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ONE

 

 

CLAMBERING INTO HER seat, Devon gripped the edges of the upholstery beneath her thighs and tried not to panic. “Why are you doing this?”

“I’m sorry, Devon, really, I am sorry,” Thad said, concentrating his frown on the desert. It was etched so deep that Devon hoped it was a sign of him regretting his choice as opposed to it being an indicator of how determined he was to get to where he was going. 

If she could just convince him of the former, maybe he would turn around, and they could go back. “Why would you sabotage the Kindred? You’re one of them. They’re your family.” 

His sneer didn’t suggest remorse. “You don’t know anything about my family. You don’t know half of what’s really going on. You think Zave’s your savior. You think this is straightforward that we go in and take down the bad guys. What you haven’t seen is that most of the time, we are the fucking bad guys.”

“You just left them out there! Abandoned them, how will they—”

“They’ll call Kadie or jack one of the cars at the motel,” he said. “Think I don’t know my cousins? I run around with medicine and bandages and patch the Kindred up to send them back out. They don’t give a fuck about me, not really. They use me because they need me.”

Devon had never seen him so resolute. “You can’t believe that,” she said. 

He didn’t flinch. “You don’t know anything.”

Trying to seek out the gun, she was pissed to discover it was in the door well on the other side of him. If she wanted to get to it before he did, she’d have to lunge over, somehow getting past both his arms and the steering wheel. Unlikely.

They hit a divot and bounced up, and then the tires began to purr as they settled into the rhythm of the streak of tarmac now stretched out before them. This was a road. But not the same one the motel had been situated on. 

With every second, they were getting farther from safety. Panic began to thud in her throat. “Where are we going? Did you know you were going to do this?”

He must have planned his escape from the Kindred if he’d sabotaged Game Time last night. Hell, he must have known before that. In all the time they were talking about poison gas and viruses, Thad knew he was going to fill those canisters with nothing.

“My contacts need those devices.”

If that was an explanation she should agree with, it was lost on her. “You’ve spent years trying to take down the cartels that hurt Bronwyn, and you just gave up your best chance—”

Slamming both of his hands on the wheel, he silenced her. “Don’t talk to me about Wynn, Devon! Don’t fucking do it!”

Had she ever heard the doctor swear before today? She couldn’t remember. But the tension in his shoulders made her reassess everything she’d thought about him. Even though he’d stolen her away from safety, she hadn’t believed he was capable of causing her harm. Until now. “Why did you save my life if you were just going to kill me? Why did you save me?”

Breathing out an ironic laugh, his scrunched expression got tighter when he pursed his lips. “They wanted you to die. You won’t believe what the fuck they said when they found out I saved your fucking life.”

He was making up for all those missed opportunities to curse that he’d had in the past. But he had just destroyed his whole life in the space of a few seconds, so his aggravation was justified. Though she still couldn’t figure out what his motivation was for making such a dramatic choice.

“Are you in trouble?” she asked because that had been Zara’s impulse. “Was Zara right?”

“What have you been told about using real names outside the fold?”

Did he still care about the Kindred, or was it just Zara he wanted to protect? But his impulse to correct her inspired hope. “You are still Kindred. You can’t help yourself. You want to protect them.”

“Conditioning,” he mumbled, dismissing her plea. “And Zara… I don’t want her to get hurt.”

So the man wasn’t made of stone. “I think she’s hurt right now,” Devon said, and he flashed her a snide look. “You just destroyed a friendship she valued.”

“She doesn’t know you that well,” he grumbled. 

“I’m not talking about me,” she said, touching his forearm. “I’m talking about you.”

Shaking her hand off his arm, his knuckles went white when he returned them to the wheel. “In the glovebox,” he said. “There are cable ties. Take out one, put it round your wrists.”

Exhaling, her head tilted and she sagged. “Don’t tie me. I’ll be good, I promise you.”

He glanced at her again. “Sorry, Von, I have instructions. My contacts don’t trust you.” With quivering fingers, she opened the glovebox and took out one of the black ties. “Do it.”

Looping it around, she made a circle and put her hands inside to pull it around her wrists. Thad either didn’t trust her or thought he was helping her out, but he reached over and tugged it tight, forcing her palms together. 

She didn’t want to hear what he might say, but she had to know. Bowing her head, she licked her lips with a dry tongue. “Are you taking me back to them?” she whispered because the cartel was her greatest fear, and he could be about to deliver her to them gift wrapped. “They’ll kill me, you know. They’ll rape me. They’ll torture me and they’ll kill me.”

After being rescued, it hadn’t occurred to her that she might ever be back in that metal box. Marrying Zave gave her a whole new level of confidence that made her sure about coming to this place with the Kindred to fight back. Zave loved her and he would keep her safe, it might take him some time to find her, but he would get to her. She knew enough of his tenacity not to doubt that. But if she had any chance of convincing Thad that this was a bad idea, to get him to turn around, then she had to take advantage of it

Deep down, she knew that he would never have stood up against the Kindred unless he was sure about the steps he was taking because once those ties were severed, they wouldn’t be restored. 

The Kindred held a grudge. 

In spite of that, she had to feel that she was doing something to help herself, anything.

