolation for a month, and summoning her like an object.

Rage scorched through her veins and spurred her into motion.

Her bare feet slapped across the gritty stone floor, her body clad in one of the sleeveless, unfitted rags they provided. The thin gray linen covered her from chest to knees, but if she stood in the right light, the fabric would be transparent.

Nothing she could do about the clothes. If Tiago wanted to strip her bare, she wouldn’t be able to do anything about that, either. Except fight. That she would do.

Hands clenched around the severed rope, she stormed down the corridor and turned the door knob.

She expected luxurious furniture, plush fabrics, and perhaps the fatal end of a rifle waiting on the other side. But as she stepped in, none of that greeted her. The room was as empty as her prison.

The only source of light glowed from a shadeless lamp on the floor beside a small mattress. Rumpled blankets and a dented pillow suggested recent use. A large duffel bag of clothes sat open near a bathroom door, as if the room’s occupant didn’t intend to stay.

As for the occupant…

Her breathing stalled as she tracked the reach of light to the farthest, darkest corner.

A man sat on a two-foot-tall steel safe, his lower body illuminated enough to reveal heavy boots, dark slacks, and a posture that could only be described as an arrogant sprawl. He lounged with his back against the wall and legs spread, his body language insinuating he didn’t care whether she entered or not.

The rest of him melted into chilling blackness. His chest, shoulders, face—none of his upper half was visible. He probably positioned the lamp at just the right angle to give the illusion of a predator lurking in the dark, just to ramp up the fear factor.

No illusions needed. She knew what he was, and her knees wobbled with the impulse to cower and beg for her life. But a meek and submissive demeanor would only earn her extended torture. She’d learned that the hard way.

She would rather die quickly than draw out the torment.

Her heart rate accelerated, and she swayed beneath the spinning weight of vertigo. She didn’t want to die. But if her life was taken from her, if this was her last stance in the world, she would face it with ferocity and bitter rage.

Shoving back her shoulders, tight as they were, she strode into the room.

“Welcome, Kate.” His low, deep baritone curled a shiver around her spine. “Come closer. I know you’ve been anxious to meet me. Everyone on this side of the continent has heard you begging.”

“Cut the shit, Tiago.” She paused outside the lamp’s glow and swallowed her nerves. “I haven’t seen your face. I can’t identify you. Let me go, and I’ll forget the whole thing.”

“Step into the light.” Rich and rumbly, his accent swirled with hints of South America and something indefinably exotic.

“You first.”

“This will go faster if you follow orders.”

“Am I keeping you from something?” She cast a pointed look around the spartan room. “What have you been doing in here for a month?”

The silence that followed closed a fist around her windpipe. It lasted a minute, then several more, until she could no longer bear it.

“Are we in Venezuela? What is this place?”

More silence.

“If you’re not going to talk, I might as well head back to the isolation in the other room.” She meant to sound bored, but the shakiness in her voice ruined the attempt.

His hand stirred on his thigh. Fingers tapped, tap-tap-tap, and fell still. When the shadow finally spoke, it chilled her to the bone.

“Do you want to live, Kate?”

She choked on a whimper. “Yes.”

“Are you worthy of mercy?”

“Yes.”

“Convince me.”

Her nostrils flared, and her neck ached with tension. “I make an honest living and help people in need. I’ve certainly never kidnapped anyone and locked them in a room for a month.” She couldn’t disguise the contempt in her tone. “I haven’t done anything to you!”

“Feel that high sense of value and superiority? That’s pride, little girl. One of my favorite sins.”

She drew in a sharp breath. “You asked—”

“I know what I asked. And since you know my name, you know it’s not synonymous with mercy.”
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No surprise that Kate had been right about who had abducted her, but it didn’t calm the tremors in her belly. Because let’s face it. There was nothing remotely comforting about being held captive by Tiago Badell.

As one of the wealthiest crime lords in Venezuela, he smuggled guns and drugs, kidnapped tourists for ransom, controlled the police force, and made a living off other people’s misery. Tate’s intel had given her a harrowing overview of the operation, but how would that insight help her? Tiago probably wanted to kill her just because of her association with Tate.

