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Where is Kiro?


He’s the lost Dragusha brother, heir to a vast mafia empire—brilliant, violent, and utterly savage…and he’s been missing for years.

Ann

I’m supposed to be doing simple undercover research at the Fancher Institute for the Mentally Ill & Dangerous, but I can’t keep my mind off Patient 34. He’s startlingly young and gorgeous, but it’s not just that. He’s strapped way too tightly to that bed. And there’s no name or criminal history on his chart. What are these people hiding? My reporter’s instincts are screaming.

Here’s the other thing: the staffers here believe he’s so sedated that there’s not a thought in his head, but I catch him watching me when nobody’s looking. Our connection sizzles when I enter the room. When our eyes meet, I know he understands me in a way nobody else ever has.

I’m supposed to follow my editor’s orders—I have secrets, too—but everything about Patient 34 is suspicious. How can I not investigate?
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Chapter One


Ann

Randall is a rosy-cheeked man with a long gray beard and kind eyes. He sits on a bolted-down bench at the corner of his room in the Fancher Institute, formerly known as Fancher Institute for the Criminally Insane.

Thirty years ago, Randall killed three people on a city bus, then tried to poison a group of office workers with arsenic-laced cookies, gravely sickening five.

Today he is heavily medicated and confined to the small room twenty-two hours a day. To his right, there is a large window where you can see the face of an orderly peering in, one of two orderlies whose entire job it is to sit in the hall and watch Randall during his waking hours. Randall’s one burning goal in life is to behave well enough to reduce it to twenty-one hours.

I decide that’s how I’d start the story if I were writing it as a human interest feature on the patients in the mentally ill and dangerous (MI&D) wing of the Fancher Institute. You always hook a story up to one person’s drama and try to find one killer detail. The ever-present watching face is a killer detail.

Stories about people have power. They humanize people, connect people. But I’m not here to do a story about a person.

I’m here to do research on a story about things. A supply-chain story. The most boring type of story.

A supply-chain story in the middle of nowheresville Minnesota is what you get for kneeling in the rubble in Kabul crying and holding a kitten while you miss the most important meeting of your career.

Everyone called it a breakdown. It’s as good a word as any.

Just complete the assignment, I tell myself. Put your head down and do the work.

Because I was lucky to get this assignment at all. No reputable editor will touch me these days. This assignment was set up by an editor at Stormline, which is not a reputable publication.

A nurse named Zara is introducing me to the patients I’ll be monitoring. She thinks I’m a nurse, and in fact I am. I was a nurse before I decided I really just wanted to be a journalist.

I wear a plastic face shield and gloves, and I’m doing a little something with each patient so that Zara can ensure none will react poorly to me. She also wants to make sure that I can handle these MI&D guys.

The MI&D guys won’t be a problem. The antiseptic smell might be, though. It’s so overpowering, I feel like I’m swimming in it. I don’t do well with antiseptic smells these days.

Nurse Zara doesn’t want me here, and she’s not trying to hide it. “Nurse Ann is going to take your blood pressure now, Randall,” Zara says. “You’ll be seeing a lot of her.”

The HR guy warned me that the staff would resist my presence. Nurse Zara’s friend was supposed to be promoted to this job. Everybody on the team thought she’d get it. Then I swooped in and stole it. So I’m a little bit of a pariah.

I’ve handled worse.

“Hello, Randall,” I say softly. Randall’s face is flat affect—that’s psych-ward talk for no expression. His eyes are vacant as I fit the blood pressure cuff around his flabby bicep. Randall is on a cocktail of drugs they call B-52, which does exactly what you’d imagine it would do—sedating him and slowing his thoughts so much that he’s more garden plant than human. He gets extra medication at night. That’s the only time an orderly doesn’t need to watch him.

I note his progress in a tablet, clicking boxes and entering in the numbers. “Great job! Looks like if you behave well for the rest of the week, you’ll get three hours out in the general room,” I say to him.

Randall grunts and mumbles something that sounds like agreement.

Zara grumbles. I’d put her age at around twice mine—twenty-nine—so nearly sixty. She has short dyed-blonde hair held back in a bright polka-dot hair band. She told me the guys like when she switches around the pops of color like that. She cares about the guys, but she wants me gone.

In addition to the hostility, I’m starting to sense that Zara smells my lie, or maybe she just senses my unease. Nurses can be really attuned to people’s mental states like that, and Zara’s good. Spend three decades in a mental ward, and you grow some pretty fierce antennae. She doesn’t know about my breakdown, of course.

But Zara’s not going to be my biggest problem.

My biggest problem will be Donny, the hulking head of the orderlies. The man has “twisted motherfucker” written all over his face. As far as I can see, the only thing separating Donny from the men strapped to these beds is a conviction in a court of law and a commitment order.

The next patient is a schizophrenic in his early twenties. As a college student, he blew up a highway rest station, killing three. He’s in a two-point restraint, which means his wrists are bound to a strap around his waist. He, too, gets the B-52 cocktail, and he has those same flat B-52 eyes.

Zara stands at the door texting on her phone and half watching me as I take his blood pressure and do a blood draw. The skin prick doesn’t even seem to register with him. I wonder whether he knows I’m here. I pull up his progress chart. He’s working toward having his hands loose for sleeping. “If you behave this well the rest of the week, you’ll have a hands-free sleep,” I tell him brightly.

“Thank you,” he mumbles.

We pause in the hall between each stop to discuss patients. Zara watches my eyes a little too closely during these discussions.

“You can’t do this job if you let these guys scare you,” she barks.

She’s picking up on all the ways I don’t belong, or maybe my fragile, fucked-up state of mind. She’s picking up on something.

I try for a serene smile. “These guys are fine. I’m good.”

What with all of the sedation and restraint, not to mention the watchful orderlies at my beck and call, I couldn’t be safer from these men, especially compared with a lot of the subjects I interviewed out in the field in my long-ago days as a reputable journalist.

A lot of those interview subjects were just as imbalanced as these men, except they usually had assault weapons. And the only meds they were on was coffee and maybe alcohol, not the greatest combo when you’re a dangerous madman.

And yes, Donny, twisted king of the orderlies, will probably try to push me as far as possible.

But it’s the antiseptic smell that’s my kryptonite.

Six months ago, I would’ve laughed if anybody had tried to hand me an assignment like this. I was the intrepid girl reporter you sent to Bhutan or Somalia or Syria. I was the one riding around in Jeeps and Hummers, sitting with fixers in shitty little cafés waiting to meet some of the most interesting people in the world, chasing that fucking story. I lived for the story.

And if it involved the underdog, or the crazy militia leader, or somebody going for the impossible? Sign me up!

Now I’m counting supplies for an editor with a conspiracy theory he thinks the cops are ignoring. I was lucky Stormline needed somebody with a nursing degree.

But this is how I’ll dig myself out of the burnt and blackened crater of my career. I’ll investigate the shit out of this supply-chain thing. I’ll do it like it’s the best, most important assignment I ever got. The Stormline editor will vouch for me on the next one. Then I’ll investigate and write the shit out of that one, and so on.

I’ll focus on the story in front of me like it’s the most important one ever—that’s how I’ll dig out.

I close my eyes, heart pounding. The antiseptic smell is still getting to me, six months later. I thought I was ready.

I knew the smell would be here, but I thought it wouldn’t be a problem. This hospital is not under attack. Nobody will be getting trapped in here. It’s a world away from any war zone.

Worse, the smell is making me think about that kitten. I shake it out of my mind. I remind myself the kitten is fine. You stepped up and saved the kitten. You are a badass.

Well, I used to be a badass.

I don’t feel like a badass. The antiseptic smell is seriously fucking me up. I’ll be smelling it all night—I know it already. I won’t be able to sleep.

You don’t have to tell me how sexy a good downward spiral story is—I’m a journalist. I know.

There is nothing more delicious than the rich Ponzi-scheme guy in handcuffs. The arrogant rock star sliding into drug addiction. The high school heartthrob who was cruel to you who’s now cleaning your toilet.

I never thought I’d star in a downward spiral story of my own. I guess nobody does.

We head farther down the hall. I meet a hippie orderly who monitors four guys from a hub. I can tell that he would make an interesting subject, but I’m not writing that kind of piece. Meth. Supply chain. Stormline.

Donny, twisted king of the orderlies, comes up. Donny has neon running shoes, several empty ear piercings, and a strategy of showing you who’s boss by looking really hard at your tits. His eyes are small and frontally placed. Predator eyes.

“They’re ready for 34,” Donny says.

“Come on,” Zara says.

“What’s 34?”

“Patient 34,” Zara says. “Come on.”

He doesn’t get a name? I grab the cart and push it down the hall to where three orderlies are assembled, talking in low tones. They all have stun guns.