“No,” he said and was shaking his head. “That’s not what this is about. You won’t be hurt. You’ll be let go. They need you to deliver a message… that’s all.”

He had to abduct her from people she could trust to take her to an unknown place, just so she could deliver a message? A shot of annoyance made her snap, “Haven’t they heard of email?”

“I needed cover,” he said, and she got a real sense of the adrenaline that was keeping him amped. “I had to get out of there.”

But there were other options. It hurt her that she’d been seen as the weakest link, the easiest one to take advantage of, or maybe she was just annoyed that she’d let it happen. Although, there was little she could’ve done to fight off the twitchy guy with the gun to her head. 

Thad and his contacts had come up with a plan that made her the victim. “You could’ve stayed at the motel with Kadie,” she said. “You could’ve taken her.”

“No, they need her,” Thad said, making her think that this scenario had been considered. 

“Need her? For what?”

“Not her exactly, they need her cousin… Turning Swift would’ve been impossible. The next best thing is the guy who trained under him for years. Kadie’s cousin, Dempsey Harris, doesn’t even realize what he can do with the shit he knows. We’ll teach him. But if we hurt Kadie… he’d never join us.”

Devon didn’t like the sound of what he was spouting. This was more than an impulse to screw over the Kindred; there was more than one objective. Whoever these people were who Thad had allied himself with had a terrifying agenda. “They’re putting together their own team?”

“Synonymous,” Thad said. “They’re calling themselves Synonymous.”

Something in his voice was distracted, like he was trying to think a thousand thoughts at once. Devon wasn’t sure he knew that he was answering her. He just kept his eyes on the road and spewed his responses. “Synonymous with what? The Kindred… I don’t understand.”

“You will,” he said. “We’ll be on the road a while. Give your mouth a rest.”

Devon didn’t know Swift well. But she’d have thought if anyone was impossible to turn, it would’ve been the good doctor, the man actually related by blood to the original Kindred. His reasons for doing this were alien to her, and without understanding them, it was difficult to change his mind. 

But she had to keep trying. “You can still go back. We can turn around right now—”

His head was twisting side to side again. “No,” he said. “There’s no going back… Zave… he doesn’t know how to forgive.”

Having firsthand experience of his inability to forgive himself, she doubted he’d be any more likely to forgive his cousin for this betrayal. “I can talk to him. He’ll listen to me.”

“How the fuck did you get him to fall in love with you?” he asked, narrowing one eye and tilting his head. “How the fuck did you do that?”

Devon didn’t know what he wanted to hear, but her relationship with Zave didn’t seem to be part of the plan. “I… I don’t know.”

“The guy has been a wall for years. Hard as stone and as thickheaded too. He listens to no one. Always thinks he knows best. But you… you got through… how the fuck do you suck the self-loathing out of a guy in less than a year?” She didn’t know such a thing had time constraints. “Your blowjobs must be epic.”

Thad would never find out, and his comment gave her a chance to garner her anger. “Is that what this is about? You’re pissed at your cousin? Why? Because he didn’t listen to you?”

“Bet you must be wondering what the fuck is wrong with this family, huh?” Thad asked, leaning over the wheel. “We’ve got brothers who can’t stand each other, cousins who stab each other in the back and parents who murder each other.”

Devon didn’t know about the brothers or the parents, but she knew the cousins. “I envied what you all had,” she said. “When I saw the way the Kindred stood up for each other… I thought it was amazing.”

How wrong she had been. Maybe Thad was right regarding how little she knew about what was really going on. But Zave wouldn’t have hidden information that could endanger her life. There was no way Thad’s betrayal had been anticipated. 

“Yeah well, you’re wrong. It’s not like that on the inside. Not unless you’re willing to idolize Brodie or Zave. Those of us not willing to do that, those of us who question them… we’re ignored, pushed aside. I can’t live like that anymore. I need to make a difference, and I can’t just wipe noses anymore.”

This family had pathology, all right. Devon didn’t have the qualifications to begin to analyze it though. “You were making a difference to the Kindred. Zave, Brodie, they’re your blood… And your mom, oh my God, Thad—”

“Don’t you mention her,” he snapped. 

His glare returned and she sank back in her seat to think about Bess. The woman would be devastated when she found out about this. “You can’t do this to her, Thad, please.”

He opened his mouth and then clamped it shut again. She wanted to prompt him into saying whatever had gotten stuck in his throat. Devon had used his real name and perhaps he was going to chastise her, except… if he wasn’t Kindred anymore, did that mean he wasn’t Wren anymore? Had he cast off that identity? Maybe that truth was just hitting him now. 

“My mother doesn’t understand,” he said after a while. 

Focused on her joined hands, she twisted them to look at the diamond Zave had put on her finger. “I can’t let you do this to Bess, she’s a good woman,” she said. “What will you do if these people hurt you? What if you want out?”

“I’ll figure it out.”

“Swift will be watching your bank accounts,” she said. “If he doesn’t empty them. You can’t be down here on your own with no exit strategy.”

“Sounds like something Swallow would say,” he said. 

Curling her fingers, she managed to pull her engagement ring from her hand, and she reached over to slip it into his hip pocket. He jerked and grabbed for her, but she held open her hands as best she could to show she was no threat and sat back. 