Even if that were true, she wouldn’t mention Tate. Not until she better understood the landscape and the man who reigned over it.

Why was he just sitting there in the shadows? Was he aiming a gun? Coiled to strike? Trying to keep his face anonymous? Or maybe he was just a dickhead and wanted to get a rise out of her?

The steel safe he used as a chair was the freestanding variety, with a combination lock and heavy-looking door. It was probably bolted to the floor and stuffed to the brim with artillery, cash, and enough criminal evidence to earn him a top spot on the Most Dangerous Men in the World list.

A quick scan of the room confirmed there was nothing she could wield as a weapon. Except the lamp. Unplugging it would plunge her into darkness. She could use the cord for strangulation or the wooden base as a bludgeon. But not effectively with her wrists tied together.

If she stepped closer, she might be able to see his features. It would also put her directly in the light, with the outline of her body backlit by the lamp. A minor vulnerability, but not one she was willing to concede without negotiation.

“Tell you what.” She lifted her bound hands. “I’ll come to you, if you remove the rope.”

A grunt scuffed from his throat. “With your hands free, you assume I’ll wait here while you grab the lamp and swing it at me?”

When he put it like that, it made her sound foolish and predictable.

She clenched her teeth, and another idea struck. It wouldn’t help her escape, but she went with it.

Circling backward, she paced away from him, toward the lamp, and approached it from behind. The rope squeezed her wrists as she clutched the base and raised it above her head.

With it tilted in his direction, the light stretched to his chest, revealing a white collared shirt, unbuttoned at the throat and tucked into black slacks. Sleeves covered his arms, the crisp fabric clinging to broad shoulders and defined pecs. Every thread on his body looked perfectly fitted for his tall, lean frame.

Narrow hips, muscular thighs, seemingly hard all over—his athletic physique was unfortunate. She might’ve been able to outrun an out-of-shape man.

What was with the fancy clothes? Did he dress up for her or was he expecting another visitor? Other than the old man who delivered the meals, no one had entered this room in the month she’d been here. Not even the guards.

“I feel underdressed.” She glanced down at the thin dress. At least, she wasn’t illuminated from behind.

He didn’t move or make a sound, not even as she hoisted the lamp as high as the cord allowed. Because he knew. No matter how she positioned it, the glow wouldn’t reach his face.

“Are you finished wasting my time?” He stretched out a leg, reclining farther into the shadows.

“Why am I here?”

“Someone took something from me, so I took something in return.” A smile surfaced in his voice. “I took you.”

The implication settled through her, loosening her chest. Tate must’ve succeeded. He must’ve taken Lucia from Tiago and fled.

They were safe.

Sweet mercy, what a relief. After an eleven-year separation, she couldn’t imagine how overjoyed Camila must’ve been to reunite with her long-lost sister. This was great news. Fucking fantastic.

Except for Kate’s part in it. For that, she had no one to blame but herself.

Tate had demanded she not take the job at the diner. All her overprotective roommates were against the idea because they couldn’t keep an eye on her. But she wanted her independence. Her freedom.

Now, she had neither.

She readjusted the light, moving it side to side, desperate to see her captor’s eyes. “Are you holding me for ransom?”

“No.” The gruff syllable punched from the darkness and hit her in the chest.

No ransom. No negotiations in the works to release her. She was fucked.

Her arms lowered as fear rose to the surface, tightening her face and hunching her spine. She set the lamp on the floor and inched away from it, seeking the cover of darkness.

“I have money.” She pressed her back against the stone wall, struggling to quiet her quickening breaths. “A lot of money. I’ll pay—”

“You are the payment.”

Her stomach collapsed. “You’re going to rape me.”

“If you’re offering, it wouldn’t be rape.”

“I would never—”

“You presume I’m interested.”

She assumed a lot of things. Sodomy, mutilation, slow excruciating death… Any manner of evil was on the table, in any order and degree of agony.

“I’m not,” he said.

“Not…?” Her brows pinched.

“Not interested in fucking you.”

Her breath caught and held. She should’ve felt relief, but she’d seen the videos and knew what he wasn’t saying. “You’ll let your guards rape me.”