“What’s up?”

“We go three on standby for hellbeast,” Donny says, looking at me a little too hard. He’s the kind of guy who’s always up to something and who therefore can sense when you’re up to something.

I ratchet him up from problem to definite danger. And I see how things will play out, like a perfect storm—dangerously lechy Donny sensing a chink in my armor, Zara’s antagonism toward me, the indifference of the few other staff members I’ve met, the fact I’m on probation and, worse, not who I say I am.

Handle it.

Donny opens the door. The antiseptic smell is always worse in the rooms. I’m feeling hot, suddenly.

I thought I was ready.

Donny unhelpfully guides me in, hand at the small of my back, except a little too low. I stop and spin. “I got it.”

He puts his hands up, like I’m being unduly aggressive.

I turn and push the cart into the tiny room. The door clicks shut, closing us all in.

Donny takes up a post at the corner.

“We got it,” Zara says. She doesn’t want him in here, either. Donny just stares at her with his scary, frontally placed eyes.

Fuck it all, I think. And I turn to the patient.

And the breath goes out of me.

Patient 34 has a violent halo of dark curls and a short, unruly beard. Sooty lashes line his amber eyes. His energy is…intense, wild, like he was created in some brilliant hellfire. Something about him pulls at me. He’s gorgeous in a furious way. He’s gorgeous in a stunning, suck-you-in-and-spit-you-out way.

The highest level of restraint is typically a four-point restraint, but Patient 34 is in more like eight points, arms to waist, waist to bed, wrists to bed, ankles to bed, neck to bed.

He stares at a fixed point on the ceiling like the other B-52 patients, gaze blank, but he feels utterly different to me. He feels truly alive.

I look up to find Zara watching me sternly, like she caught me doing something wrong. Did I stare at Patient 34 too long?

I lower my face shield and take my place next to his bedside, ready to take his vitals, though I have half a mind to look around for a camera crew, like this is one of those elaborate joke shows where they play tricks and see what people do. He’s just…not at all like the others.

Not like any man I’ve ever seen.

According to 34’s chart, he’s on B-52 plus a few muscle relaxants and something extra I don’t recognize. Enough medication to take down an elephant.

I wrap the BP cuff around his shockingly muscular arm. Shocking, because this is the kind of guy who’ll be unhitched from that bed exactly twice a day—to use the restroom and eat. And he’s so heavily sedated. When and how is he working out? And what did he do to get himself this level of restraint?

I scroll to the history section of his chart. Blank. I really want to know what he did to get in here. There’s no age, though I’d put him younger than me—twenty or twenty-one. I can’t even find his goals program chart. “Where’s his goals?”

Donny laughs from the corner. “He doesn’t get goals. He will never have his meds reduced, he will never have his restraints reduced, and the only way 34’s getting out of this room is feet first.” If I have anything to do with it is the unspoken part of it.

Donny returns his attention to his iPhone.

This guy—so heavily sedated and restrained with a man like Donny hating on him. How does he endure it? I lay a hand on his arm and feel the warmth of him through my latex glove.

“Escape artist,” Zara mumbles, not looking up from her phone. The people working on the wing aren’t supposed to have their phones, but they all do. They know how to avoid the cameras when they’re on them.

“What’s his escape technique?” I ask. “Does he turn into The Incredible Hulk?”

Neither of them responds. Well, I thought it was funny.

I slip the cuff around 34’s arm, rest my gloved hand on his forearm, and start pumping it. The patients here all wear blue pajama-style shirts and pants. The shirts are short-sleeved and snap at the sides for access.

I glance at his face again.

And the world stops.

Because 34 is there—really there. He’s watching me with intelligence, lips quirked like he thought my Hulk comment was funny.

My heart pounds madly. “Hey, I’m going to take your BP, and we’ll draw a little blood, okay?”

“He doesn’t know what you’re saying,” Zara snaps from the corner, like I’m this huge idiot. “He’s not going to answer. Read his chart.”

I read the fucking chart, I think at her. Why don’t you look at his fucking face? But when I look back down, 34’s eyes are blank again, and the shadow of a smile is gone. Was I hallucinating? “It seemed like he was there for a second.”

“He hasn’t had a coherent thought in his head for months,” Donny says. “And he never will again.” And again, that unspoken end to the sentence: If I have anything to do with it.

Asshole, I think.

I look back down. His eyes are fixed on the ceiling. Back to being a heavily sedated lion. Was I imagining it? I do his BP. It’s high for how much he’s medicated. “One-twenty over eighty.”

Zara pushes off the wall now, annoyed. “That can’t be right. Move.”

I retreat back to where Donny stands while she takes 34’s BP. I’m starting to feel sweaty and a little bit wrong.

Zara calls out the BP results, which are lower—right where it should be for a man on all those drugs. I note it down on his electronic medical record. She thinks I fucked it up out of nervousness.

“Don’t worry, we gotcha,” Donny says. As you can imagine, he makes it sound like a threat.

I just nod. No words, just a nod. You never give a creep like Donny energy.

Zara puts the blood pressure assembly back in the cart, looking at me hard. “You up for doing the draw?”

“Of course,” I say, moving away from creepmeister Donny. I take my place at 34’s bedside, and Zara goes back to her phone, safely out of camera range.

Patient 34’s eyes are blank as sheetrock. Did I imagine that silent interaction? If I did, that’s bad.

If I didn’t imagine it, it means he’s faking. I suppose it doesn’t really matter, considering they have him tied up like he’s King Kong crossed with Hannibal Lecter.

I draw his blood. They probably had a dedicated phlebotomist on this at one point, but budget cuts have hit this sector hard. The phlebotomist would’ve been cut. I try not to watch his face at all.

I think about Donny’s crowing words—Never a coherent thought ever again. Like Donny is a victor over 34 in some imagined and unfair contest between them. That is so Donny, to have vendettas with the patients he’s supposed to be caring for. What did 34 do?

When I’m done, I press a cotton ball to the draw site and set a gloved hand on 34’s arm, which really is startlingly thick with muscle. I know I’m not imagining it.

I look into his golden eyes that gaze at nothing and everything. It’s likely he did horrible things—you don’t end up like Patient 34 because you’ve been a Boy Scout. But there’s a sliver of humanity in everyone. Hopes, dreams, things that unexpectedly touch their hearts.

This is something you learn from telling people’s stories.

“All done.” I squeeze his arm reassuringly, because everybody deserves compassion, and Zara and Donny can fuck themselves.


Chapter Two


Kiro

“All done,” she says softly. She squeezes my arm. Heat floods my body. My heart pounds out of control.

She has piercing green eyes and hair the color of peanuts. She tries to hide it by pulling it back, but her hair is big and curly and will not be hidden. She purses her pink lips. I love watching her lips. She’s the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.

Again she squeezes my arm. She seems like a dream with her gentle touch and her talk of The Hulk, like she reached back into another life.

Is it a trick? Another one of their endless tortures? I fight for control, willing her to leave. I can’t concentrate with her here.

I should’ve let the drugs take me under today—that would have dulled the power of her. I sometimes let the drugs take me under as a break from the crushing boredom of this dead place with its buzzers and alarms and the ticking clock that never stops.

And the grating loneliness.

And now her, destroying my concentration. You can never show life in here, or they drug you even more.

She works for them. She’s just another one. I’ll kill her if I have to. I’ll kill them all if I have to. All that matters is getting home. Back where I belong.

How do they even know about The Hulk? I haven’t thought about him since I was a kid, locked up in that root cellar.

She moves out of my periphery. The distance makes it easier for me to get myself under control.

I need three conditions to escape. One—a clear head. I have that. Two—the ability to break out of my restraints. The small pair of clippers I have hidden in the mattress is that. Three—some sort of chaos or diversion to take out the guards around the perimeter. I need a disaster, somebody else escaping, a power failure—something. The perimeter guards were my downfall last time.

I don’t make the same mistake twice.

So I wait. I’ll get my chance. It’s a matter of time.

They can never know I have the clippers. They can never know I’m able to work the drugs through my system. The professor who kept me in that cage said I had a high metabolism. Maybe it’s true. The exercises help me stay clear, though. I know that. “Isometrics,” the professor called them when I’d do them in my cage.

I thought the year that the professor kept me in a cage was bad. Wrong.

The professor would at least read to me, trying to educate me. I would pretend not to hear, not to understand, but the things he read and said were always interesting. I would listen hard, and think things over when he slept.

He hope to educate me and get me to understand supposedly important concepts, so that we could have discussions about how I survived in the wilderness, and mostly, how I got a pack of wild wolves to trust me. He’d guessed—rightly—that they’d let me live in their den.

I would not confirm it. I would tell him nothing.

I felt so lonely, caged up like a savage. Missing the pack. My only friends.