“That’s your way out, it’s worth a fortune,” she said, though she didn’t have a clue how much Zave had paid for the stone. It was large enough that she knew it would’ve been expensive. “Sell it if you need money.”

Gritting his teeth, he set his eyes on the road again. “I won’t.”

“Humor me,” she said. “This way I’ll be able to look your mother in the eye… because she won’t believe this is your choice, you know. She’ll be sure you’re acting in the Kindred’s best interest. She won’t believe you’d be this selfish… this cruel.”

“Give it a rest, Von,” he said, and the name made her think of her brother. What the hell would Rigor do when he found out she’d gone and gotten herself kidnapped again and right from under the nose of the new husband he didn’t know she had. 

“I—”

“Wait,” he said, leaning back and digging in his pocket to pull out the ring. “Where the fuck did you get this? Did he give it to you?”

Who else would’ve given her an engagement ring except her fiancé? But he didn’t wait for a response. His act of putting the window down made her twist to brace herself against the door. “No, please don’t!”

Tossing the diamond out the window, he grabbed her wrists to pull her nearer. “What else did he give you? What other jewelry are you wearing?”

“Just my wedding ring,” she said, and he began to try to wrestle it off her finger. “No, please! It’s just a ring!” 

She didn’t want to lose the gift her husband had given her the day before. Losing the diamond was bad because it contained the GPS tech, but the wedding ring was a symbol that meant so much more to her.

“You think I believe that?” he yelled. “You don’t know him!”

When he threw her ring from the window of their moving vehicle, she leaped forward and punched at him, screaming and fighting to hurt the man who’d broken her heart and deceived the man she loved. “You fucker! You bastard! You—”

Thrusting her away, he held her tethered wrists down. “You better calm the fuck down, Von! Don’t make me give you a shot!”

And he could. Thad was a doctor and would know what drugs to give her, and he’d have contingencies for this. When they brought women back from the auctions, they were drugged by the cartels. 

But Devon had woken up on the island, no single drug would keep her out for that long, Thad had to have administered something to keep their rescuees out until they were secure in the custom-built suite. 

Devon didn’t want to be drugged; she needed her wits about her. Thad had said they were going to be driving for a while, so there might be more chances to talk to him later. For now, she let her head fall back so she could look into the sky out her side window… God knew when she might next see it after Thad delivered her to her destination.


 

 

 

 

 

 

TWO

 

 

SHE HOPED FOR a long drive, maybe one that would take days or take them back over the border into the States. Devon got neither wish. Being spoiled by Zave recently meant she’d gotten used to getting what she wanted and being treated like a princess. Another fantasy shattered. 

It was dark by the time Thad pulled off the main road. They were in a city, she didn’t know which one, as she’d been drifting in and out of reality throughout the trip. The heat was tough to bear, and the air conditioning could only do so much when she wasn’t hydrated. 

Driving through the streets, she tried to pinpoint landmarks but had never been to Mexico before… Well, not out in the open while conscious. Thinking that they were going to stop somewhere for food or maybe to rest, she tried to think about how to approach breaking through to him when they pulled into the parking lot of a decent-looking hotel.

“This place is nice,” she said and stretched. “Can we afford it?” Given that he’d thrown their only source of income out of the window a few hundred miles ago. 

“We’re not paying for it,” he said, retrieving his gun, and horror made her eyes grow when she saw the silencer he pulled from the same door well. He screwed it onto the front of his weapon, then snagged her wrists. “Come out this side.”

Bruised by the brake and steering wheel, she couldn’t say no when he dragged her across the front of the vehicle and out onto the asphalt at the driver’s side. “Wait,” she begged, trying to pull away when he started toward a side door. “Are you saying your contact is in there? That this is it?”

The hotel was a nice spot to spend some time if, while she was here, she would spend the night trying to get through to the doctor. It wasn’t such a great prospect if this was where she was going to be handed over to his contacts. The caliber of this hotel was high enough that it could hold a buyer, the sort of buyer who would’ve taken her home if Zave hadn’t been at the auction to purchase her. 

“Please,” she said.

The side door had been propped open an inch, and when they got to it, he yanked her in front of him and stuck the gun into her ribs. “You’re not going to make a fucking sound when we go up these stairs or in the service elevator. If you do, I’ll put a bullet in you… and this gun is registered to Brodie McCormack, so you don’t want me to do that.”

Devon didn’t think Brodie would be dumb enough to leave a weapon at a crime scene or that he would register a murder weapon in his own name and address. But that didn’t stop someone else from doing it for him. Pushing her forward, he kept her going up a set of metal stairs and then to a huge service elevator door. 

Nudging her forward, she took the hint and pressed the button to call it. “Why him and not Zave?”

“Murdering the new wife, if we set it up that way, we’d make it look a helluva lot more kinky than a corpse in an elevator. And your new cousin-in-law has left a trail of dead bodies across the globe. That kind of attention would take down the great Raven… you don’t want to be responsible for that, do you?”

The elevator doors opened and he pushed her inside, stabbing a button with the barrel of his gun before sticking it into her kidney. “You hate them so much, but they taught you a lot,” she hissed over her shoulder. 

His medical degree might be useful to the Kindred, but Thad had failed to see just how much the Kindred had given him. “It’s because of what they taught me that Synonymous want me.”