He didn’t answer, and God help her, the wretched silence made her blood shiver.

“I have powerful friends.” She licked dry lips. “Dangerous allies who are looking for me right now. When they find me, you’ll beg for death. You’ll beg each time they cut off a piece of you. They’ll use fire and chop and cook until there’s nothing left but burnt ends and shit stains.” She stood taller, her voice stronger. “Let me go, and I’ll let you live.”

He chuckled, mocking her. “Your friends are cannibals?”

“No, they’re…” She clamped her molars together, cursing her bungling attempt to threaten him. “They’re coming for me.”

“You’re a remarkably stupid woman. You know what I am, yet you walk in here, spewing nonsense, as if you actually believe you can control your demise.”

Needles pulsated behind her eyes. “So that’s it? I’m going to die?”

“Everyone dies. Some more painfully than others.”

His cold, callous tone validated her assumption. This wouldn’t be a quick execution. He intended to make her suffer.

Terror trickled down her spine, freezing her in place.

Don’t just stand there. Move. Run. Fight, for fuck’s sake.

She unlocked her legs and bolted toward the door.

Two steps was all she managed before the lamp turned off and pitch-black darkness swallowed the room.

Her heart rate exploded as she strained her eyes. How the fuck did he kill the light?

She couldn’t see her hands in front of her face. The exit hovered somewhere to the right, so she crept in that direction, listening for his footsteps amid the eruption of her gasps.

She tried to move slowly and soundlessly, so he couldn’t track her. Then her scalp tingled. The air shifted against her, around her. Panic kicked in, and she burst into a blind sprint.

Heart racing, she made it a few more feet before something thumped up ahead. The sound of the door closing, of air being pushed out as it sealed. Then the lock slid into place.

She froze, her lungs shriveling with ice. Energy bounced against her, a disturbance of atmosphere. He was close, but where?

“Turn on the light.” She swerved backward, spinning, her bound arms throwing her off balance as she swung at nothing.

He made no sound, yet his presence squeezed in on all sides, taunting her with her fear of the dark.

Her hair ruffled, and she pivoted. Was he circling her?

She whirled back, disoriented. Where was the door? Straight ahead? Behind her? She darted forward, and her throat slammed into an iron bar of muscle. His arm. He fucking clotheslined her.

Pain exploded in her larynx, and she staggered backward, expecting a hand to fly out of the blackness. But it was his boot that hit next. Directly in her stomach.

The excruciating impact sucked the wind from her lungs and knocked her flat on her back.

She landed on the mattress, gulping for air, and in the next heartbeat, he was on her. Powerful legs straddled her hips. His hand collared her throat, and the other pinned her arms above her head.

He was too heavy, too strong. Too fucking close.

“It doesn’t matter what you want, who your friends are, or what you think you know about me.” His calm breath feathered her face. “You have no opinions here. No privilege or power. Apparently, you didn’t learn that the last time.”

Her heart crashed against her ribcage as she bucked and twisted beneath his weight. “The last time?”

“Four years ago.”

Oh God, he knew her past. He’d done his research.

“That’s right.” He flexed his thighs against her writhing hips, holding her to the mattress as his hands moved along the rope on her arms. “I know all about Van Quiso and his training.”

“Don’t do this.” She didn’t need her vision to know he was tying her to something on the wall. All-consuming fear jangled her insides, violently shaking her. “Let me go!”

“Try not to shit yourself. If you make a mess in my bed, I’ll make you sleep in it. Not because I’m into that kind of thing. It’s fucking disgusting.”

Her jaw fell open, and a stunned whisper tumbled out. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

“We’re not going to get into that. Right now, we’re focusing on what’s wrong with you.” He put his mouth at her ear. “It’s safe to assume Van Quiso did a number on your head. But instead of learning from the experience, you went and got yourself captured again. Let’s be honest, Kate. That was really careless on your part.”

“Careless?” she shrieked. “You kidnapped—”

He clamped a huge hand over her face, covering her lips and part of her nose. “Another outburst, and my next strike will break something important.”
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Kate wrestled for air beneath the press of Tiago’s fingers on her face. He already kicked her hard enough to turn her stomach black and blue by morning. If he adjusted his grip by a millimeter, her airway would be completely closed. She had no choice but to heed his threat.

