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      My boots beat a steady thunk, thunk, thunk against the sidewalk, the sound muted somewhat by the powdered snow and the surrounding walls of brick buildings. It’s fucking freezing out here.

      But it was colder at home, and not because the seals around the windows leak—marrying Michael was the biggest mistake of my life. No matter what happens with us, I’m sure he’ll refuse to pay his car payment once I hang a “Closed For Business” sign on my vagina. I’m also stuck with a massive rent payment for a place he insisted we needed to keep us in the artistic district—for his real estate business that never materialized.

      “Fuck you, Michael,” I whisper to the bricks, but at least they have the decency not to talk back. How much walking will ease the rage in my guts? How much fury can I stomp out by actually stomping? I’ve been walking for hours… I think. I lost track of time somewhere before my toes went numb.

      The hair prickles on the back of my neck—someone’s watching. I whirl, but there’s no one behind me, just the thick, inky dark, the shadows like dirty fog stretching over the ice. Of course I’m alone. Only an idiot would be out here wandering around in a place that smells like the abominable snowman’s anus.

      I turn back, but I only take one step before the tip of my boot catches on something inside a pile of dirty snow. I go sprawling, arms windmilling through the air, but I manage to catch myself against the brick, skinning my palms through my gloves. My left foot is soaked is icy water.

      Shit.

      I don’t want to go home, but I suppose I have to now. I’ve already lost thousands of dollars and the last five years of my life to Michael—I’d rather not lose any body parts.

      I sigh and turn around, prepared to march home and give him another piece of my mind, but…huh. The road here is still empty, but that’s not the problem—it doesn’t look familiar. Not at all. Most of the businesses here are closed, the single streetlamp at the end of the road barely illuminating the cobblestones on the far end. Closer to where I’m standing, pockets of oil and ice glitter like tiny waves in the emergency security lights from inside the hobby store to my left. There’s another security system in the jewelry store to my right, and dim blue glowing from inside a dozen other shops, all stacked to the gills with knick-knacks or T-shirts or shoes or pastries.

      Where the hell am I?

      I reach into my coat pocket for my cell phone but come up empty. Of course. I left in such a hurry that I barely had time to grab my hat; I’m not even wearing a scarf. I lean my shoulder against the brick that just assaulted my palms. Think, Izzy. Think. The streets here run north and south, and I didn’t turn corners too many times. Twice, maybe, but right at the start. If I turn around and go straight back, eventually something should look familiar. No need to panic.

      But I am panicking, just a little. Two hours in the freezing cold might actually lead to frostbite. A cab…that would be better. I haven’t seen one driving by, but someplace has to be open—a gas station or a 24-hour party store should have a phone.

      I push myself off the wall and hustle back towards home, or where I think home is, the wind whipping my hair against my cheeks and stinging the end of my nose. I tug my hat down as low as I can, but I’m shivering. Maybe it’s the darkness down here—the streetlights don’t reach all the way to the end of this road. Maybe it’s my feet. The water in my boots seems to have dropped my temperature to levels my body will no longer tolerate. I wrap my arms around my shoulders and hug myself. I could use a hug anyway, truth be told. A hug and permission to kick Michael square in the fucking taint.

      The wind hisses against the brick and bites at my flesh through my coat, but there’s another sound too…a subtle scraping like the gusting ice is tossing cardboard boxes around the alley. I squint down the dark tunnel to my left.

      At first, I only see the blackness, but as I watch, I’m able to make out a series of shapes. People? Yes, people. Larger men, lugging something toward a truck, the twin lights on the running board barely visible beyond the workmen.

      They don’t see me; they’re working diligently, clearly involved in their own agendas. But they obviously work here. They’ll know exactly where I am, and more than that, one of them will have a phone. The wind blasts against my face, throwing me into a fresh round of shivering. The world smells of ice—bitter.

      I head in their direction, but between the wind and the rumble of their delivery truck and the grating of the huge box they’re dragging along the pavement, I don’t think they can hear the dull patter of my rubber-soled boots. None of them are facing me—their heads are all turned away.

      I pick up my pace. The wind isn’t as intense in the alley, the north-south gusts blocked by the buildings. I stop twenty feet from the delivery men and clear my throat. Still, they do not turn, but they have to hear me—they have to know I’m there. Why not acknowledge my presence? Rude.

      But then…one does.

      The man nearest me stands slowly. I thought he was facing away from me, but he’s not. They’re all in black, head to toe, which is why I thought I was looking at the back of his head. But now I can see the glitter of two eyes beneath his mask. A ski mask? No, a helmet, visor up. And this close, I can see what they’re loading too.

      They weren’t dragging a box across the cobblestones—the front gleams too brightly. Metal. A safe, the door now hanging open on one hinge as one of them scoops the contents into a knapsack. And what I thought was a running board isn’t the back lights of a truck. Motorcycles, four of them, lined up in a row.

      The other images come in slowly pulsing flashes. The back door beside them is a dull, hazy silver, but the spot where the knob should be is a gaping hole. Something glitters on the ground like a string of diamonds. Actually…maybe it is diamonds. A necklace?

      The jewelry store. They’re robbing the jewelry store.