“That and the medical degree,” she said. If he was being used by one group, it made no sense why he’d switch allegiance to another who planned to use him too. 

The elevator opened and they went through another door, this time coming out in a sleek, carpeted corridor. “I know you hate me, Von, and I don’t care. But take this as a warning from a friend,” he said, shoving her up to a white door. After knocking, he turned to paste his back against the wall beside it. “Don’t piss these people off.”

The door opened, and she was examined by the tall, lean guy in its space. Drawing back, she wanted to flee because she’d never been so consumed by such a sinister scowl. The narrow icicle-blue eyes pierced through her skin to squeeze her organs like he had the power to freeze her from the inside out. 

“Well, shit, quack, you actually fucking did it,” the guy said, and when he smiled, she didn’t know what to think.

Glimpsing the scar on his neck and the angle of his nose, this guy had seen some kind of war, professional or… personal. Thad moved to her back and pushed her again. “Out the way.”

The guy did as told and held the door to sweep an arm in a gesture indicating they should enter. This was a suite because the large living space had couches around a table, a TV area, and a separate dining room. It was larger than any hotel room she’d ever been in. 

“Damn, I wish I’d been there,” the guy said, closing the door and passing them after Thad stopped them on the edge of the living room. “What was his face like? Bet he was shocked. Ha! That fucker!” Going to the TV area to the right of the space, he dropped onto a couch and grabbed a beer bottle to take a slug of liquid. “The amazing fucking Raven McCormack pissed on by one of his own. Wish I’d been there to piss on him too… How’d Zara look? Did you hurt her?”

His glee left when he queried Swallow. “Didn’t touch her. I wouldn’t,” Thad said.

So this guy was a Zara fan, too, maybe. Devon couldn’t tell. Maybe he wanted to hurt her himself. His frozen eyes dragged over her figure, and he put down his beer to rub his hands together. “ ‘Bout time you brought me something to do, I’m bored up here.” Leaning back, he opened his lap to her. “Come sit over here, little girl… You’re Rigor’s sister, right? God…” He grinned. “I love keeping it in the family.”

“Cool your jets, Caine,” a dark voice rumbled from an open door through the space and she froze, her eyes fixed on that void, waiting for the speaker to make himself known. “Devon… welcome.”

“She’s tired and hungry,” Thad said, but she noticed he didn’t take the gun from her back, so he couldn’t be that worried about her well-being.

“I got you, little sister,” Caine said, grabbing his crotch to give it a shake. “I’ll fill her up.”

“She’s a married woman,” Thad said. Again, he didn’t seem to be defending her. He seemed pissed by the confidence of the letch in the corner.

That was when someone came through the door, just when she wasn’t expecting to see anyone. The older man had gray hair and lines on his face, but his body was tall and toned. He might be older, but he was no slouch. 

“He married her?” the man said, looking past her to the doctor behind. Thad must have nodded or something, she didn’t see it, but a smile split the older man’s face. “The fucking idiot!”

He laughed, and she didn’t know what was so funny. Neither did Caine, but he was happy watching, saying nothing and not reacting. Thad didn’t laugh either, and she didn’t like having him behind her. It wasn’t just the weapon that made her uneasy, it was the barrier between her and the only exit she knew of. 

“Who are you?” she asked. The situation might be terrifying, but she didn’t appreciate this man having a laugh at Zave’s expense and she couldn’t stop that irritation from making it into her tone.

“I wish you’d brought Zar,” Caine said, bending forward to grab the remote for the TV to turn it off. “This would blow her mind.”

Thad gave her another nudge forward and around to an armchair, pushing her into it. He looked at the gun in his hand like he didn’t know what to do with it now. Letting it fall to his side, he went toward the older man. “This is Frank Mitchell,” Thad said. “My father.”

Maybe if Zara had been here, this would’ve meant something to her. Glancing at Caine, she saw his grin falter like he was disappointed that she didn’t have more of a reaction. “He’s the guy that ran CI when old man McCormack kicked it,” Caine said. “Mitchell mentored young Grant McCormack, Brodie’s big brother.” Brothers who couldn’t stand each other was what Thad had said to her in the Jeep. “Oh yeah, and he died nearly three years ago… looks good for a dead man, huh?” Caine sat back, satisfied he’d filled in some blanks, and he pulled a pack of cigarettes from his pocket. “He’s not the only corpse we’ve got around here.”

Devon fixated on the healthy, definitely alive man. “You… you died?” she asked.

“It was necessary to fake my death,” Mitchell said. “My ward and I needed to leave our former selves behind to put her plan into action”

If she was here to take a message back to the Kindred, as Thad had said she was, then Devon assumed she was here to get details. “What is your plan?”

“We have had to alter it several times,” Frank said, going to the armchair at the head of the table, opposite hers. “The Kindred were more… persistent than we’d thought they would be.”

“Have you known about this all along?” she asked, focusing her rage on Thad because he was the only one in the room that she had a past with, a relationship. 

“I didn’t know he was my father, but I confirmed it all, it’s true.”

“His mother and I made an arrangement years ago,” Mitchell said, disregarding her anger. “I didn’t want a family. My career was the most important thing to me back then. His mother and I met and had our liaison after an event celebrating the birth of Grant Junior. The infant was born before Brodie or Xavier.”