Commanding the rigidness to leave her body, she sank into the mattress and blinked in the darkness.

He released her mouth, then her hands, but his weight remained on her hips.

With her arms stretched toward the wall above her head, she yanked hard. No give. Just as she assumed, the rope was tied to something immovable.

“Now, where were we?” His deep rumble penetrated her chest.

“You were pointing out my faults.” She bared her teeth, not that he could see her with the lights off.

“So I was. Among those faults is this withering scorn you carry around.” He gripped her jaw, gave it a painful squeeze, and let go. “You’re sick of being the underdog, the victim. So you charged in here wearing a cloud of righteous anger, because fuck the man, right? And by man, I mean every prick who’s treated you unfairly. The father who abandoned you. The brothers who bullied you. The roommates who didn’t protect you. The scar-faced bastard who tried to sell you to some fat fuck with fetishes more unspeakable than his own. Then there’s me. You don’t even know what I have planned for you.”

Horror consumed her, constricting and pulling. He just dissected her with all the boredom of a man playing a child’s game. She had no defenses against him, physically or emotionally.

Nothing would stop him from grabbing her throat and ripping out the meat of it. Or breaking her legs so she couldn’t flee. Or he could go for her unprotected core. Her abdomen trembled right there between his thighs. He could pummel her until she bled internally.

Any or all of it was possible, and the thought shoved her into a fresh hell of panic.

What about her friends? Would he go after them next? How did he know so much about her life? Her father was dead. But her brothers… No one knew about them.

Except Van.

Tiago coasted his fingers over her hair, slithering a chill across her scalp. “I appreciate your bravado, but it’s a portal to make-believe land. It’ll get you nowhere.” His hand retreated. “It won’t save you.”

Her head hammered, her eyes wide and unseeing. She might not know anything useful about him, but she knew his type.

Living with five alpha males, she was accustomed to the overbearing display of dominance. The vibration of confidence close to the skin, the puffed-up chests and unwavering eye contact—every action demanded respect and submission. Which begged the question…

“Why did you turn off the light?” She waited through a span of silence, strangling beneath the press of his proximity. “If I’m going to die, it doesn’t matter if I see your face. If you’re the one in control, why are you hiding in the dark? You’ve been holed up in this room for a month. Who are you running from?”

“Now that,” he breathed at her ear, “is the smartest thing you’ve said.”

The light flicked on, and the sudden brightness blotted her vision. As her eyes adjusted, she glimpsed a remote in his hand. He set it aside, and her gaze tripped along a muscled arm to the column of a masculine neck.

Stubble shadowed his chiseled jaw and outlined sculpted lips. A prominent nose, bladed cheekbones, and eyes so dark they could’ve been black—the squared cut of Hispanic features formed a ruthless, shockingly attractive face.

As she took in his unexpected beauty, the corners of his mouth levitated in a macabre smile.

He was madness with straight, white teeth. Corruption with glowing skin. A nightmare in a designer suit.

Dipping his head, he brought his eyes into the angle of light. Holographic hues of brown glittered in his irises, but it was the intelligence in that stare that jolted electricity through her heart.

His gaze was deafening. As jarring as a crack of lightning in the night. But instead of chaos writhing in his eyes, she found the steady pulse of self-control and calculation.

He watched her closely, deliberately, as if he knew it unsettled her, and that knowledge gave him pleasure.

His smile widened.

An increase in pressure and temperature swept the room. Her chest rose and fell, fighting for each shallow gasp.

He was so fearsomely, horrifyingly beautiful she had to look away, her focus landing on the only weakness she could find.

A bandage. Multiple bandages, taped in a row from his temple to the back of his head. Thick layers of gauze concealed what lay beneath, but from the size of the wrap, the injury had been severe.

Severe enough to debilitate him for weeks.

“That’s why you haven’t left this room.” Her mind swam as she glanced around at the sparse space, homing in on the duffel bag of clothes. “You fled Kidnap Alley to recover here, to remain hidden until you regained strength. Have you been unconscious all this time?”