      And the robbers are all staring. Straight at me.

      Oh no. Oh no, no, no.

      I back away slowly, but the moment I move, a horrific squalling sounds from my right, a jarringly loud shriek—the alarm. One of them grabs the sack from the ground, slings it onto his back, and heads for the bikes. A second follows suit as the first jumps onto his hog. The one nearest me stands still, watching or maybe waiting for instructions.

      I turn, prepared to run, but the one on the bike is already pointing at me. “She comes!” he yells, the word slightly muffled by the helmet. “No witnesses.”

      No witnesses? What the fuck does that mean? Are they going to…kill me? I’m already half a dozen steps away, but the outlaw is faster and stronger; he slings me over his shoulder like I weigh nothing. And then he’s running, my head bouncing against his back while I kick him in the chest.

      Fuck. Oh fuck. But at least he’s warm. It’s a stupid as hell thing to think, but I’m no longer shivering. And there has to be a way out of this—if they wanted to kill me, they’d have shot me dead right here. I’ll jump off when he tries to get me onto the bike.

      But he doesn’t pause to climb onto his motorcycle. The moment he slows his pace, a dark shadow comes out of the alley to my left and slips zip ties around my wrists. And then I’m flying, swinging off his shoulder and onto a bike between the legs of an already settled rider. The man behind me tugs my hat down—I can’t see. My legs are locked around a bike, my wrists are pinned together in my lap, my eyes are useless behind the hat. And then all other thoughts are drowned out by the roar of the hog.

      My heart is thundering in my ears, and for the first time in hours, I’m not feeling the cold; I’m barely feeling the rage in my guts that’s been plaguing me since I left Michael at the apartment—at my apartment.

      I’m not sure if I’m terrified…I think I am. But I’m also exhilarated. Call it thrill-seeking, call it a death wish, call it endorphins, or the side effects of coming off months of near-constant unbridled fury, but it doesn’t really matter what it is. I’ve been stomping around for hours trying to get the tension in my chest to release and now, all of a sudden, I can breathe.

      At least, for the moment. Until they decide I’m a risk.

      “I didn’t see anyone’s face,” I say.

      “What?”

      “I don’t know what you look like.” I’m yelling it into the wind. I doubt he can hear me.

      But he answers: “Can’t take that chance.”

      The rage returns for a single, blistering heartbeat. “Oh fuck you,” I snap. “I’m not a threat to you. You just want power.” And…he has the power, doesn’t he? His arms are strong—a cage. His chest is a rock behind my back, crushing my shoulders. I shift in the seat, the vibration of the bike between my legs suddenly stronger, erotic, a shuddering pleasure that I should not be feeling. What is wrong with me?

      He stiffens at my comment, but then I feel the jiggling of his rib cage against my back…is he laughing?

      I reach for the hat, ready to tug it up, to see where we are, but he grabs my fingers and plants them firmly in my lap once more.

      “Hands down,” he growls, his voice so low it makes my marrow tremble. “I’d tell you to watch that smart mouth, but I doubt it’d do any good since you’re talking shit in the middle of a kidnapping.”

      That smart mouth. The words set something deep in my guts pulsing, but it’s not unpleasant—a primal ache in my lower belly that spreads to the apex of my thighs.

      “Is that what this is?” I say. “A kidnapping?”

      “Unless you want to be on this bike with your hands tied.”

      “I…” Might want that, just for tonight. Insane as it is, I feel freer here, trapped against the chest of some outlaw stranger than I’ve ever felt at home with my husband. But that’s the wrong thing to say. I snort, derisive. “Of course I don’t want to be here.”

      He stills, the bike grumbling, the tires grating against the road. “You’re lying. Aren’t you?”

      Yes. “Why would you think that?”

      “I’m a criminal. It’s my job to know when people are lying to me.”

      The wind bites at my nose and slices at my flesh straight through my pants—insulated yoga pants are pretty snuggly, but they’re not made for high winds.

      I push back against his chest for warmth, and he tightens his biceps around me. The bulk of his strong arms blocks some of the wind around my shoulders. I wriggle closer, and this time my ass shifts against his groin. He’s already hard.

      What are you doing, Izzy? But I can’t help myself. I smile, preparing to press harder into him, but I go still when he pulls one leather-clad hand off the handlebars and brings it to my neck. Is he going to strangle me? But then I feel the tugging—the zipper on my jacket. He slips his hand inside my coat and lowers his fingers to my breast.

      I should be shocked, I think, but I don’t want him to stop. I arch my chest against his slowly rotating fingers, but the pressure is muted through my sweater. He makes a low noise deep in his chest and grabs my breast harder, then drags his hand lower, taking the zipper of my coat with it. And before I know what’s happening, he snatches the collar of my sweater and tears is straight down the middle.

      I shudder at the sudden blast of frigid air, but I’m shaking as much with pleasure as with the cold. I lean back against him, and he goes at my chest again, the leather gloves cold but supple, the wind biting my nipples—is my bra gone too? I don’t care if it is. My flesh tingles against the pressure of his fingertips, four long, slow trails of electricity as he moves his hand from my clavicle all the way down past my breasts and over my belly button until he’s shoving his hand into my pants.