The infant was standing there beside his chair and at almost six feet, he wasn’t anyone’s baby now. “So that’s how he got you?” Devon asked Thad who wasn’t looking at her. “He came and announced himself as your father and you dropped everyone else?”

“Thad was tired of watching the Kindred work in half-measures,” Mitchell interjected on his behalf. “He won’t have to worry about that with Synonymous.”

Her fears of being put back in that metal box dwindled as she got to grips with this new agenda. “So you’re building some kind of anti-Kindred group?”

“Their work is their own and as long as they leave us alone, we will leave them alone,” Mitchell said. “My colleagues have retrieved the Game Time devices planted by the Kindred last night. We will need those, and they won’t be returned.”

“Is that the message you want me to deliver?” she asked, hoping they might cut her loose. 

Mitchell took his elbows to his knees. “Your brother helped to put us in a tough spot,” he said. “I guess you don’t know much about what he does.” She shook her head. “He and his men joined forces with the Kindred to clear out a compound… one he still inhabits… That was meant to be Synonymous property. The arms and the land.”

“That was a good show too,” Caine said, sitting back to fold his arms. He liked to inject his little comments but was so intent on watching events that she felt a bit like a performer, there for his entertainment. “Better than this one.”

“You were there?” she asked him.

His head bobbed in assent. “Watched Grant McCormack Junior face plant. Sure did. Watched Zara and her lapdogs hightail it out of there like terrified rats, too,” he snarled, and again she heard his hatred for the male Kindred leader. 

“How did you get out?” she asked. 

“Leatt told me to split or eat a bullet, not a tough choice,” he said, putting his foot up on the table as he folded his arms. “Who’d have known we’d all end up here?”

Devon hadn’t known any of these people existed while all that was going on. But there had to be a culmination of events that drove these people to join forces. “How did you end up here?”

“Caine was the easiest to recruit,” Mitchell said, and Thad scoffed. 

“Offer him a bottle of Scotch and a hooker, he’ll belong to anyone,” Thad muttered. 

“Least I got payment,” Caine said. “What are you doing here, quack? Pissed off that your cousins kept making all the money and getting all the girls while you handed out scripts to pensioners who couldn’t get it up?” Thad took a step toward him, but when Caine surged onto his feet, Thad stopped. Caine laughed. “Yeah, that’s what I thought… Not so clever without your cousins around, are you? Why don’t you give me that gun? You might hurt yourself with it, quack, and who’d be around to patch you up?”

“Caine is our sniper,” Mitchell said. 

“Our resident murderer,” Thad said, putting his hand over the gun as he sneered at Caine. “Which is why you’re not allowed to touch weapons until we can trust you.”

Caine laughed and stubbed out his cigarette. “There’s only one person in the world who can trust me not to put a bullet in them… least not until I fuck her hard and dirty in front of her husband… preferably while he’s chained up, after I’ve cut off his eyelids, so all he can do is watch.”

Devon’s initial impression of Caine was that he was creepy. Every impression after that got worse. His fantasies weren’t typical, they involved torture, rape, and murder… and he was sitting twenty feet away making eyes at her. 

“We’re going to order room service,” Mitchell said, ignoring the men. “You’ll need some rest, you’ll be our guest for a while, Devon.”

“But you said…” Thad still wouldn’t look at her, though he returned to his father’s side. Giving up hope that he would stand up for her or that he’d been telling the truth when he said that she was going to be set free, she gripped the arms of her chair. “Why did you bring up my brother, Mr. Mitchell?”

“Because they set you up, sister,” Caine called. “They arranged for you to be taken to teach your brother a lesson… Can I be there when you tell Rigor that? I missed seeing Rave get shafted… I should get some reward for this bullshit.”

She was taken because of Rigor. His mistakes usually bit him on the ass, but now it was her turn to take the heat. “You had me kidnapped to teach my brother a lesson about getting involved with the Kindred?”

“I didn’t know,” Thad said. 

“Not at the get-go,” Caine said. “But you’re no innocent. They set Devvy up to be top of the bill ‘cause it’s the real sick fucks who buy those girls… And, right now, you’ve got a plant in your cousin’s own house… staying with your mommy… No one here feels sorry for you, quack.”

Jennifer. She was the last girl Zave had bought at auction, and she was staying on the island with Bess right now. “She’s a plant?” Devon’s panic made her bounce to the edge of her chair.

“Bess won’t be hurt,” Mitchell said. “Jennifer has done her job. She had to make contact with Thad… and she’ll keep you and your husband in line for us.”

“My husband?” Devon asked. “What do you mean?”

Mitchell’s smile made her sick, especially when he shared it with Caine. “Wouldn’t look good if the media got wind of the prodigious Xavier Knight going to Mexican slave auctions and coming back with a prize… who knows what he and Jennifer have done together on his isolated island where he’s been keeping her prisoner,” Mitchell drawled.

“They haven’t even met,” she said. 

“That’s not what Jennifer will say if you come for us,” Mitchell said, stretching out his legs and leaning back. 