“In and out. An inconvenient side-effect of pain killers.”

She was surprised he answered so candidly. Did someone shoot him? Knife him? Was it Tate? She returned her attention to his head, scrutinizing the wide swath of shaved scalp. How serious was the damage?

“You want to see under the bandages.” His voice purred with provocation, licking a hum across her skin. “You’re dying with curiosity.”

“Dying is a poor choice of words, considering.” She pulled harder on her arms and craned her neck to find her hands tethered to a cast iron pipe on the wall. She returned to his eyes, and a deep inhale helped her maintain that contact. “What happened?”

“Lucia Dias.” A twitch feathered along his jaw. “She went vigilante on me with a forty-pound dumbbell.”

Camila’s sister attacked him? He still hadn’t mentioned Tate. Was the attack part of Tate’s rescue mission? Did he and Lucia make it out? Were they alive?

Tiago watched her steadily, devouring the trepidation she couldn’t hide on her face. If he didn’t already know Lucia’s name meant something to her, he knew now.

“What happened to her?” A swallow solidified in her throat.

“You tell me.”

Was he fucking with her? She didn’t know how to play mind games with a psychopath, but she needed to try. Since she couldn’t overpower him, she would have to outsmart him.

How had Lucia survived eleven years in his ranks? She worked for him, but no one understood why. There were so many pieces Tate hadn’t puzzled out. So many unanswered questions. Hell, he’d traveled to Venezuela uncertain if Lucia would welcome him or shoot him on the spot.

“I don’t know her.” She held Tiago’s intimidating gaze. “I assume you provoked her? The fact that she succeeded in injuring you means you didn’t see it coming.”

He nodded, eyes narrowing, losing focus. “She was a special circumstance. As fierce as they come. She survived in my outfit longer than any of the men, and that kind of resilience was rare. It made her useful. Worth having around.”

Every past tense word struck her like shrapnel, shredding her hope that Lucia was still alive. “How did she catch you off guard?”

“I never trusted her, but we had an agreement.” He absently stroked the medical tape on his temple. “I allowed her to live, as long as she followed my rules.”

Bashing his head would’ve been the opposite of following his rules.

“Where is she?” She struggled beneath him, attempting to unbalance his straddled position. “What did you do to her?”

“I let her go.”

“You…” Wait. What? “You said someone took her from you.”

“That’s not what I said.” He scowled hatefully. “Pay attention, Kate.”

“You’re speaking in riddles.” Her arms pulled at the shoulders, and her hips twinged beneath his weight, compelling her to twist about, seeking distance. “Please, get off me. You’re fucking heavy.”

He pondered her request for a moment before adjusting his legs and lifting some of that bulk off her lower body.

She released a slow breath, contemplating his cryptic words. “You said someone took something from you.”

“Yes. I never had her loyalty, but I possessed something more effective. Her fear.” He tipped his head, his gaze invasive. “You, of all people, understand how every aspect of a person’s life can be controlled through terror.”

No use denying it. Four years ago, her crippling fear gave Van Quiso power over her entire being. Lucia must’ve experienced the same with Tiago. Until she attacked him.

“Someone took her fear from you,” she said.

“That’s right.” He flashed an unnerving grin and traced a finger along the gauze near his eye. “I haven’t seen her handiwork. Boones says it’s healing, but he won’t remove the bandages.”

“Boones?” She shook her head. No one entered this room, except… “The elderly cook?”

“He’s a doctor. A damn good one, despite his motherly approach to my care.” He fingered the medical tape, picked at the corner. “Fuck it.”

He gripped the edge of the bandage and ripped it off. She winced as he forcefully tore at the pieces, pulling out strips of hair in the process without a twitch of pain on his face.

“Be honest.” He gave her his profile and smoothed a hand along a jagged, puffy laceration. “How bad is it?”

She stopped breathing as her gaze locked on the damage.

Jesus. Lucia hadn’t just hit him with a dumbbell. Somehow, she’d managed to hit him twice.

The first gash sat so close to his eye it was a wonder he survived the blow. The orbital bones around his eye socket should’ve shattered under the impact. Maybe they did. A yellowish hue discolored his cheekbone where bruises must’ve lingered for weeks.