      The pressure is intense, not a lot of room in there, his palm smashed against the mound of my pubic hair, but his deft fingers find their mark. He slips one leather-clad finger inside me. I’m sopping wet, and as he works his finger in and out, he growls against my neck, a noise that I feel in his chest more than hear.

      We veer off to the right suddenly, the rumbling growl of their bikes getting a bit quieter, which means we’ve made it beyond the tunnels of buildings—somewhere out in the open. I close my eyes, focused on the brittle cold against my nipples, so at odds with the gentle way he’s finger fucking me, but the wind isn’t as strong now—we’ve slowed down. I let the pleasure spread through my thighs and settle around my heart.

      The wind abruptly stops. The bikes are louder now, too, echoing in a way that tells me we’re indoors. It smells of gasoline and ice, far better than Michael’s cologne.

      The jolt of the hog stopping throws me forward, but I stay in place because the man at my back is now clutching me with both hands, one in my pussy, one across my chest.

      I lean against his chest and moan.

      “What the hell, Ryder?” one of them says, presumably to the man fondling me.

      Ryder. A biker name or his real name? Probably the former, but I don’t give a shit what his name is. Upstanding married women don’t do things like this. Upstanding women get a divorce and then get on Tinder or meet a nice replacement husband in church. Both of those options make me feel sick to my stomach.

      I lean back against Ryder and spread my legs. An invitation.

      Ryder pulls his hand from my pants, and I thrust my hips upward, but someone else has my ankles, tugging my boots off, Ryder taking my coat, my top, and then I’m flying again as they lift me off the bike. Ryder still has me under the armpits, but another one of them has the waistband of my pants, and then they’re rolling them down my thighs along with my panties. And I think…two different people have my legs. I feel their rough hands on my upper thighs, another set of hands gripping my calves. How many of them are there? I try to think back—four? Ryder, the two on either side…

      And then I feel number four—hot breath between my legs, then the gentle flicking of a tongue. He slips one finger inside me, then a second, soaking his fingers up to the knuckles as he works them in and out. The chill air bites at my nipples, making them pulse with cold, but this only serves to intensify my need.

      And then we’re walking. The one between my legs raises his lips and disappears. And that’s what it feels like—vanishing. I can’t see him watching; he might as well be gone. It’s disconcerting.

      But without the use of my eyes, my other senses seem more intense. The chill against my bare rib cage makes me shudder, gooseflesh prickling on my legs, the steady pressure of their strong fingers hot against my thighs. I can feel their muscles, too, the veiny throbbing of their biceps against my hips, and when I raise my bound fingertips to the right, I can feel.…abdominal muscles. Are they all naked? Ryder isn’t; I can still feel his leather against my back, but he might be the only one. I imagine them there, standing around me, muscled and shining and erect. And…it’s warmer now, I realize. Much warmer. We must be inside a house.

      “One,” Ryder says. His voice isn’t nearly so forced now that he doesn’t have to compete with the sound of the bike. But one? What does that⁠—

      “Two,” he says.

      The one on my right shifts his hand so I’m riding on his forearm. He squeezes my ass.

      “Three.”

      I squeal as they let me go, but it’s short-lived. With the hat over my eyes, I can’t see where we are, just the haze of light through the thick fabric, but I know a bed when I feel one. Soft. And…clean. It smells of orange detergent. I feel a pillow under my head. I lean back against it, raise my bound hands above my head, and open my legs.

      “She sure likes those zip ties,” Ryder says. “I think we should make her feel extra special.”

      I shudder at those words, and before I know it, I’m nodding.

      The bed moves when they climb on. I have no idea who’s who; I can only feel. They wrap something rough around each ankle—rope?—and secure my legs to opposite bedposts. Then they undo the zip ties and give my arms the same treatment. I’m spread-eagled, helpless, but I’ve never felt more alive, or more aroused by the gentle sucking at my right nipple, the calloused fingers on my left. One of them laps at my clitoris, slips two fingers into my pussy, then slides a third finger inside my back door.

      I moan, the sensation intense—wonderfully intense—but I don’t need fingers. I need more. And though I might want them, I do have standards.

      “Condoms?” I whisper.

      The one licking at my nipple chuckles, a low tenor. “Of course. We don’t know where you’ve been,” he says.

      “What’s your name?” I ask.

      “Does it matter?”

      “How will I know what to scream?”

      The man between my legs laughs and removes his fingers. I hear the crinkling of a foil packet…maybe more than one. I don’t believe I’ve ever heard a more erotic sound.

      The bed shifts. The man on my right laps at my nipple, and lowers his fingers to my clit as someone else climbs between my legs. “I’m Rooster,” he practically whispers in a voice like gravel. The tip of his dick at my opening is gentle but firm, a teasing, testing type of movement. But the man working my clit knows exactly what he’s doing, and just the pressure of Rooster’s cock against my G-spot almost pushes me over the edge.

      I grit my teeth as he eases himself fully inside me, but he picks up his pace almost immediately, thrusting with so much vigor it’s like he hasn’t fucked a woman in years. My nipples are on fire from their hungry mouths. The fingers between my legs are playing me like a musical instrument—deft and well-practiced. Rooster’s heavy balls slap against my ass with every thrust of his pelvis. I’m shaking, cresting higher, higher…

      “I’m going to come,” I whisper.