Here is far worse.

They drug me every twelve hours. I strain against my bonds whenever they leave—hard enough to get my blood pumping, to break a sweat. Hard enough to stay clear in the head, ready to kill everyone.

She draws her finger along the shiny front of her computer pad. The screen flashes. Then her fingers are back, a whisper on my arm. I fight to keep my expression dull and lifeless.

She squeezes my arm. Nobody ever touches me like this. I think my heart might explode.

Nurse Zara: “Come on.”

She’s gone. I follow her footsteps down the hall. I track the squeak of the cart wheels.

You develop strong hearing in the wilderness. It’s a form of paying attention, of disciplining the mind. That’s something the professor would say, and I always felt he was right, even though I never said so.

Back when he had me in that cage, he would give me sneaky tests on my sense of hearing and my sense of smell, too. Once I caught on that it was what he was doing, and that overdeveloped senses made me different from people who hadn’t grown up wild, I pretended not to hear or smell things so well.

You can never give people anything. They only hurt you with it.

If I listen hard enough, I can hear birds singing beyond these walls. Bird songs can be the most lonely thing of all in here. But on some days, on the good days, those songs help me to get back there in my mind, and I can almost convince myself I’m running through fields and forests with the sun on my face.

Wheels squeak. Her heartbeat grows fainter. Room 39.

Mitchell DesArmo is in that room. A dangerous man. I follow their conversation. I stay with her all the way through the rest of her rounds.

The farther away she gets with the power of her beauty and her gentle touch, the more control I feel.

It’s a trick—it has to be.

Everything has a rhythm, a pulse. This hospital is a system, just like the forest. Things move. Holes appear. I’ll be ready. Nobody else will be ready, but I’ll be ready. Stillness is an effective way to hunt.

Stillness is how I killed the professor. He thought he could write a book on me. He thought he could make a sideshow out of me. He thought he was educating Savage Adonis—he told me that was the name the reporters gave me when I was pulled out of the wilderness.

The professor thought that if he got the Savage Adonis’s head filled full enough with words and concepts, that I would be his loyal helper.

The professor wanted Savage Adonis’s secrets. Instead he got Savage Adonis’s hands around his neck.

I waited for my moment just like I’m waiting here.

Soon.

The squeak of the wheels.

Nurse Ann leaving the wing. A door. Another door. Gone.

I should feel relief. Misery gnaws at my gut instead.

If I can endure the boredom and pain of this place, I can endure her gentle touch.

I shut my eyes to close out the feelings. Three things to escape. The path I cut back home will run with the blood of anybody who tries to stop me.

Does he escape by turning into The Incredible Hulk?

It’s coincidence that she talked about The Hulk. It’s been so long since I thought of my boyhood before the forest. The piano wire. The tree. The root cellar.

She’s a new torment, that’s all.

A new torment that hurts more than Donny’s stun gun.


Chapter Three


Ann

After we finish our rounds, Zara and I head to the general room, which is a type of rec room with bolted-down chairs and tables and a TV on the wall that only staff—meaning Donny—controls. Two dozen patients are in here, coloring and watching TV. Zara tells me about where the different groups sit, who doesn’t get along with whom.

These are the most well-behaved patients, but still, orderlies hover all around, watching, tracking things on tablets. This is a place of immense bureaucracy and paper trails denoting every action of every patient right down to when they take a piss, and I mean that literally.

We head to the staff room, where it’s a little easier to breathe thanks to the cooking smells overpowering the antiseptic smell. In a way, though, it’s worse, because I’m in a room full of people who don’t want me here.

I hold up my head. Stay pleasant. This isn’t my life, right?

There are more than a dozen nurses and nurse aides: a few guys out of the army, some older women from the float pool—substitute nurses, basically. There are full-timing young mothers—the sister hospital across town has a great free day-care program they get to take advantage of.

Sometimes in a strange group of mostly women, I’ll try to get the talk around to kids and get people pulling out pictures. It’s nice as an icebreaker. And the truth is, I really do love seeing the kids. I love the way women’s faces look when they show you. I love to hear the little stories they tell about pictures. Stories bond people, humanize people to each other.

When I first entered journalism, I believed that understanding each other’s stories could solve all of the world’s problems.

It takes strength to believe big things like that, and I don’t have that kind of strength anymore.

And I have a feeling that, in this group, my questions will be seen as nosy.

When they ask me whether I have kids, I tell them no, I don’t have kids. The truth. I tell them I’m from Idaho and that I did a ton of travelling and volunteer work around the world, which is close to the truth. I know my story doesn’t make sense to them, to go from worldwide travel to a notorious MI&D facility in an impoverished rural northern Minnesota town, a place where I have no friends or relatives. They may not acknowledge it consciously, but deep down, they know I don’t add up.

The best lie would be to say that I’m really into camping and that I want to be at the edge of the Boundary Waters Canoe Area and Quetico, the massive swath of pristine wilderness between Minnesota and Canada. But I can’t talk outdoors talk, so I tell them instead that I think it’s gorgeous, and that I want to buy a canoe and explore this beautiful area. Zara warns me about winter. It’s early October and already cold as fuck. She asks me whether I’m ready for the true cold.

“So far, so good,” I say.

She proceeds to tell me the horror stories about six-foot snowdrifts and stretches of subzero temps. The group joins in; they seem to enjoy telling me how bad it’s going to be, like, you made your bed, now lie in it.

Will this be their attitude if I have trouble with Donny?

Somebody has brought cake along with bright paper plates and plastic forks in celebration of a young nurse’s birthday, and I find I’m hugely conflicted about taking a piece. Will they dislike me even more if I pass up this offering or if I take one? I decide it won’t matter either way, so I take one.

Talk ceases as we eat our cake. Back in the magazine office where I worked in New York, we would celebrate birthdays just like this, except nobody would actually eat the cake.

The cake is delicious, and in spite of their vague hostility, I’m seriously hoping that if there is a meth supply pipeline running through here, it’s all Donny.

If there’s a pipeline at all.

Murray Moliter, my editor at Stormline, could be smoking crack with the whole thing. He got a tip he felt was credible for whatever reason, and the tipster suggested the cops weren’t investigating because they’re in on it.

Fine by me. I’m getting double pay here—my nursing wage along with a per diem from Stormline. I’ll get Murray the facts he needs on what’s going in and out of here. I’ll do a good job. Work my way back.

Each of the ten nurses under Zara oversees the medical care of ten patients. They all seem to know I have Patient 34. I suspect I got him because I’m new, and he’s the dangerous one nobody wants.

I was surprised when Zara called him an escape artist. The layers of security here are insane—how could anyone escape? “So how many times has Patient 34 tried to break out?” I ask. “Has he actually gotten close?”

They glance at each other the way people do when there’s juicy gossip. Soon the stories are flying.

It seems Patient 34 once used a ballpoint pen to wear down his canvas wrist restraint. Another time he got free and tied up orderlies and nurses. He has smashed through the supply closet door and two walls. He has jumped through safety glass. He once beat up five stun-gun-wielding orderlies.

Twice Patient 34 has made it to the parking lot. The electrified fence stopped him once. For the most recent attempt, he created his own rubber mitts with art materials. He smashed Donny’s head on a wall, knocking him out, and almost made it, but the guards around the perimeter took him down with tranquilizer guns.

It seems the Fancher Institute has implemented quite a number of new features thanks to Patient 34. The general consensus is that he won’t be trying to escape anymore, but people are a little voodoo about him.

“Why doesn’t he have a name?” I ask.

“Because he’s a John Doe,” one of them says, like I’m stupid.

“But surely he knows his own name,” I say. “He could’ve told you it before he was so sedated.”

“Patient 34 cooperates with nobody.”

“What was his original conviction?”

“We don’t have that,” Nurse Zara snaps, like it’s an outrageous question, which it definitely isn’t.

It’s important to know whether a patient is a firebug, whether they have women issues, various triggers, all of that. All they know about Patient 34 is that it was some sort of violent assault around a year ago. “A year and some change” is how Zara had put it.

“The rumor is that he’s in WITSEC,” one of the guys says. “That the stuff is sealed for his own protection.”

I nod like this sounds reasonable. It’s not. If he was in witness protection, he’d have a fake name and a fake history. “Who handles his board hearings?”

“Fancher,” one of the nurses says. “You could ask him about it,” she adds with an innocent shrug. People’s faces are carefully blank. Which tells me that going all the way to the top of the Fancher Institute—to Dr. Fancher himself—is a bad idea.

Still, I think about it. I pass Fancher’s office on my way to HR to drop off my insurance forms. His door is cracked. I pause. I tell myself not to get curious. I tell myself Patient 34’s story is irrelevant.

And I knock. And then I think, fuck fuck fuck.