The second wound carved a huge crescent-shaped groove along the side of his skull. This one appeared deeper and would’ve required more stitches, the skin around it still raw and scabbed over, taking longer to heal.

That side of his head was shaved to the peak above his temple where hair tended to retreat. But there was no threat of a receding hairline. Thick black strands fell over the non-injured side in finger-raked textures, accentuating his rugged features and whiskered jawline.

He was in desperate need of a haircut, one that evened out the sides. The messy-all-over, renegade style no longer worked for him, because hair would never grow in over the deep gouges that ran diagonally from his temple to the back of his head.

Together, the marks would leave a permanent map of scars the length of her hand and almost as wide. A hit like that was meant to be fatal. No doubt he sustained multiple skull fractures.

Too bad it didn’t mash his brain to pulp.

She returned her gaze to his and found him watching her, waiting for an answer.

How bad is it?

It didn’t diminish his disgusting masculine beauty. If anything, the scars made him even more arresting. But she didn’t give a fuck what he looked like. She wanted him to suffer.

“I can’t really see from this angle.” She bent her neck and squinted. “Can you lean in a little closer?”

As he shifted, she reared her head back and slammed it forward. Aiming for his wounds, she hoped to reopen them with the ram of her skull.

In a blur, he dodged left, fisted the hair at the back of her head, and ruthlessly yanked her flat against the mattress.

“Not exactly the spice of originality.” He forced her neck at a painful angle. “I’m disappointed.”

She should’ve known. After Lucia got the drop on him, he’d be hyper-vigilant about strikes to the head.

“You said I don’t have an opinion.” She squirmed, unable to relieve his eye-watering grip on her hair. “Then you asked me to be honest about your wounds. Excuse me if I’m having trouble with your contradictory rules.”

She needed to figure out a different way to fight him. If she could reach him with words, say something he found intriguing, maybe he’d keep her alive.

A heart-pounding smile wrenched his lips. So disturbing, that mouth. As it fell into a slack line, his sudden lack of expression produced a sick, buckling sensation in her stomach.

He released her hair, straightened his seated position on her pelvis, and removed something from his pants pocket. “You might think all human skin cuts the same beneath a blade.”

Her pulse quickened as he slipped a small metal instrument onto his index finger and unfolded the tip. It opened like a switch blade and curved into a lethal claw.

All the air vacated her lungs. She couldn’t unfreeze her gaze from the glinting steel, couldn’t feel her heart beat or move her hands and feet. Her fear was brutal, her mind a torture chamber of the grisly things to come as she fast forwarded the swipe of his finger, the sharp edge slicing her from neck to gut, and the slick gush of blood that would bathe her final moments.

He tilted the razor inches from her face, causing light to dance across the surface. “Cutting a woman, it’s different than cutting a man. The blade must be held with a passionate hand, and when feminine skin separates, it doesn’t just bleed. It weeps.”

Throbbing pressure built in the back of her throat and swelled behind her eyes. His words, the clinical apathy in his voice, the unfeeling look on his face… He was deeply deranged, inhumanly evil, and it scared the living hell out of her.

Tremors crashed through her body. She wanted to believe she was a strong person, that she could endure the worst of his depravity without breaking. But she wasn’t and couldn’t. She couldn’t even rein in her emotions at the sight of his blade.

As she shoved down the panic, it bubbled back up. As she blanked her face, the muscles in her cheeks contracted and quivered. She swallowed ugly, miserable sounds, but they broke through, fracturing the silence and exposing her fragility.

It was such a helpless feeling—the choking breaths, the godawful constriction in her chest, the inconsolable horror. Her chin trembled, chattering her teeth. She blinked rapidly, tried to stop the worst of it before it spilled from her eyes, tried to hold herself together with invisible arms. There was no comfort to be found.

She couldn’t remember the last time she was this terrified. Everything inside her twisted and swelled to the point of unraveling. She ached to surrender to it and mentally played out what it would feel like to give in to the tears, to the uncontrollable sobbing, to abandon the fight and let defeat pull her under. She longed for that, to give up and accept her fate. God, the relief in letting go would be extraordinary.