      Rooster’s dick vanishes, yanked from my depths in a heartbeat. The fingers between my legs stop. The man on my right vanishes, leaving that side of my body cold.

      No, no, no. I strain against the ropes. “Wait, please…” I can’t say anything else. Because I feel new movement on the bed, between my legs. Once again, a dick presses against my opening, but this time, he does not enter.

      “You can’t get off that fast,” someone says into my ear. Ryder’s on the bed now, in the spot left cold by the other man.

      “Oh fuck you,” I say, but this time what I really mean is fuck me.

      “I’ve got something for that smart mouth.” And then he shifts too, up toward the head of the bed, his knees on either side of my face. He eases his dick against my lips. I open my mouth and suck him eagerly; he’s a large man, which makes it more challenging. But I barely have to move. He’s doing all the work, fucking my face while the man between my legs gently pushes himself inside. But…he feels different now, his strokes long and less pressured, slamming hard against my cervix before drawing himself back out. Someone else. Someone new is fucking me.

      Maybe the one who was on my right nipple before. Now there are only lips on my left nipple, the right being rolled between two deft fingers.

      As if he read my mind, Ryder says, “The man fucking you now is called Cue. He’s bald as a cue ball, but he never speaks.”

      He doesn’t have to speak. I bob my head in time to Cue’s strokes as he fucks my pussy, but I’m so turned on that he barely has time to get going before my back is arching off the bed.

      Again, they all stop at once.

      I moan, practically in tears. I tighten my teeth against Ryder’s dick, and he hisses and pulls himself from my mouth. I’m throbbing between my legs, aching with need, every muscle clenched with the desire for release.

      “Please,” I say.

      Ryder shifts off me then, but he doesn’t go far. He lowers his head to my stomach and spreads my labia to tongue my clit from above, lapping with long strokes, too slow to get me there. Torturing me with his mouth. The sensation is so intense that I almost ignore the strong hands on my ass, lifting me off the bed—one of my ankles has come free.

      “Ready to meet Mack?” Ryder asks, his breath hot against my pussy.

      Oh god am I ever.

      Mack, I presume, pulls my loose leg into his shoulder, shifts his hips, and slams into me in one thrust.

      The breath leaves me altogether. He’s enormous, much bigger than the others. It’d most certainly be painful if I was any less sopping wet, but I’m dripping onto the bed, easing any friction from his violent thrusting. The men on either side of me are holding my rib cage, presumably to keep me in place while Mack fucks me, but my breasts are flailing, bouncing with enough force to hurt.

      I can’t speak—can no longer inhale correctly. My breath pants from my lips with little ah-ah-ah-ahs. With Mack filling me, with that level of pressure inside me, I don’t even need Ryder’s tongue, but god, it helps, every flick of the tip against my most sensitive area sending ever more intense bolts of lightning through my veins.

      I try to contain myself, try to act like I’m not getting closer to orgasm, but the spasms in my back are involuntary, and the moment I arch, Mack rips himself from me, Ryder stops licking, and the hands on my ribs push me onto the bed, trying to still my movements.

      “Ahhhhhhhh,” I moan, but this time, Ryder doesn’t argue with me or tell me I have a smart mouth. He practically jumps between my legs and shoves himself inside me. The other two lock their lips on my nipples and suck as hard as they can. One of them rolls my clit between their fingers.

      Ryder’s cock is like a massage after Mack’s girth, but it doesn’t matter. I gasp at the ceiling, my entire body a solid mass of tension, and then it all releases at once, wave after wave of shuddering pleasure exploding through my neurons, pulsing through my abdomen, my toes tingling with the intensity of it, Ryder’s dick clenched so hard in my vaginal muscles that I think it might hurt him.

      Ryder cries out too, fucking me harder, harder as I ride out my orgasm, and then I feel him shuddering his own release. He leans over me, hands on either side of my head, his breath hot in my ear, dick still buried inside me. “You want to go home now?” Ryder says.

      “I thought you couldn’t let me leave,” I pant.

      “You still haven’t seen our faces.” He presses his fingers to the lower hem of the hat and pulses his hips once for good measure. “We could remedy that. Force you to stay. We’ve got a nice place here—real nice.”

      The one on my right—Rooster—laughs. “We finally met a woman with enough moxie to handle us. I think we should keep her.”

      I think they should too; I don’t want to go home. My credit is shot. My marriage is over. My job is boring as hell. What do I have to lose?

      “I suppose I could stick around,” I say. “Provided you make it worth my while.”

      Ryder strokes my rib cage, his fingers dancing against my flesh. “Life’s pretty sweet here,” he says. “We’ll take as much time as we need to prove it to you.”
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CHAPTER 1


          

          ISABELLE

        

      

    

    
      I have enough demons hiding in my soul to sink a cruise ship, but I never expected to end up here.

      The dark is absolute, a heavy, wet void. I scan the basement, trying to ensure I didn’t miss some crucial bit of information, a clue that might lead authorities right to me. I know why it happened—I might have earned the barred door, truth be told—but what kind of idiot thinks they can lock me up?