A booming voice: “Come in.”

Dr. Fancher is a man of about fifty with a military haircut, strangely wet lips, and frontally placed eyes just like Donny. In fact he looks a lot like Donny. Possibly a relative. Great.

“I wanted to introduce myself. I’m Ann Saybrook—I just joined the team on the MI&D wing.”

“Welcome.” He taps his pen. He doesn’t get up.

“Are you and Donny—”

“He’s my nephew,” Dr. Fancher says. “So far, so good?” He asks this in a way where you know the only answers he wants to hear is “yup-thanks-bye!”

“Yup.” I smile. I should go away. I’m not here to draw attention to myself. At least that’s what I’m repeating over and over in my head. But I keep picturing Patient 34 in his crazy restraints, and Donny’s hatred of him, and the way he looked at me.

The way he felt. So intense. So alive.

I suck in a breath. “Patient 34 is one of my cases, and I noticed there’s not much on him in terms of family history or incident history. The more I know, the better care I can deliver.”

Fancher levels his gaze at me. “If we were at liberty to add that information to his chart, we’d add that to his chart, don’t you think?” He says it as though I’m just a little slow-witted. “I don’t imagine you could have any issues with him already…”

“Everything’s going great.” I give him my best “no-threat-here!” smile. “I just want to deliver the best care possible.”

Fancher rocks back in his chair, relaxing. “He’s an extremely troubled and dangerous John Doe. Of course we do everything we can to locate family and get family members involved in the patients’ care, but they’re not always out there, Ms. Saybrook.”

I nod like I’m swallowing his utter bullshit. “Of course.”

“You let me know if you have trouble with him.”

Smile smile smile. “I will! Thank you!”

I leave, telling myself I’m here to count supplies, not draw attention. Supply chain!

That afternoon, I learn that there are two places medications are kept. Pharma One is controlled by a staff pharmacist during the day and locked at night. Pharma Two is where we get medications that don’t require a pharmacist’s sign-off—the kind of stuff you’d find in a drugstore, including ephedrine, which is one of the substances I need to keep an eye on. I’ll figure out who’s doing the ordering and set up a ghost system for tracking it.

Over the next few days, I work on being the invisible observer.

Randall earns his three hours in the general room. Zara and I set a new goal for him: behave well enough in there to earn a drop in meds.

The rewards for the guys here are always either a reduction in the level of restraint and medication or an increase in freedom. It is up to me to suggest rewards for my men to work toward.

But when the patient behaves poorly, Donny and Zara decide on what happens—increase in restraint, increase in meds, reduction of free time out in the coveted general room. And then it’s a climb back up.

I’m like these guys in a way. I fucked up and now I’m digging myself out, trying to regain a few privileges. Win back some professional respect.

I monitor Pharma Two like a hawk. I take my own personal inventory and find out shipment days before the week is up.

On the downside, the smell doesn’t get better. Some days I feel like I’m drenched in antiseptic.

The antiseptic smell brings me back to being trapped in that rubble with those kids. Singing. Maybe a vat of it spilled during the bombing, I don’t know. The smell clings to me at night. More and more, I wake up in the middle of the night gasping for breath, reliving the kitten incident, my sleep broken into useless bits.

Patient 34 is a complete zombie when I visit him the first time on my own—or as much on my own as you can be with three stun-gun-wielding orderlies in the hall. They’re supposed to be watching through the window, but as usual, they’re all on their phones—mostly Facebook and YouTube, from what I’ve noticed.

I carry around two phones—one dummy one, and one in a knee sock holder under my pants. It’s an old habit from the field. You always have a little bit of money and the phone you’re willing to let them steal out and visible, and you hide the stuff you need to protect—the important phone, the real money.

I’m struck again by his beauty. There’s something utterly powerful yet totally vulnerable about him. Somehow, this man hits me right in the gut.

It’s not just about his moment of seeming consciousness; it’s because of how he calls to me. How something in me answers. Just lying there, he calls to me.

I find myself reaching for my important phone—my secret cell—to get the shot.

Taking photos like this is second nature. A shot like this isn’t just about recording a subject, it’s about seeing from a new perspective, seeing more deeply. Honoring something amazing.

I photograph him close up and full body, then I slip the phone away.

I pull out the blood pressure and blood draw stuff. Not even the crinkling paper seems to attract 34’s attention. His face is a perfect blank.

I should be relieved that I’m seeing the blankness everyone else is seeing. Ask most people who fucked up in a big way and they’ll tell you their first goal is simple normalcy.

In truth, I’m disappointed 34 is so blank.

I made that joke, and he smiled yesterday. It was a nice moment. I want that consciousness back, if only just for a moment.

It’s probably a bad sign that the warmest human connection I’ve felt all week is with a guy strapped to a bed in an institute for the mentally ill and dangerous. Because he’s in an institute for the mentally ill and dangerous.

I fit the cuff around his arm and press the Velcro pieces together. “You should at least have a name. A fucking name.”

He doesn’t answer. Not that I expected it.

It offends my sense of fair play that he only gets a number. Fancher’s stonewalling offends me even more. “But the family is not always there, Ms. Saybrook,” I repeat under my breath. “Ms. Saybrook. What an asshole. You wanna patronize me? Really?”

Patient 34’s blood pressure is way up yet again. The last thing I want to do is call Zara in again and have her get a normal reading, as though I’m fucking it up.

But I can’t ignore it.

I step away and lean against the door to give him space, just in case my talking did it. He could be picking up on my anger at Fancher and this whole situation. Unbalanced people can be extraordinarily sensitive.

I go back for a redo, trying to use Zara’s super low-touch style. His BP is down a little on the second try. At least in normal range. I jot down that reading and do his blood and the rest of my check.

The rest of the week is uneventful, aside from my not being able to sleep, thanks to the antiseptic scent clinging to my skin and nose. It feels like it’s inside me sometimes, which I know is crazy.

On the upside, with every visit, 34’s blood pressure drops a bit more. At the end of the week, it’s right where it was for Zara.

He always exhibits that flat affect, but there are times, as I go about my business, that I could swear he’s almost glowering at me, or at least staring at me intensely, but then when I look directly at him, his face is blank…though sometimes it’s more like furiously blank.

Which sounds a little odd, I know. It’s just that, even when he’s staring blankly at the ceiling, he feels aware. Sometimes I have this weird sense that he doesn’t want me there.

But I’m not sleeping, so I’m a mess. I could be imagining things. Projecting.

I keep talking to him. It’s not like anybody else there wants to talk to me. I say little things at first, like, “It’s me again. What do you think about that? Not much, huh?” Or I report on the ever-evolving cake and treat activity in the staff room. I tell him I’m thinking about bringing cookies. “Maybe the way to their hearts is through their stomachs,” I say. “Wow, that kind of makes me sound like a termite, doesn’t it?”

A muscle in his cheek twitches at that. I tell myself it was a shadow.

I come to look forward to seeing him. Strange that the most engaging person in this place would be a John Doe on so many drugs that he probably has the consciousness of a cantaloupe, but there you have it.

Still, there are these moments when I’m sure he’s fucking with me.

It’s exactly ten days into my brilliant career as a Fancher Institute team member and secret tracker of ephedrine supplies that I catch him.

I’m sitting at 34’s bedside updating patient charts on the Fancher-issued tablet. He’s his usual blank self, and as usual, I’m talking to him like he’s there.

“I know what you’re doing. You want to lull us into complacency and make your big break. I’ve heard the tales of your last attempts. They sound brilliant, for what it’s worth.” I flick through screens while I talk. “And I hear you smashed Donny’s head into a wall. I don’t know why they have you strapped up here. Between you and me, you’d have to be insane not to want to smash Donny’s head into a wall.”

I look up and our gazes meet, or, more accurately, his eyes are momentarily riveted to mine. He quickly looks away, all blank, but it’s too late—I caught him.

I stand, shocked.

I know what I saw. He’s only pretending to be out of it. Fooling everybody.

I don’t know what to do. I’m inclined to keep his secret, because I feel this strange connection with him, but he could be really dangerous.

Who am I kidding? Of course he’s dangerous. Everybody in here killed at least one person. And he’s also an escape artist.

I think of the innocent children beyond these walls. I think about the nice girl at my coffee shop. The cops. My fellow nurses.

I have a responsibility here.

I walk out and tell the orderlies to stay put. I go down the hall to find Zara at her computer. I tell her that I suspect Patient 34 has found a way to skip his meds. “He is highly aware, and his thoughts are as fast as yours or mine.” I say. That’s one of the main effects of the drugs they give the patients—slow thoughts.

“They do move and twitch,” she replies, like I’m stupid.

“It wasn’t that, Zara. This man is acting. He tracks speech and responds.”