Jennifer was their fail-safe guarantee because if she made accusations of something perverted going on at Zave’s manor, it would be difficult to prove otherwise. These men didn’t look like they’d be squeamish about beating the crap out of a woman if it had to be made to look good. 

Her attention rose to settle on Thad. “I can’t believe you’re part of this. He only goes there because of you, because of Bronwyn.”

“Don’t say her name!” Thad snapped. For a man who’d always appeared easy going, he’d been harboring rage, because this kind of anger didn’t come from nowhere.

Devon couldn’t reply. She didn’t want to get into a physical altercation, Thad still had a gun, and the other two wouldn’t help her. Mitchell spoke again, “Go to the washroom and splash some water on your face, Devon. We’ll order food and we’ll talk more when everyone is back here.”

Mitchell got up to go back into the room that he’d come from. Devon didn’t like the men that were here, and she didn’t want to meet any others. But Thad hadn’t been honest with her, so she’d have to do as she was told and hope that, like last time, if she behaved herself, Zave would find a way to save her ass again.


 

 

 

 

 

 

THREE

 

 

DEVON REFUSED TO eat, and when Thad said that Zave would tell her to eat because she didn’t know when her next chance would be, she almost spat at him. Asserting herself had never been her forte, and the longer she sat in this room with these domineering men, the deeper she sank into the cushion of her chair. 

Caine had no decorum because he didn’t care what anyone thought and made no excuses for his bad manners. Mitchell didn’t say much, but she got the impression that he was reflecting and planning, that his mind was always working, not that he was reserved or modest. There were times that Thad seemed to forget what he’d done. He would eat, relax, smile, and then he would catch a glimpse of her glare and he would tense again. But she couldn’t believe he felt guilt or remorse, he didn’t look apologetic. 

When his eyes landed on her, he regarded her like she was a disgusting reminder of a part of his past that he wanted to forget. The Kindred couldn’t have been that bad, he counted himself as part of their ranks for years. He’d let his mother live in Zave’s house most of the time, so he couldn’t believe that his cousin was evil. 

But then, she could be missing the point. Maybe Thad was as psychopathic as she believed his father to be, and deep down he just didn’t care whether his mother was hurt or not. 

When they figured out that she wasn’t kidding around about not eating, they put her in one of the bedrooms, of which there were apparently three. Devon didn’t care about being segregated, not until she sat on the bed and spotted the crumpled cigarette packet on the nightstand. This had to be Caine’s bedroom. The curtains were drawn over the window, the lamps were built into the walls, and she couldn’t find any kind of weapon. 

This was a decent hotel, but it wasn’t a fancy five-star chain that would boast elite clientele. The furniture was subtly bolted down beneath the carpet. Management wanted people to enjoy their pricey stay, but they didn’t trust their clientele to be of good enough breeding not to try to swipe the nightstand if given half the chance. 

Devon took being put in Caine’s bedroom as a subtle threat. Of all the men out there, he was the most dangerous by far. Thad disgusted her because of what he’d done to the Kindred, but she couldn’t believe he’d take any pleasure in hurting her. Maybe he would if necessity arose, but he wouldn’t do it for the thrill. Caine might. 

Mitchell’s tanned skin was clear, his nails were neatly trimmed, and there wasn’t a hair out of place on his head. She couldn’t see him as the type to get his hands dirty if he had an animal like Caine around to do the grunt work. 

They’d said she would be their guest for a while. She didn’t want to bunk in with Caine while she was here. Except, there was nothing she could do about it. 

Devon elected to sit in the chair next to the door as opposed to on the bed. This was more reminiscent of her initial days on the island than of her time in the cartel’s shackles. But that didn’t make the unknown any easier to accept. 

Sitting, waiting, she counted the hours that passed by monitoring the noise level in the street. It grew when people began to get together to socialize, at restaurants and clubs, then dwindled once the restaurants and bars began to close.

She thought about trying to bang on the window to draw attention to herself, except after discovering that the windows didn’t open and that her view consisted of a brick wall ten feet away from the glass, she gave up hope of rousing anyone. Devon could kick and scream, but that meant risking a confrontation with Mitchell or Caine. 

When she was nearly asleep in the chair, more voices joined the ones on the other side of the door. Although she couldn’t make out exactly what was being said, there were definitely more people in there than there had been before.

Devon wanted the rest of Synonymous to arrive because then she would learn what she was dealing with. There was always a chance, as Thad had said, they’d called in some entertainment for the night. Maybe some women to dance or screw with. As much as she didn’t want to listen to those men partying, getting drunk or high, she would rather they got their kicks with willing women they paid than use her to satisfy their depravity. 

The bedroom door unlocked, and she leaped from her chair to dart over to the opposite wall. Cowering behind the edge of the drape, she waited to see who would come to join her. Caine had been drinking beer earlier and may have been drinking all day. He’d be drunk by now for sure.

But it wasn’t him who entered, it was Mitchell. He came in alone, turned on the light, and scanned the room to land his gaze on her. 

“After Grant Senior died,” he said without any greeting. “The media frenzy was insane. Law enforcement had everyone under a magnifying glass, and I lost my nerve.” He clasped his hands behind his back and came a few paces closer. “I buried myself in business and caring for the boy, Grant Junior, his son, who wanted it all to go away. It took me years to realize that sometimes murder is necessary.”