      Jeff McCarthy, that’s who. And just look at him now.

      Jeff’s silvery hair sparkles in the moonlight that streams through the basement window. I was supposed to meet my ex at the amusement park to pick up the last box of my stuff. Instead, I meet Colonel Moneybags, the owner of a giant tech start-up, who acted shocked as hell that I looked at him twice, despite who he was. I saw it as an opportunity when I fucked his brains out on the Ferris wheel, still tasting metal from hours of roller coasters. My preppy-boy experiment. It had backfired spectacularly.

      Especially for him.

      His breath catches with a growly hitch, and I freeze, my heart in my throat, but then it starts up again. Slow—achingly slow.

      Just stop, I think at him. Just stop breathing.

      The hissing gurgling continues. But the poison his bodyguard gave me should kill him soon. It should look like natural causes. Luckily, Ronnie has a soft spot for women locked in dungeons. Or maybe he just hates rich guys—either makes sense, and I don’t really care which is true. I only cared that he wanted to help me.

      I blink at the room once more—the metal support pole in the center glints. The bed in the corner is neatly made, and the mini-fridge has been wiped. I rub my aching wrist; it’ll bruise, but there are no scratches from where he grabbed me on his way to the cement floor. And I already took the keys, the metal sticky against my palm.

      Good—I’m good. While there might be some trace of me down here, it appears clean. He didn’t rape me, so I don’t have to worry about my fluids being smeared all over him. I haven’t had sex since the night he brought me here two months ago—back when I thought I was playing him.

      Oops. My father would be disappointed by that mistake—the man taught me everything I know about the long con. But he’s dead now, just like Jeff will be within the hour.

      I shove my sandy curls off my face, trying to ignore the frantic thunking of my heart against my ribs. No, there’s nothing. No fluids, no sign of struggle. A single needle mark on him, sure, but I stabbed it into his hairline when he turned away from me—it won’t be immediately visible unless the coroner shaves his head.

      But if Ronnie screwed up, if I didn’t give Jeff enough to kill him…

      Go now, Isabelle; go. I have trust issues—being raised by a con man will do that—but I don’t have a choice here. I have to be as far away from this house as possible when day breaks.

      I back away from him and onto the dark landing at the bottom of the basement steps, blood whooshing in my ears—I can no longer hear him breathing over the thud of my own heart. I’m out of his sphere; finally, finally, I can’t see him, can’t feel him inside my chest, his energy dark and dangerous and suffocating.

      The door to the upper floor looms, the hazy darkness broken only by the line of yellowed light that shines beneath it. The carved wooden railing—too fancy for a basement—looks slick in the moonlight. I climb onto the steps. For one terrifying moment, I imagine him at my back, grabbing at my hair, tearing me off my feet to crack my skull on the cement. I duck instinctively. No hands grab me.

      Enough.

      I race up the stairs, my shoes clutched tightly in one hand, the metal keys sharp in the other, biting into my palm. The first lock clicks open with the thready hiss of oiled metal, then the second. I feel my heart shudder and stop when the third key goes sticky in the lock—Is it the wrong one? Am I trapped with a dying man?—but then it turns, a loud clack that jolts my heart into overdrive.

      Free. I’m free.

      But not all the way. I’m still in his home. I’m still in trouble if anyone shows up now. My father trained me to be careful, to talk in code, to cover my ass, but this? I won’t beat a murder rap.

      The cold marble of the foyer chills my toes, but the front door opens without a lick of trouble. The air on the porch is sweet and damp. I shove my feet into my sneakers, thankful he kept them after our fateful first date. He had left them in the corner of the basement, harassing me for the last two months. I swear that was part of the torture, filling my days with glimpses into a world I could no longer experience. Talking to me about his life outside in explicit detail—a tease.

      I think he liked that I was mouthy, that I was a challenge—I saw the fire in his eyes when he thought he broke me. I’ve been building to that mindset for the last month just so he’d let his guard down long enough for me to escape.

      The soles of my shoes make a wet noise against the sprinkler-soaked grass, but the leaves crackling at the edge of the emerald lawn are louder, skittering underfoot. The moment I step inside the tree line, the shadows cascade over me like a blanket, soothing my rattled nerves—so dark back here, but I know where I am. I know every inch of this town by heart.

      But the world feels different after months of captivity—bigger, almost too expansive. The woods have never felt so alive. Creatures rustle the underbrush, squirrels, maybe, but squirrels don’t come out at night. Raccoons? Bigger than squirrels, for sure, and the way they’re skittering around, it sounds like they’re following me.

      For fuck’s sake, grow some ovaries, Isabelle.

      My feet shh-shh against the spring leaves; briars snag on my pants, then release. I have two miles to go to the main strip—I know where a back alley dead-ends at the forest that surrounds the town. A block or two, and I should have a vehicle. I’m adept at hot-wiring a car—thirty seconds, and I can be on my way out of here.

      And once I leave, I’m all set. Ronnie booked me a spa appointment. He checked in himself last night, so it’d look like I was there, just in case.