She heaves out of her chair, annoyed. “He’s ingesting every bit of his medication.”

We head down the hall. “I know it sounds improbable,” I say.

“He’s on B-52 with zyzitol. It’s not improbable, it’s impossible. What exactly happened?”

“I was…kind of talking as I went about my protocol. I, um…think the sound of a voice can soothe, you know, and I made this joke, and—”

“What was the joke?”

“Just some dumb joke.”

“What?” she asks.

“Oh, I was talking about his escape attempts, and I said…a joke about how he knocked Donny’s head into a wall…”

She stops and turns to me. “Do you think it’s appropriate to joke about violence toward the staff?”

I suppose I could say that he’s supposedly on so many drugs that it shouldn’t matter what I say to him, but seeing as how I’ve been saying all along that I think he’s alert, I decide to go for a simple answer—“No.”

She leads the way into his room. Patient 34 has his perfect flat affect. She checks his pupils, his pulse, his blood pressure. She runs through a few low-tech tests, poking his foot and so forth. Patient 34 passes with flying colors…if your goal is to appear barely conscious.

“Do you need me to have one of the other staff members take him over?” she asks.

Fuck.

“Of course not.” I’m on probation here. Why couldn’t I keep my big mouth shut? And it’s not like he’s going to ever get out of his huge amounts of restraints. “It must have been a twitch,” I say obediently.

She turns on her heel and heads out. Angrily. The guys in the hall return to their social media empires. I go back in and sit down on the side of 34’s bed with my back to the hall window so they can’t see my face—not that they’re watching. Still. I fight back the tears.

Maybe I really am losing it. What if the whole world is right about me and I’m wrong? That I really am messed up?

“Happy now?” I ask him.

He stares vacantly at the ceiling.

“Oh, fuck you, you fucking faker.” I take a deep breath, trying to center myself. I have to collect myself. I can’t go back out into the hall like this.

It’s my lack of sleep, that’s all.

Patient 34 just stares on and on, eyes fixed on a point on the ceiling, godlike features perfectly fucking arranged. I decide it’s the contrast that makes his golden eyes pop, because his lashes are so dark and inky.

“Fuck you for that, too,” I say. “For those lashes. Oh my God, I’ve officially sunk to a new low. A guy in a loony bin has gotten the best of me without saying a word. Oh, I’m sorry, mentally ill and dangerous ward. Is that better? Do you prefer that?”

I’m feeling all emotional, like I did with the kitten.

“Fucking kitten, I should’ve left it trapped.” I rub my eyes. “What was I doing?”

Still he stares vacantly. His lips are lush and full for a man’s. They don’t shave a lot of these guys; they just clip their beards and hair, and not really well, but somehow the slightly choppy look is awesome on 34. Like a hot post-apocalyptic warrior youth. On goes the stare. The somewhat mechanical blinking.

“Don’t even,” I say. “I know you’re there. You don’t have to playact anymore. Just don’t even.”

Nothing.

I need to get myself under control.

“If I wasn’t sleeping so shittily, maybe I wouldn’t be obsessing about the kitten,” I whisper. “Or do you think it’s the other way around? If I wasn’t obsessing about the kitten, maybe I wouldn’t be sleeping so poorly. What do you think? Or is this just like that movie. One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest, right? Will I end up in here? Damn.”

I focus down on the tablet.

“It was so tiny.” I bite back the tears. I will not cry. “I never talk about the kitten, and now I’m telling you. That’s not messed up.” I take a deep breath here. “Except you don’t talk back. That would really make me look crazy! Wouldn’t Nurse Zara love me then? You should try to squeeze out a few words. That would really be some badass gaslighting.”

I feel that awareness from him, and when I look, I think I catch a flick of his eyes. Or do I? B-52 with zyzitol. It’s not improbable, it’s impossible.

I suck in a breath. “I remember once in driver’s ed, they showed this movie where it simulated if you tried to drive while on drugs. They showed this windshield, and everything was blurry except a bug that splattered there. They said, ‘If you are on drugs, you might focus on something like a bug instead of the road.’ Maybe that’s what I did back in Kabul. But it’s not like I endangered anybody.” I look at the time. I need to get to my rounds. “I couldn’t pass it by. Its little screams. I couldn’t not hear them.”

He says nothing, of course.

Myself, I laugh-cry a little. “It cost me everything. So yeah, I guess there’s that. No, that’s a good point. But I had to save it, you know? It was like I hit a wall, and I couldn’t let my fixer drive on by any more than I could’ve swallowed my own tongue. It was a physical impossibility.”

I grab a tissue just to rip it up.

“That little paw sticking out of that gap in the rubble.” My voice is hoarse. “I felt like I wouldn’t be able to breathe if I didn’t get that kitten out of there. Literally couldn’t breathe, you know what I mean?”

His chest rises more abruptly than usual. Just twitches. I won’t let him fuck me up again.

“I know what you’re thinking—the kitten was Freudian projection.”

I pause, surprised. I actually never thought of that before. How did I not think of that before?

“Yeah, you’re right. It seems so obvious—no, you’re right. I walk out of that hospital collapse like it’s nothing. All that time like it’s nothing. But then a few weeks later, we pass a tiny kitten trapped in rubble, and I lose my shit. Pretty suspicious, right?”

I focus on his strong hand, mind racing. Could it be projection?

“Yeah, you think the kitten is me. Crying. And I rescue myself, and then I just sit there holding it, crying. But why would I sit in the road and cry if I rescued myself? That’s a flaw in your theory, 34, clever as it is.”

My blood races. Strangely, I feel better.

I straighten up. Do I honestly feel better, having talked about it? I pack up the cart. “Should we meet here tomorrow? Yes? Tomorrow’s good for you? Awesome.”


Chapter Four


Aleksio

The back door of the storage warehouse is secured with a chain and padlock.

I smash the fuck out of it with a sledgehammer. This is the seedy part of Chicago. Nobody’s around—nobody that will care, anyway.

I slip in with Tito at my side. We’ve worked together, bled together, killed together for years, me and Tito. We don’t even have to signal, we just slip in, weapons out, and start clearing rooms. Five guys slip in behind us, quiet as night.

The choreography of crime has sunk deep into our bones.

Gunfire sounds from the front. Tito raises his brows. The point was for us to handle the fighting part, being that my brother Viktor is still injured.

We head up to find Viktor standing over ten men. They’re all on their bellies, arms outstretched. Viktor’s girlfriend, Tanechka, walks up and down the row of them. Tanechka and Viktor came out of the Russian mafiya. They know how to hold a room.

“So much for the intel about them being in back of the warehouse,” Tito mumbles, holstering his Luger.

I catch Tanechka’s eye and put my hand out, palm down. It’s our sign for Kiro, our lost baby brother, like patting a little boy’s head. Of course Kiro would be a grown man by now—twenty-one years old. My heart twists at the thought.

Kiro was just a baby in a crib, fat little arms waving, when they ripped him away. Sold him into a shady adoption ring, we later learned.

Tanechka nods and places a boot on one of the men’s heads. I never met him, but apparently she has. “Hello, Charles.”

“I’ll tell you where the cash is,” Charles says. “You can have it.”

“Is not enough.” Her Russian accent sounds extra harsh, and I wonder whether she’s doing it for effect. “You remember me?”

Charles says nothing. The correct answer would be yes. Nobody forgets Tanechka.

“You kept me in a little room. Prisoner, auctioning me off like eBay. You kept all those girls. You made them cry. You think all I want is cash? Cash is where we start. Can you guess where we end?”

The man says nothing.

My brother Viktor grins, stupidly, madly in love with Tanechka. Tito just leans against a wall, enjoying the show.

Tanechka demands cash, records, and communications equipment. She’s not going to kill Charles, but he thinks she will.

Any one of us could threaten him, but it feels good to leave it to Tanechka. He wronged her and a lot of other women. He probably has a thing against women.

He starts spilling. Tanechka smiles over at Viktor. The information he’s giving up will help us destroy our enemy, Lazarus, aka Bloody Lazarus, and take back what’s ours—namely, the kingdom he stole from us when we were too young to understand.

But our real goal is Kiro. We’ve heard rumors that Lazarus has a lead on finding Kiro.

Lazarus wants to kill Kiro. He needs to kill Kiro.

It might seem strange that Lazarus, a powerful Albanian mafia kingpin, would need to kill a man he hasn’t seen for twenty years, but that’s the power of a prophecy for you.

I know, it’s the twenty-first century, but the Albanians are a superstitious bunch, and the prophecy holds that we brothers together will rule—me, Viktor, and our baby brother, Kiro. Enough people believe the prophecy that it matters—a lot.

It’s bad. We have to get to Kiro first.

Unfortunately, Lazarus has ten times the men we do, and ten times the resources.