But when her meltdown was over, there would be nothing left. He would still be here, getting off on her pathetic show. He wouldn’t even have to cut her. Her misery alone would feed his sadism. It would make him stronger.

He didn’t see her as a person. She was an object, a thing to play with and torment. Eventually, he would grow bored and toss away her pieces like a broken toy. Then he would find another.

Fuck that.

A heavy stillness fell over her. A purpose. She wasn’t dead yet. That meant she could change her fate, rewrite the ending. But how?

He ghosted the razor’s edge along her brow, just a whispered touch of steel that put every nerve in her body into cardiac arrest.

With great effort, she dragged her attention away from the blade and focused on the shadows in his eyes.

What made him become so vicious? Was he born into a life of crime? Did he have any loved ones? Anyone important to him?

He seemed to respect Lucia, said she was fierce and resilient. But Kate wasn’t fearless, and he already scolded her for trying to be brave.

There was something broken inside him. That much was obvious. She had no clue how to decode his fucked-up mind, but after her experience with Van, she’d been drawn to documentaries and psychiatric studies about violent criminals.

There was evidential research that linked personal trauma to the making of a murderer. Not all serial killers were victims of abuse, but many experienced brutal childhoods. She couldn’t diagnose him or pretend he was anything other than a criminal, but maybe she could reach him in a way no else had tried?

With the glide of his finger, he curved the razor along the side of her face. His gaze followed the movement, and his breathing picked up.

She held still, paralyzed beneath his deadly touch. “You don’t want to do this.”

His eyes flicked to hers and tapered with warning.

It was a powerful, overwhelmingly desperate moment when the mind recognized that death was only seconds away.

“I can give you something.” She swallowed. “Something no one else has offered.”

“Don’t be naive. You’re smart enough to imagine the range of pleasures women offer me.” He scanned her body with zero interest on his face.

“Not that.” She organized her thoughts and carefully chose her words. “I get the feeling you’ve suffered things. Unspeakable, horrible things that left a deep impact on your life.”

His expression emptied, giving nothing away.

Was she digging her own grave? Her hands slicked with sweat, her lungs shriveling on the cusp of hyperventilation. “Maybe I’m just projecting. When Van Quiso took me, I experienced my own trauma. Whatever happened to you, I can empathize. I don’t forgive you for kidnapping me, but I’m capable of compassion.” She softened her voice. “Surely, that means something to you?”

“Compassion?” He laughed. “I’ve heard of it, but not in this world. Not where joy is nonexistent, and integrity is a luxury.” He hooked the blade under her throat, skyrocketing her pulse. “In this world, the weak are crushed.”

Her chest heaved, and her entire body convulsed with overwhelming horror. Oh God, she didn’t want to die. Not like this. She wasn’t ready.

But what hope did she have? There was no ransom, no way to locate her, and no white knight riding in on a horse.

What if death was her only escape?

“Okay, Tiago.” She wheezed, eyes wide and burning. “I’m scared. Is that what you want? I’m fucking terrified. But I won’t give you the pleasure of watching me fall apart. You want to kill me? Go ahead.” She raised her chin and pushed against the blade, shaking violently. “You have my fear. You’ve taken my freedom. I have nothing left to lose.”

“That’s not true. There is something.”

The blade retreated, and he folded it shut. Her heartbeat reeled as he pocketed it and pulled out a phone.

“I have something you and Lucia want.” He unlocked the screen, tapped it a few times, and met her eyes.

“I don’t understand.” Or maybe she did, but denial was easier to swallow.

He turned the phone and showed her the screen.

A live video of a nude man streamed across the display. He stood in a shack with his back to the camera and a sponge in his hand. He was bathing, using water from a bucket at his feet. Even more crude was the shackle connecting his ankle to a chain that snaked along the dirt floor.

What was on his back? She leaned closer to the screen.

Holy fuck.

Blood pounded in her ears, and ice skewered her veins.

Who would have the stomach to carve up that man’s back so gruesomely? Her gaze shot to Tiago, her thoughts spiraling to the razor in his pocket.

Dread hardened her gut as she returned to the screen.