      He’s a good man, which is probably why I’m not attracted to him. I have a soft spot for bad boys, and my preppy boy experiment with Jeff only solidified this instinct—from now on, a polo shirt will be enough to make me puke. But I am thankful that Ronnie leans tight-laced and proper. It made him help me, for one, but it also skewed his view of the world—and of me. He saw a kidnapper in Jeff, but he didn’t see what I was. Because while I was down for a fling with a handsome silver fox I met at the amusement park, that certainly wasn’t why I went home with him. I had plans for him before he locked me in that basement.

      I still might be able to use the information I found that first night. If not, I have another contingency plan. It does no good to be unprepared.

      My breath burns in my lungs; my ribs ache. I hurry faster, slipping on dead leaves and the slime mold proliferating beneath the rotting vegetation.

      Snap!

      I freeze—the sound is not me, nor is it squirrels. The crackling of branches.

      Is Jeff after me? Ronnie screwed up. I fucking knew he’d screw up.

      The rustling comes again. Big—so big. Probably a deer. If it’s a bear, it’ll have to eat me before I’ll go back to that house. Same if it’s Jeff.

      I steel myself and creep forward past low-rising brambles encased in a glittering thicket of thorns. In the distance, I can see a hazy lightning at the horizon, the sodium glare of streetlights along the strip. Half a mile away. Probably less.

      I run toward the brightness—toward freedom. But the sound at my back follows.

      Snap! Snap! Crunch!

      So close now. I chance a look over my shoulder, but I see only the dark void of the trees, and though I do sense movement, I cannot make out any distinct shapes hidden in the velvet night.

      Less than a quarter mile. I can see the brick retaining wall that separates the woods from the city proper, the edge where it drops off into cobblestones. I run harder, my body slick with sweat, my ribs vibrating with panic. The edge of the retaining wall approaches. I can’t just run over the side; I’ll have to jump.

      I feel the dirt give way to cement beneath my sneakers. I leap out into the alley, my feet landing hard against the street. But I tumble—hard. My skin rips, the cobbles tattooing my knees, but I can’t feel the pain, not with my heart throbbing in my ears. I shove myself to my feet, still feeling as if the thing at my back is in pursuit, but when I whirl around, I see nothing in the shadow-blackened trees.

      I made it. I made it.

      But of course, I did. I’m Isabelle fucking Cain. I’m a goddamn survivor.

      The breeze hisses soft and sweet against the brick and brushes hard at my feverish flesh. No more noises come from the trees, but there is another sound now, too, scraping like claws on stone. I turn back to the alley—to freedom.

      At first, I only see the blackness of the cobbles, the world hidden from streetlights, which is exactly why I chose it. Quiet here—isolated, as none of these businesses are open after five o’clock. But I am not alone. Amorphous shapes move through the inky haze—people? Yes, people, I realize as my eyes adjust. Delivery men, based on the boxes near their feet.

      I squint, trying to force the scene to solidify. Four large men huddle in a knot against the right building, two of them crouching near the boxes. And now that my heart isn’t thundering so violently, I can hear their agitated voices and the hissed scraping sound of the containers as they move them toward the vehicle—a truck, four now-dead running lights glinting in the moonlight that filters dimly between buildings.

      I was not expecting to see anyone here, but unless I want to backtrack through the woods to the opposite end of town, I’ll have to walk straight past them. And to walk all the way around will set me back thirty minutes that I do not have.

      I frown. I don’t think they can identify me in the dark, and I don’t think they’ll connect me to Jeff—I’m two miles from his home, and my presence here is circumstantial at best. These men are very unlikely to hear about Jeff’s death at all if they don’t live in Haling Cove. And even if they do, I’ll be long gone before they can tell anyone.

      I square my shoulders and head in their direction, but between the wind and the rumble of their truck’s idling engine, and their own raised voices, I don’t think they can hear the dull patter of my rubber-soled footwear. None of them are facing me—their heads are all turned away, with two of them crouched near the boxes at the wall.

      I pick up my pace. Thirty feet.

      My mouth is packed in cotton. Twenty feet.

      I freeze. This close, I can see what they’re loading.

      I had thought they were moving boxes, but it’s not boxes. The shapes are too uneven—bags. And what I thought was a running board isn’t the backlights of a waiting truck. Motorcycles, four of them, lined up in a row.

      The other images come in slow, pulsing flashes. The back door beside them is a dull, hazy silver. Something glitters on the ground like a string of diamonds. Actually… maybe it is diamonds. A necklace?

      The jewelry store. They’re robbing the jewelry store. They don’t acknowledge my presence.

      But then… one does.

      The man nearest me stands slowly. They’re all in black, head to toe, which is why I thought I was looking at the back of his head, but now I can see the glitter of two eyes beneath his mask. A ski mask? No, a helmet, visor up. He steps toward me, away from the fray, and as he moves from the knot of men, I can see beyond him. I can see what lies at their feet.

      The man on the ground isn’t nearly as large as the robbers and not nearly as alive. His eyes were wide to the moon, his gaze dull—unseeing. The puddle beneath his head is still spreading, inky black, but I can smell it now, the metallic reek of blood. And the bikers—the murderers—are all staring. Straight. At. Me.