The prophecy was given by an elderly crone who supposedly had the evil eye. She had blood-red fingernails that transfixed me as a child, and I can remember her pointing to baby Kiro in his crib and saying that nobody could beat the three of us. That together, we brothers would rule.

It was the week after Kiro was born. I was eight or nine, and Viktor was maybe two.

People have been trying to tear us apart ever since. Or, barring that, to kill at least one of us.

That would be Lazarus’s goal. He can never truly rule if all three of the Dragusha brothers are alive with the potential of uniting.

Viktor and I are hard as hell to kill. I doubt there are any guys left who are willing to try anymore. But where’s Kiro? He has no idea of any of this. No awareness of the firestorm with his name on it. He could be easy to kill.

A sitting duck.

Viktor and I found each other last year. Now we just need Kiro. Kiro’s more important than ruling or being invincible. But short of finding him, the fastest way to protect him is to take down Lazarus. Keep him hurting. Rattle every cage.

It’s about family.

A few months after the prophecy came down, Lazarus and his mentor slaughtered our parents in the nursery where we used to play. They carried off Viktor and Kiro, both screaming and crying.

I saw it all.

A family friend grabbed me and hid me before all this went down, but he wasn’t quite fast enough to get me out of the house. The best he could do was to pull me into a dark nursery nook and hold me tight while the bloodbath raged. While my brothers were taken. His arms were iron bands around me, his hand a cigar-scented seal over my mouth.

That was the last time I saw Kiro. A baby with big, bright eyes.

I make the sign again. Little boy. Ask about Kiro.

“What is this about Kiro Dragusha I hear?” Tanechka asks Charles. “Is it true Bloody Lazarus has found him? Perhaps if you tell me, perhaps I won’t make you a pincushion for my pika.” She moves her blade in a figure-eight, silver flashing in the light.

“Kiro Dragusha is dead,” Charles says. “Everyone knows.”

Viktor shoots me a glance. I shake my head grimly. Not true. I’d feel it if Kiro were dead.

“You have seen the body?” Tanechka asks.

“Not me, but people have.”

“Who?”

“Sabri, I think…”

I shake my head at Viktor. It’s bullshit. This guy doesn’t know.

We start pulling them out.

Tito comes up beside me. “It’s bad that everyone thinks he’s dead.”

“He’s not dead,” I bite out.

“I get it,” Tito says. “But the more guys think Kiro is dead, the more they want to go over to Lazarus. Be on the winning team. And the more powerful he gets. Perception is reality, man.”

“Fuck that,” I say. “The reality is that we just took down Bloody Lazarus’s most profitable operation and took ten of his guys off the street. The reality is that we’ll just keep hitting and hitting until Laz is ended and Kiro is back.” I turn to Viktor. “Get that C-4. I want this place rubble.”

Tito eyes me. “You sure? This warehouse is a nice fucking asset.”

“Now it’s a fucking message,” I growl.


Chapter Five


Kiro

Wait for my chance to escape. Destroy anybody who tries to stop me. A simple strategy. It was always so simple here.

Until her.

Morning. I catch her clean, spicy scent in the hall. Starting her rounds for the day. My body floods with heat.

I try to calm myself. I listen to her with Randall. She rips the Velcro. Pumps the pumps.

The cart squeaks nearer. My heart pounds. Lightness in my chest.

Her kindness is the most dangerous weapon they’ve brought out because it screws me up and makes me forget she’s one of them. Makes me forget she’s the enemy.

I recite my three conditions of escape: a clear head, bonds broken, gate guards distracted or incapacitated.

Three conditions. Ann is irrelevant. She’s just one of them. An enemy.

The cart wheels squeak, then stop. Four stops before she gets to me.

She doesn’t ever sit and talk with the other patients, but she almost always sits and talks to me these days.

I turn her words over in my mind in the hours after she leaves. I don’t know half the things she talks about. I don’t know what Freudian projection is. I don’t know what One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest means or what Kabul is.

I don’t understand her story about the kitten or the rubble. I can’t tell if it’s one story or many stories, or what any of it has to do with being a nurse.

The professor tried to stuff a lot of words and concepts into my head over the year he held me and studied me, but there’s a lot he didn’t teach me. I understand nothing about the pads and phones they all have. Always touching the glass to light it up.

The professor was studying me, but really I was studying him. Absorbing his language. Learning how to act like him so that he could forget what I was. So that he could forget I was dangerous. It worked.

I killed him.

And ended up in this place—a far worse place. Never mind; I’ll get out of this place, too.

Nurse Ann found herself holding the kitten in the middle of the street. Drawn by its cries. I understand that part.

The squeaky cart wheels. Another door. Another patient. Soon it will be me.

I love it and hate it when she talks to me.

It’s the worst when she sounds sad. I want to break my bonds and grab her, hold her, speak to her in soft tones like she does with me. It’s stupid to blow my one chance at escape just to comfort her.

She’s one of them.

Nurse Ann has already tried to hurt me—she ran to get Nurse Zara when she caught me staring at her.

If they understood my head was clear, they’d give me more drugs, and my chance to escape would be gone. Everything in me needs to be pointed at getting back home—not at Nurse Ann with her sad stories and pretty green eyes and the unbearable torment of her touch.

Never again.

I have to get away from them all, back to the wilderness where nobody can find me.

Home.

Ann thinks I’m playing games. She couldn’t be more wrong. I’m in a struggle for my life.

Voices. The orderlies gathering outside. Waiting for Ann.

I resolve to keep my face and eyes perfectly blank this time.

I was angry when she raised the alarm, but I still felt sorry for her when Nurse Zara made her feel stupid for thinking I was alert.

Do you need me to have one of the other staff members take him over? Nurse Ann was so upset, so distressed. God, I could feel her pain like a blade.

The impulse to break away was nearly overwhelming. I wanted to rip Nurse Zara’s throat out. I wanted to hold Nurse Ann in my arms.

My heart was racing so wildly, it was a miracle nobody noticed.

I loved the angry way she spoke after Nurse Zara scolded her, though. Fuck you, you fucking faker. I felt so proud of her for the way she refused to collapse.

I stare at the water-stained tiles above me, getting myself under control. They’re waiting for the third orderly, following the rules. They like three out there. They think three could stop me.

Three would not stop me.

I’m not good with words or technology or knowing TV or movies or the names of faraway places, but I’m good with my hands. Good at killing. I just need the perimeter guards handled—that’s the lesson I learned the last time I tried to get out. There will be a storm. A disaster. Any day now, a hole in the security will appear.

And I’ll be ready to take advantage of it.

Squeaky cart wheels. She talks with the orderlies in low tones.

I shake the thoughts from my head.

The door opens. She walks into the room. Heat floods my veins.

“Hi, 34.” The pain in her voice cuts me.

She sits so near my right hand, I can feel her warmth.

She folds her hands and rests them near my hand. So near.

I stare at the ceiling, fighting the urge to look into her eyes and show her she’s not alone here. She sighs. The sensation of her crashes into me.

“Another shit day at Casa Fancher.” No, it’s not sadness; it’s distress. My muscles buzz with energy. I stare at the ceiling, faking blankness.

It’s here I smell Donny on her. My pulse spikes. My blood races with the need to go crazy.

Donny touched her.

Every nerve ending in my body goes on wild alert. I ball my fists before I can stop myself. I force myself to relax them. Luckily, she doesn’t see.

I remind myself that Donny touches people all the time. He touches Nurse Zara. He slaps guys on the shoulder. It doesn’t mean anything.

Still my blood races.

She’s rustling wrappers. Something’s wrong—I can tell by her face, and even if I couldn’t see her, I would know from the way she rustles wrappers. Wildly, recklessly, I study her profile for clues to her state of mind—sadness, desperation, fear? I study the swoop of her nose, the way her lips plump out in silent concentration. I love her lips.

When she’s upset, pink spots mark the skin under her cheekbones. When she’s embarrassed, pink creeps up her neck. Her emotions live at the surface of her pale skin.

She’s so pale, but her spirit is rich and wild. Her heart beats strong and true.

It’s hard not to stare at her. Hard not to imagine touching her. Feeling her warmth. Kissing her.

She takes out the computer tablet and studies the screen, tapping it now and then. I’m grateful she’s not looking at me—my eyes are anything but vacant. I imagine pulling her to me and burying my nose in her neck—that’s where her clean spicy scent comes from. Mostly from the left side of her neck. I imagine putting my nose there and sucking in her scent, of taking just that one thing for myself. Like everything might be worth that one moment of holding her.

I want to do it so badly, spots appear before my eyes.

I haven’t felt sunlight on my skin since that brief race for freedom some months back. If I ever want to feel sunshine on my skin again, I need to ignore her. I tell this to myself over and over.

I manage dull eyes just in time for her to look over at me.