Well, this was quite an opening. “Necessary? How can murder ever be necessary?” she asked. 

The point of the story was lost on her, though it could simply be a prelude to his explanation of why he was about to kill her. 

“Because eleven years later, I was confronted by Owen Knight, Xavier’s father. He and Grant Senior had been close, in a professional sense. They leaned on each other for advice, respected each other. What I didn’t know was he’d been snooping around in old CI R&D files.”

“Why would he be doing that?” she asked. 

“Who knows? Inventors often take inspiration from each other… or maybe he just needed some piece of tech to complement something KC was working on and he thought he might find it in CI inventory. The point is, he started asking questions about a device that was created under the title of Game Time, file number zero-zero-seven-nine-three. The reminder of it scared me because that’s what Grant Senior died for. I shut Owen down and scared him away.

“But then I started to think… I started to remember the potential I’d seen in that device that Grant Senior had been too small-minded to see. I thought about all the things I could do with it and devices like it. One thought led to another, as it so often does, and Synonymous was born.”

“Thirteen years ago?” she asked after doing the math. 

“I didn’t call it that then, of course, but the concept was planted by Owen Knight’s questioning. I wasn’t content with living my days in a boardroom crunching numbers, reading forecasts, worrying about the bottom line. It was all so… boring.”

Releasing the curtain, she was agape that entertainment was his dominant thought at that time. “Boring?”

“It didn’t help that I had Arthur Poole in my ear, raving about how proud he was of Brodie and how they were changing the world. The Kindred was around then, in the earliest stages of its newest form.”

The detached business style might be a good way to convey information, but she couldn’t understand how a privileged man could make a decision to play with people’s lives without being more passionate about it.

“So you wanted to be like Art and Brodie? You thought it was going to be fun?”

Finally some emotion came when his lip curled in loathing. “It sickened me that they thought so small. Maybe my days in the boardroom had made me arrogant. But I wasn’t happy with nickel and dime. I wanted to deal in platinum bars and diamonds.”

The metaphor made sense coming from a man exuding wealth, as Mitchell did. “And it’s taken you thirteen years to get here?”

“I faced obstacles,” he said, like it was some sort of excuse for dragging his ass. “I tried to get Owen Knight on board, and for a while I think he was tempted. He understood my vision… until his wife, Philippa, the damn woman, stubborn and righteous like her siblings, Melinda, Art, and Bess. The four of them were all the same. Philippa put her foot down, told him no, and demanded that they focused on their great Xavier and shelter him. It was funny because she was the one who foresaw the fracture in the family.”

“A fracture?”

“The brothers, Brodie and Grant Junior, cemented that fracture with a falling out when they were teenagers, and the family never recovered.” He ran a hand down the seam of the drapes. “The Kindred was there, and I didn’t want to be subordinate to them. I had grand ideas and wasn’t interested in their miniscule ones.”

“But Philippa, Zave’s mom, she knew that if you tried to take on your own causes, you wouldn’t be able to do it alone.”

He nodded. “And by recruiting Owen,” he said, rubbing his thumb over the tips of his first two fingers as if he was checking for dust. “Then I would be recruiting her son and all that Knight Corp was capable of. Yes, in a lot of ways, she had more vision than her husband did, I have to give her credit for that. 

“Owen Knight was brilliant in business. Thorough. Single-minded. Focused. All excellent attributes in the boardroom. But what I needed was a doer, someone who would take risks and get things done. A big thinker. A problem solver.”

“Zave,” she said. “You wanted to recruit Zave.”

“When Philippa said it wouldn’t happen, I tried to circumvent her. I spent a year trying everything I knew from flattery to bribery to blackmail. I tried to break the couple up, too, but that didn’t work. I tried to ruin the company after I’d tried everything I could to get them onside, and when that didn’t happen, I spent the rest of the year trying to shut them up, trying to make sure that Owen and his banshee of a wife wouldn’t go to authorities to tell them my plans.”

Something told her it wasn’t just the law he was worried about. “Wouldn’t go to Art,” she said. “Or Brodie.”

“It is true the Kindred were stronger in combat than I was.”

That was an understatement. If Art or Brodie had heard of his plans back then, they would have shut him down. “Weren’t you lucky when Owen and Philippa died,” she said. As soon as the words came out, suspicion sprang up. 

The pleasure in his eyes and the twist of his lips betrayed his complicity. “I leave nothing to luck, Mrs. Knight.”

After believing he wasn’t a man who would get his hands dirty, she was shocked and questioned her own ability to judge character. “You killed them,” she whispered. 

“I’d seen how easy it was when Grant Senior and Melinda had gone down twelve years before. The media and the police busied themselves trying to make a show of solving the crime, but they had no clue. Their interest faded, and everyone forgot about the tragic accident. The Knights were easier because they visited the island so regularly, and Philippa loved to sail despite the loss of her sister at sea. I thought there was something poetic about losing the Knights in the same way.”

This man was capable of anything if it served his own ends. He’d killed two innocent people to silence them and set in motion a chain of events that had brought them to this moment. The man Devon loved had suffered every second since that day, and whether it had been Mitchell’s intention or not, he changed the essence of who Zave was by snatching his parents away in that cruel way. 