      The biggest of them points, his body silhouetted by the light from the main drag—impossibly far away. “Take her.”
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      Take her? I’m not about to end up in another prison. I’d rather be eaten by a bear. But their size alone makes me leery of running. I’m skittish and quick, but I’m no match for four brawny outlaws.

      I back away slowly, but the moment I move, a horrific squalling sounds from my right, a jarringly loud shriek—an alarm? Oh shit, the police will be here any minute. Haling Cove is a sleepy town, but officer response times are exemplary. And if I get caught here, connected with the outlaws mere miles from where they will soon find Jeff dead… Circumstantial or not, I’m screwed.

      Shit. I can’t run now, I realize. I can’t make it out of here without the cops noticing me, and I can’t steal a car directly in front of the police. I won’t make it to another state. Leave it to a bunch of men to cock things up.

      Think, Isabelle, think.

      But there’s no time to plan. One of the outlaws grabs the sack from the ground, slings it onto his back, and heads for the bikes. A second follows suit as the first jumps onto his hog. The one nearest me stands still, watching—maybe waiting for instructions.

      I turn, prepared to run, but the one on the bike—the big one, bigger than a bear—is still pointing at me. “She comes!” he growls in a voice like thunder, the word slightly muffled by the helmet. “No witnesses.”

      No witnesses? What the hell does that mean? Are they going to kill me? Good luck, assholes. But what choice do I have? It’s between going with them and staying here, waiting to be picked up by the cops.

      I can play this smart. Every setback is an opportunity if you’re intelligent enough to see the way through. That might as well have been my father’s catchphrase, though he only made it to sixty, so maybe I could use a better one.

      I raise my hands.

      The outlaw closes the gap between us and slings me over his shoulder like I weigh nothing. I open my mouth to tell him he doesn’t have to force me, that I’ll go willingly, but my brain short-circuits at the feel of a hand on my thigh, gentle despite the circumstances. Jeff didn’t touch me once in two months, so just the fingers of another person send confused but prickly electricity through my nerve endings.

      “Wait—” I begin, but either the man doesn’t hear me above the shrieking alarm or doesn’t care. He’s running, my head bouncing against his back, my feet connecting with his stomach, but I might as well be kicking a brick wall.

      Why couldn’t I have just been eaten by wildlife?

      At least I’m no longer worried about being discovered by law enforcement—these men have just as much reason as I do to escape this town and every motivation to keep me hidden. Besides, if they wanted to kill me, they’d have done so and left me in the alley with dead body number one.

      The outlaw doesn’t pause to climb onto his motorcycle. He slows his pace, and then I’m flying, swinging off his shoulder and onto a bike between the legs of an already settled rider.

      “I’m sorry about this, ma’am.” The man behind me tugs something over my eyes—a blindfold or maybe a knit hat. I can’t see. My legs are locked around a bike, my hands are in my lap, and my eyes are useless behind the fabric. And then the roar of the hog drowns out all other thoughts. Wind beats against my face and my bare arms as we rumble into the night.

      My heart is thundering in my ears, and for the first time in hours, I’m not feeling the nerves or the humidity or even my own rolling stomach; I’m barely feeling the rage in my guts, the terror that’s been plaguing me since I left Jeff at his mansion-turned-prison.

      I’m not sure I’m terrified… I think I am. But I’m also exhilarated. Call it thrill-seeking, call it a death wish, call it endorphins, or the side effects of coming off months of near-constant unbridled fury, but I cannot deny the electricity in my veins. I’m not exactly free, but I’m freer than I was a few hours ago. Here, I can breathe.

      At least for the moment. Until they decide I’m a risk. And I most certainly am. I can only hope they don’t know my ex-boyfriend, but I should be safe—Blade runs with a biker club much farther north.

      “I didn’t see anyone’s face,” I say.

      “What?”

      “I don’t know what you look like,” I yell into the wind. “I won’t tell anyone what I saw. I just want to get out of town.”

      “Can’t take that chance.” His arms are strong—a cage. His chest is a rock behind my back, crushing my shoulders.

      He’s right; I don’t blame them for taking me. I’ve never been so careless as to leave a witness to any of my crimes—Jeff’s was my first. And the fact that I’d killed him, well…

      It appears they’re kinder than I am.

      But “can’t take that chance”? My spine tightens into a rod of steel. All I’ve been through, and this man has the power? Over me? No way. All he has is the goddamn audacity.

      The rage returns for a single, blistering heartbeat. “Fuck you,” I snap. “I’m not a threat to you.”

      He stiffens at my comment, but then I feel the jiggling of his rib cage against my back. Is he laughing?

      I reach for the blindfold, ready to tug it up to see where we are, but he grabs my fingers and plants them firmly in my lap once more.

      “Hands down,” he growls, his voice so low it makes my marrow tremble. “I’d tell you to watch that smart mouth, but I doubt it’d do any good since you’re talking shit in the middle of a kidnapping.”

      That smart mouth. The words set something deep in my guts pulsing, but it’s not unpleasant—a primal ache in my lower belly. I shift in the seat, the vibration of the bike between my legs suddenly stronger, almost erotic, a shuddering pleasure that I should not be feeling. What is wrong with me?