“We’re going to do blood pressure first. What do you think?” Rrrrip. Velcro. “Please be low,” she whispers. “Please just be low.”

Desperation. Weariness. What happened?

My blood pressure won’t be low. Her distress is ruining my calm.

Ignore her!

It would be better if Nurse Zara sent a different nurse to manage me, but I think I would die if I couldn’t see Ann again.

Electricity slides over my skin as she takes hold of my arm. With gentle movements, she fits the cuff around my arm. The sweetness of her touch kills me, even through the gloves. What would it be like if she touched me skin to skin?

She sighs the way she sometimes does before she speaks.

Every fiber in me strains toward her. She mumbles something unintelligible about counting, then, “Fucking antiseptic.” More mumbling. Then, “If I just didn’t smell it at home. If I could go an hour without it in my nose. Like particles of smell are stuck in there. Or is it some hallucination? Fuck. Sorry.”

She rips off the cuff and repositions it. My mouth goes dry.

“Maybe I should wear that stuff mortuary workers wear, you know? Under their noses? To mask the smell? That menthol. What do you think? That menthol. A little menthol…lotta menthol.” She sighs.

Her sad sigh makes me want to rip the clouds down. She repositions the cuff and pumps. She won’t like the number.

“I should do that, huh? Anything’s better. If I could go a few days without the smell, I could sleep. It’s just the smell. It’s the smell. Of course it’s bothering me. Who wouldn’t be bothered?” She checks the numbers. “Fuck.”

You get a lot of self-control living wild. I could stay hungry for days. I could catch and kill prey with my bare hands. I could sit in a snowy glen for hours and melt the snow around my skin long before I felt cold. I used to be able to control my blood pressure here, once I’d realized that a higher number meant more attention, sometimes more drugs.

Try harder. Fight for the sunshine. Fight for your life.

She sighs. Everything about her is beautiful.

My desire to touch her twists my heart.


Chapter Six


Ann

The problem with being sleep-deprived is that you lose your center, your ballast. I feel like I’m drifting in a boat at the mercy of wind and waves.

I tell myself that people go without sleep for days on end all the time. I tell myself it’s fine.

It’s not fine, though.

I’m tired. Mentally fragile as a tissue. I cried on the way driving here because of a Tom Petty song on the radio. Fucking Tom Petty, right?

It doesn’t help that Donny was out in the parking lot when I arrived. He popped up out of nowhere and scared the shit out of me.

It was pretty clear that he was waiting for me. Thank goodness I had my keychain in my hand with a mini-canister of mace attached. I smiled and twirled it on my finger, then clasped it, making sure he saw it. A silent threat.

A man like Donny, he’s had mace in his face before.

We went into the facility together with its fog of antiseptic smell. Of course I had to ditch my mace with my keys in my locker before I passed through security. Mace and keys are on the list of things you’re not supposed to bring in. Can’t have the patients get hold of anything they could use as a weapon.

Donny smiled and headed through security ahead of me. I let him get some distance, then I went through.

Without the mace, my self-defense skills amount to what places to kick a guy. A guy like Donny would be ready for those kicks.

I said hi to the other staffers in the hall. Most grudgingly said hi back. It’s better to force people to pretend to act civil—that’s the decision I’ve come to.

The antiseptic smell is strong today. Sometimes I have this feeling that the smell will cling to me and chase me even after I quit here. Maybe it was already there. Maybe it seeped into my soul after the hospital bombing. It never bothered me before that.

A lot of soldiers who see action end up with tinnitus, a permanent ringing in the ears, from exposure to explosions or loud gunfire. Maybe the antiseptic smell is my tinnitus. The smell. The screams. The songs that didn’t work to cover the screams.

Just do the job and get out, I remind myself for the zillionth time. And no more thinking about Patient 34. No more wondering about his history, no more wondering whether he’s faking his stupor. No more.

Yet an hour later I’m sitting at his bedside, studying his eyes.

He stares at the ceiling with his hellfire beauty. He feels…unusually alert.

His blood pressure is going to be up this time, I just know it. I fit the cuff around his arm. I get it crooked and redo it. “Calm and steady,” I say, kind of to both of us.

I watch the numbers stabilize. Too high. This is the kind of number I’d need to report.

“Fuck!”

I have this feeling that if I report it, Zara will come and get a normal reading like the past two times, and it will be another demerit. I could enter a fake number, but what if something is really wrong? It’s a huge load of toxic chemicals they’re giving this guy.

“I’m going to try this again in a minute. We’ll pause and rest.”

I take a deep breath, modeling restfulness. I glance over at the backs of two orderlies’ heads through the window that looks out into the hall. On their phones.

“Yup.” I turn back to 34. I study the proud line of his nose, the curve of his cheekbone. He’s beautiful in a stormy way, a statue hewn in hell, hair black as night. Short downy beard. He has a very Mediterranean look—as though he has Italian or Greek or maybe Middle Eastern heritage. I shouldn’t think he’s hot. He’s in his early twenties and I’m almost thirty. I’m his nurse. He’s supposedly criminally insane. Or is he?

“I would give anything for your story,” I say. “And seriously—no name? No history? It’s like putting a lit sign over your door saying, ‘We’re hiding something about this guy.’”

He keeps up his blank stare, eyes the color of fire. Occasional blink. He doesn’t look aware, but he feels aware.

And what if he is? But if he was sane and aware, the boredom and immobility would drive anybody out of their mind. I rest a gloved hand on his arm, so solid under my fingers.

“We’re going to go again. We’re going to sit here, and then do the BP again. I could do the blood draw first. But I’m not going to poke your arm and then squeeze it with the cuff like an asshole. Unless I did it on the other side. Hmmm. What do you think?”

I decide it’s not a bad idea. I move the chair to the other side of him and do the draw. He doesn’t react to the prick at all. I fill the tiny vial and drop it into the marked tube.

One thing down. I take a centering breath, filling my lungs with the antiseptic smell.

“Okay.” I set my hand on the bed next to his muscular arm. It’s ironic that my presence seems to shoot his BP. I find his presence calming.

Another deep breath. “We’re okay. And you know what? The kitten is okay. And I’m not there.”

I scratch my finger back and forth on the sheet, so cheap and coarse I can feel the grain through the glove. Sometimes this thing happens where I forget about it momentarily, but then I get this feeling of dread, and then I think, What bad thing am I forgetting? And then I remember the kitten.

“It’s okay. I fucking saved it, right? But in my mind, it’s still in trouble. Trapped there.”

I sigh.

“It could be worse. I could be talking to a whiskey bottle, right? I know what you’re thinking. Many kittens die in the world. Why did that one kitten take me down? Yeah, that is definitely the question of the day. You hit it right on the nose, 34. Nobody asked me, but that’s what they all wonder. It’s like death or cancer or something. Nobody wants to ask. They think you want to forget. They don’t know you’re still in it. Really, I don’t want to talk about it.”

So why am I talking to him? This completely inanimate man who burns with intensity.

“It’s so much suffering over there, you learn to tune it out. The hungry kids chasing the car, the bombed-out shells of homes that were once places where happy families lived. You remind yourself you’re there to make a difference. It’s a matter of relative weight, right? So much is a matter of weight. Things need to not weigh the same, you know? You can’t just react to every tiny thing, or you can never do anything big. And then I went and reacted to the tiniest thing.”

I pinch the bridge of my nose. One good night’s sleep, that’s all I need.

The kitten incident happened while I was on my way to the assignment of a lifetime—to interview a female warlord. It was going to be amazing. She was going to let me spend the day with her. A female warlord in the hills of Afghanistan.

“You can’t even imagine what a coup that would’ve been,” I say to 34. “This was somebody you couldn’t get to—like ever. And like a fucking miracle, she agreed to this meeting. The one meeting she’d do—ever. Everyone wanted that meeting, but I got it.”

I scratch against the grain of the sheet, throat too thick to talk, remembering the way my fixer looked at me when I got out of that Jeep. He was being paid by the magazine to take me around and translate for me and protect me to a limited extent, but in that Jeep, I was boss. We stalled out in this ruined intersection. The engine cut, and that’s when I heard the tiny mewl.

My voice is a whisper. “And then I see the paw poking out of that hole. I couldn’t leave it, crying like that. At first I thought, ‘I just have to see what’s up,’ you know? I got out and I go over, and I could see it in there. It was under a bunch of steel and mesh under this stone slab. And once I saw it, I had to get it out, you know?”

The clock on the wall clicks away. One second. Another.

I’m back there a little bit. “I made my fixer pay a few guys to move the slab. It took two fucking hours to round up enough guys to move that stone slab. They thought I was insane. Maybe a little like you do right now.”