The mutilation spanned from the man’s shoulders to his waist, the cuts welted and red, but not fresh. Not only that, there were pink scars on opposite sides of his arm, as if something had been recently stabbed straight through it.

God, the pain he must’ve endured… She couldn’t imagine it. Couldn’t take her eyes off the video. She pored over his brown hair, his muscled mid-twenties physique, and the unfinished tattoo on his bicep.

Her breath hitched. Oh, please, no. She knew that tattoo.

“As it turns out…” Tiago’s deep voice broke through her. “Lucia fell in love.”

“No, no, no.” She shook her head, denying the truth even as it forced itself upon her. “That’s not Tate. It can’t be.”

“It’s him, and the man holding the camera has been instructed to kill him, if I don’t call in…” He tilted the phone to check the time. “Five minutes.”

Her heart catapulted to her throat. “Call him!”

He regarded her, head canted and expression composed, as if he had all the time in the world.

Everything inside her snapped. She thrashed and spat and went fucking feral as he watched her with a sick kind of curiosity.

“Please!” She kicked her legs, bucking beneath the straddle of his knees. “What do you want? I’ll do anything.”

“Anything?”

She looked at the phone, at the brutality marring Tate’s back, and her stomach sank. “Lucia loves him? And he loves her back?”

“Yes.” The corner of his mouth bounced. “They risked their lives to be together, and if they’re lucky, they’ll die together.”

“What are you saying?”

“I have a weakness for tragic love stories. It’s the only reason I didn’t kill them immediately.” He shut off the phone, a scowl darkening his inextricable eyes. “Lucia will find him, unless you fuck it up.”

“Don’t put this on me,” she seethed. “I’ll do whatever you say. Just make the call.”
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Fucking Christ, Tiago’s head hurt. He wasn’t in the habit of physically restraining people, especially not while recovering from a fractured skull.

He preferred other means of control, as Kate would soon find out.

“I’m going to remove the rope.” He pulled the finger blade from his pocket. “Be a good girl.”

Her watery gaze stayed with the phone where it sat out of reach. Her fear for Tate was palpable, paling her pretty face to a ghostly shade of white. She would really lose her mind if she knew her friend was being held within walking distance from here.

Tiago didn’t relish the thought of ending Tate’s life. It would ruin everything he’d put into place.

But he would follow through on his threat if Kate didn’t behave.

“Hold still.” He cut through the thick rope on her arms until the fibers unraveled enough to fall away.

She rubbed her wrists, the skin red and raw. A little rope burn was nothing compared to the hurt she would endure before she died. She might as well get used to it.

He rolled off her slender body, and she instantly tried to scramble away.

“Stay.” He pointed the blade at the spot beside him on the mattress.

She froze with a foot on the floor and glared back at him. “You’re going to call your guy? Stop him from killing Tate?”

He tapped the mattress where he wanted her.

Her shoulders slumped, and she crawled to the far end, putting her back to the wall and her eyes on his phone.

Another wave of queasiness hit him sideways, and he braced a hand on the bed, catching himself.

Christ, he needed something for the double vision. Being bedridden for a month left him dizzy and weak. Wrestling a pint-sized woman made it worse.

It was time to start working out again. The sooner he rebuilt his strength, the sooner he could return to Caracas and reestablish his reign there.

First, he needed to deal with his prisoners.

“If you make a single sound, Tate will die.” He unlocked the phone. “Tell me you understand.”

Her blue eyes flashed, and her teeth sawed through the words. “I understand.”

He dialed Arturo, the guard who sent the video, and didn’t wait for a greeting. “Put Tate on the phone.”

Sounds of movement rustled down the line, followed by an angry rush of breaths.

“Hello, Tate.” Tiago set the phone on speaker, so Kate could hear the conversation.

Tate made a stricken noise. “Where’s—?”

“If you ask about her, the call ends, and you’ll never hear from me again.”

It had been a month since Tate and Lucia saw each other. Tate asked about her relentlessly, but his questions went unanswered.

Tiago needed him to assume the worst. “You’ll spend the rest of your lonely existence locked away in that shack, wondering why I called and what I was going to say.”
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