      “Is that what this is?” I say. “A kidnapping?”

      “Unless you want to be on this bike.”

      What am I supposed to say to that? That I do want to be here because I just killed a guy? That I have a significant criminal history of my own to contend with, passed down through the generations, so I don’t really feel at home unless I’m living dangerously?

      I snort, derisive. “Of course, I don’t want to be here.”

      He stills, the bike grumbling, the tires grating against the road. Wind beats at my face. “You’re… lying. Aren’t you?”

      Yes. “Why would you think that?”

      “I’m a criminal. It’s my job to know when people are lying to me. But for you to be fine with this… What happened to you, hon?”

      Hon? The wind bites at my nose and slices at my already road-rashed knees and straight through my tattered yoga pants—the flimsy material is not made for high winds. Spring or not, it’s freezing on the bike with the chilly air blasting and the sun hidden.

      I push back against his chest for warmth, and he tightens his biceps around me in a decidedly kind way. “I’m sorry about the blindfold.” The bulk of his arms blocks some of the wind around my shoulders. I wriggle closer, and this time my ass shifts against his groin.

      “Then take the blindfold off me.”

      “It’s better if you don’t see where we’re going—not all of us would be okay with you being able to track us down. But trust me, I don’t like this any more than you do.” He shifts away from me. “Watch that, would you?”

      “Watch what?”

      “The… grinding.”

      The… oh. Am I turning him on? After two months in that basement, just the freedom to touch another person feels enticing, but if I’m being honest, I think I want to piss him off a little. I’m not a woman who likes to be told what to do.

      I wiggle harder against him. “And what if I don’t? Will you get hard? Take me right here on this bike?”

      He clears his throat. “It’s a biological reaction—sympathetic nervous system arousal due to the emotionally charged nature of our current predicament. I can’t help it. Don’t presume to know what I think or what I might do. I’d never hurt a woman.”

      Whoa. That was a lot of twenty-dollar words from a biker outlaw. Was he… a healthcare professional? I’m trained as a vet—the only thing I’ve ever done that wasn’t underhanded.

      I settle back against him. I’m not sure how I feel about this “biological reaction” hypothesis. But I’m certainly feeling it, too, a dull throbbing in my belly that might be sexual, but I can’t tease it apart from the thrill of freedom.

      We veer off to the right suddenly, the rumbling growl of their bikes getting a bit quieter, which means we’ve made it beyond the tunnels of buildings—somewhere out in the open. I close my eyes, not that it matters beneath the knit hat, and focus on the brittle cold against my chest. My T-shirt is too thin for the open road.

      “Are you a doctor?” I ask, practically screaming above the roar of wind and road.

      He chuckles again, and I feel more than hear the rumbling growl of it against my back. “Small talk, huh?”

      I’ve never been much for watching my mouth, but this isn’t a pressured excuse to make conversation. I feel that now, more than ever, what I say matters. If they like me, maybe I can hang out with them for a few months until Jeff’s death settles—until the medical examiner confirms it’s a heart attack. This doesn’t have to be a bad thing—this can be an opportunity.

      Besides, it’s not like I have anywhere else to go.

      “I’m not a doctor,” he says. “I’m a Renegade.”

      I frown. A… Renegade? I’ve heard of other biker clubs and have been more than intimately involved with one of them. But the Renegades are elusive—invisible. I assumed they were urban legends. Bogeymen used to cover up the very real crime issue in the area—a scapegoat so that the real perpetrators could get away clean. Interesting.

      “You guys have been quiet.”

      “Not if you believe the rumors.” He shifts back, maybe trying to stay clear of my hips. “But we certainly try.”

      The bike leans beneath me, a hard right, and for a moment, I worry I might topple off the side and onto the cement beneath—I’ll die if I fall off at these speeds. But the man at my back rights me, his arms shielding me from the road.

      I let him—I let him help me, though it’s the antithesis of the way I live the rest of my life. I can do this. If I can get away from a psychopathic millionaire with a penchant for locks, I can get away from a few bikers if I actually need to.

      I still have Jeff’s bank account numbers locked in my brain from the night we met—reciting them as I drifted off each night calmed me, as did the idea that I might be able to use them when I got out… provided I figure out his passwords. And if I can’t, I have a storage unit with a life’s worth of stolen merchandise. I can stay with the outlaws until I get bored or until they trust me enough to leave me be. Then I can sneak off and live it up alone.

      They’re killers, Isabelle. Why doesn’t that scare you?

      But I think I know the answer: because my ex-boyfriend was a killer by trade. And I’m a killer now, too, even if Jeff mightily deserved it.

      The wind abruptly stops. The bikes are louder now, too, echoing in a way that tells me we’re indoors. The air reeks of gasoline. My eyes water.

      The jolt of the braking hog throws me forward, but I stay in place because the man at my back is now clutching me with both hands, one on either side of my rib cage. Possessive, but not in the way Jeff was, all gnashing teeth and presumption and ownership. This is… protective—definitely protective. A strange thought for the situation—What kind of man protects someone by forcing them to their secret biker lair?—but I feel it nonetheless.
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