“Why are you telling me this story?” she asked. 

“It took another three years for the frenzy to die down enough for me to think about taking action. I wanted to make sure there was never a hint of suspicion. It had to be seen as one of those sad coincidences, like the Kennedy Curse. People speculated with conspiracies but quickly dismissed them when they found no evidence. What Grant Junior didn’t know, was how I was grooming him to be at my side, not in CI, but in Synonymous. See, we had to work hard in CI to split up ventures over as many bases as possible. I taught him the value of spreading out operations and limiting information, of divvying up finances and resources in a way that made them easy to siphon from.”

“Siphon?” This hotel was not the type of place a dead man could afford unless he had funds at his back. “You stole from CI?”

“I spent the five years after their deaths gathering what I needed, money and supplies. I had to stash different things in different places, we would need a base, but nothing could link back to me. We couldn’t have paperwork with our names on it because if it did, Synonymous would lose our edge, and we needed to be unknown. If the world thought we were dead, we could do whatever we wanted without ever worrying about suspicion falling on us.

“See, Brodie McCormack never died. He disappeared. Everyone speculated on who he was, where he was. Now he’s married, CEO of CI, and that damn cowbell can’t be silenced. He can hide in his manor and sign everything over to Zave and never set foot in the CI building again. But all it takes is a bullet from a gun, registered to his name…”

This had to be the same speech that Mitchell had given Thad, because Thad had made that threat already. “But you’re dead,” she said. “So you can commit any crime, and who would ever look for a dead man?”

“Now you understand. I brought Grant around to the idea gradually. In the end, he was the only one who knew, and as my next of kin, he was called upon to identify my body.” 

Except he hadn’t, Devon thought, he’d identified a stranger as Frank Mitchell, his mentor, because the real one stood in front of her now. “And you went into hiding,” she said. “What kind of an existence is that?”

“Look around you,” he said. “It’s luxurious. It’s freeing. I’ve never been so exhilarated in my life. I can do anything I want. Be anyone I want to be. I answer to no one and have no responsibilities. I make my own rules.”

He spoke like a God and opened his arms to breathe in deep, like he savored every word he uttered.

Witnessing a man so swept up in his own majesty, she wondered if he had any grip on reality at all. “I can’t believe this,” she whispered. 

But he didn’t hear her astonishment. “I had to go ahead,” he said. “To set up the next stage of our plan.”

“What was the next stage?”

“After I was dead, Grant put resources into developing Game Time. Selling it gave us the opportunity to do reconnaissance on possible allies… or possible marks. We identified Albert Sutcliffe. He’d amassed a stockpile of weaponry and land, resources that would be useful to us. And he had little protection, with no organized crime group backing him. It was our plan to take from him what he had. The Kindred got in the way. Your brother got in the way.”

So Rig hadn’t just allied himself with the Kindred, he’d made an enemy of a group he hadn’t known existed. “And that’s why I was taken,” she said. “Because my brother upset your plan?”

“One thing I will make sure Synonymous become known for is getting even. Your brother had no place there. He lives in a house now that doesn’t belong to him, and the only reason we let him live is because he has men and that place was only of use to us when it came with Sutcliffe’s arsenal. But the Kindred cleared that out making it useless.”

Mitchell had already voiced dislike for the Kindred, by ruining Mitchell’s plans, they only intensified that hatred. “No wonder you’re bitter.” 

He didn’t grace her comment with a response. “By that time I had built us a temporary base and had started gathering supplies that I believed we would transfer to the compound we would take from Sutcliffe.”

“You couldn’t get involved,” she said. “You were dead. Too many people there would’ve recognized you. Brodie knew who you were.”

“Yes, he did. As did his now wife, Zara Bandini, who Grant believed would be loyal to him and join us in our venture. I tried to get him to be subtle in his persuasion and to do it over time, but he didn’t listen and Brodie got to her first.”

“But Caine said he saw Grant die in the same compound you lost. So all of your plans went to shit that day, didn’t they? Because you were alone with nowhere to go and no weapons.”

He smiled again. “Failures make us stronger,” he said. “Thad wasn’t difficult to turn. He’d been marginalized by his cousins for too long and made to feel insignificant. I’m his father. I promised him that we would avenge the death of the woman he loved, not by sneaking in and stealing the occasional woman away from these people or hacking their bank accounts. We will declare war and take all of these guys out without tiptoeing or apologizing.”

That could lead to the death of the captive women, too, and she worried that a high-handed approach like that would have repercussions beyond one ambush. “How are you going to do that?” 

“We’ve been waiting for my people to come back from a mission that will disrupt the cartel operations and will bring us the Game Time devices that were stolen from us. We needed those devices intact.”

“What mission?” she asked. “Is this something to do with the meet?”

“We paid a man in that room to start a fight. Not long after you left, the guns would’ve started firing, and of the twenty men there, only three came out alive. The Kindred were too busy trying to track you to care. They didn’t even notice my people going in to remove the devices that Thad directed us to. But my men are back now, and we have everything we need. So it’s time,” he said, reversing in short, quick strides. “For you to get to know everyone.”

He opened the door, and Thad came in first. “I don’t want to know everyone,” she said, glaring at Thad. “I don’t think there is one redeemable man amongst you.”
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