His pulse is a drum in his neck—even I can see it. I smooth down his sleeve, wondering who cuts his beard. I hope it’s not Donny. Fucking Donny.

“Fuck fuck fuck, you have to calm down,” I say, and I don’t know who I’m talking to—him or me. “They freed it, though. Put it in my arms. It was every kind of selfish, I guess. I passed by so much suffering there. You pick your battles. Until you don’t. And mine was the kitten. What was I doing?” I close my eyes, and it’s like I can feel the grit on my knees and the kitten’s tiny ribs. I’m back there breathing in the dust, with my fixer looming above me, unsure whether to watch me or look away.

“I’m holding that little thing, crying. I’m sure the mother was long gone. Probably dead. I couldn’t stop crying. So yeah, that was impressive. And then like an asshole I get in the Jeep with the kitten in my shirt, and he’s driving like hell to make time to get to the meeting, but we both knew she’d be gone. I kind of didn’t care. I got it to drink water. It was so scared, but it liked being in my shirt. That’s all it needed, you know? It just needed somebody to hold it. To give a fuck.”

Am I really pouring my guts out to 34? Suddenly I can’t stop.

“We got to the market where the meet was supposed to happen, and the warlord had already left. I would’ve spent a day with her. It would’ve been amazing.”

I think back, remembering how excited I was to land that interview. When you get to spend a whole day with a subject like that, they start to forget you’re there, and you get really genuine stuff. Unguarded truth. The stuff they don’t know not to tell you. Of course she was gone by the time we arrived. I just felt numb about it. I was all about the kitten. I had my fixer drive us to this small village at the edge of a relatively lush area. Just this random area I’d seen pictures of.”

I sigh, remembering.

“I was basically Caligula at that point,” I add. “Caligula with a kitten. I dropped it off. It seemed like a nice place for a kitten. A good food supply. And then I went out and got so fucking drunk. God.” I tip my head back and gaze at the stained tiles on the ceiling. This is 34’s view forever. “You’d at least think saving the kitten would make me feel better. But it didn’t. It made the kitten feel better. I hope.”

Those next couple weeks I drank and drank. Fixers gossip like old women. The world of journalism is not a large place, and there’s always somebody hungrier. With every sweating bottle of beer, I felt my career crumble a little more. I’d found the one thing that was worse than getting emotionally involved. Worse than fucking an interview subject. I missed a career-making interview to save a trapped kitten.

“It was just so helpless and scared, though,” I say to him. “And so thin. It weighed nothing and its little claws…its little fucking claws. It needed me. It just needed…” I gust out the last word—“something.”

The room starts to look wavy through my tears. They trail down my cheeks like hot, wet fingers.

“Okay! See? Happy now?” I sniffle, thankful my back is to the window. “This is why I don’t talk about the fucking kitten. This—”

My throat thickens up, like a band, tightening around it.

“This—” I whisper as the sobs take on chest-convulsing lives of their own, like too many got trapped inside my heart that day, and now they’re all trying to punch out at once.

Everything inside me is a chaos of heat and pain. The room is wavy. I can’t see. I can’t think.

I grab hold of the sheet, telling myself I’m in Minnesota, but really I’m in that collapsing hospital. I’m on the dusty street. I’m in the half-crushed cooler, I’m swimming in antiseptic, I’m in a Jeep, I’m holding the kitten crying against my belly, sobs like a fist inside me.

Something crushes my hand. Hard grip.

Warm skin.

My eyes fly open.

Patient 34 is holding my hand.

He pins me with a torn expression.

My mouth hangs open. My heart thunders.

He just watches me, fierce and true, holding me in the strong container of his hand.

“Oh my God,” I whisper. I’m suspended in his grip, a stunned rabbit, caught in a cloud of shivers.

Patient 34. Really with me.

My gaze falls to his steely, sinewy hand gripping my latex-covered one. Our hands form a defiant knot against everything normal.

My chest softens. My sobs calm. Suddenly I can breathe again.

I look back up at him. “You’re here.”

He just watches me. I have this sense we’re the only two people in the universe. I have this sense that his hand holding mine is the only true thing in this place. The only thing that has weight in a world that’s spinning off its axis.

He shifts his hand, gripping stronger, harder, conflict raging in the fire of his eyes.

Some wild part of me doesn’t want him to let go—ever.

Don’t let go.

“You’re here,” I repeat.

Silence. Again I get that crazy sense he’s angry, somehow. Or maybe “anger” isn’t the word. He’s a dangerous fire, flames licking my core.

I could call out. I could hit the cart alarm. It’s the last thing on my mind.

“You’ve been here all this time.”

“No,” he whispers. “I’m not here.”

Breath whooshes through me. This really is happening. I wait, but he says nothing more. I simply dwell in his harsh, strong hand. He has me.

I shouldn’t need that, but I do.

Suddenly the fire goes out of his gaze. He lets go of my hand. He turns back up to the ceiling.

“Wait! 34!” I whisper. I want him to come back. “It’s okay. I won’t—” Won’t what?

A scrape behind me. The door opens. It’s Raimie, one of the nurses. “I’m out of kits. You mind?” She grabs a few of the draw kits I put together. “God, you’re behind.” With that, she swoops out.

I look down again at 34. He’s got the zombie act going again. “She’s gone,” I say softly.

He doesn’t react.

“It’s cool now.”

Nothing.

“Seriously?” I wait, wanting him to come back. But why would he? My blood races. I don’t want to leave.

I have to leave.

With trembling fingers, I punch in a fake number for his blood pressure.

I turn back to him. Staring at the ceiling. “Thank you,” I say. The thank you comes from my heart—I hope he hears that.

I straighten my stuff and push out.


Chapter Seven


Ann

I go through the rest of my rounds in a daze, speaking softly to the tormented men with their goals and their glassy gazes.

The whole time my thoughts are on Patient 34—a man without a name. Without goals. Without a story.

The only one who has ever shown me compassion in this place.

I don’t tell on him.

It’s a decision I make from the gut.

Tuesday. Delivery day. I collect myself enough to time my supply refill visit to Pharma Two to happen around the time the delivery truck arrives. I make myself look busy refilling my cart with pads and cotton and sterile setups while one of the pharma staffers checks things in.

Donny wanders in, which is interesting. He squeezes past me, mumbling something about aspirin and touching my ass in a pseudo-accidental way. He heads to the rack on the end.

I watch how the staffer logs the shipment and puts the stuff away. The invoices go into a three-ring binder stored in a cabinet that isn’t locked. It’s stunningly low-tech. I try to think how I’d get extra ephedrine going through here. I could think of a few ways for sure. It’s a soft operation.

I turn and leave, much as I want to stay and see what happens. I’ll come back and tally the ephedrine supply and study the sheets. With an investigation like this, a clear and detailed picture of current reality is always where you start.

Needless to say, my mind is not on the supplies; it’s on Patient 34 and the gravitational pull of his story. His lack of story.

I tell myself there are rational reasons to get his story; if he’s a serial killer, for example, people have a right to know he’s not sedated like they think he is.

Deep down, though, I know he’s not a serial killer. I’ve met serial killers. I’ve met every kind of person. Until 34.

I skip lunch in favor of hitting up Fancher’s administrative assistant, Pam, while Fancher is out of his office—exactly the kind of attention-getting activity I shouldn’t be doing.

Pam has frosted hair, a friendly face, and lot of owl collectibles. She’s the one who tracks the institute’s calendar.

I tell her I’m looking to put in a good word for one of the patients in time for his next commitment hearing. This is actually true—it’s a kid named Jamaica. His official sentence ran out two years ago, but like so many here, he continues to be kept, and this guy has been really conscientious and helpful around the general room. I ask her to walk me through how to find out when a patient’s hearing is coming up.

She lets me come around the back of her desk, and she goes into her spreadsheet. She explains the procedure. There are two lawyers at every commitment hearing—one for the state and one for the patient—plus a psychiatrist. She shows me where their names are, shows me the notes function, and how the group emails get sent when there’s a change. I’m supposed to email her with notes.

I know all of this stuff already, but I act clueless because I want her to explain it, and most of all, I want to see her screens. I’m scanning for 34. If I can see his schedule of hearings, I can figure out the date he was committed. It’s amazing how much intel you can draw from a date. Zara had said “a year and some change,” but that’s not good enough.

I finally find his row, and it’s not just blank—it’s grayed out. Nothing can be input. What. The. Fuck.

“Huh. No hearings for 34,” I say neutrally.

“Fancher handles 34. Patient 34 is in a separate category.”

“Huh.” I quickly point to something else. I can’t look too interested in 34. That’s a reporter trick. You always look like you’re going for something else, not the thing you’re actually going for.

I can still feel his hand around mine, the connection between us buzzing with life.

I scan around the office while she talks. His commitment papers have to be here somewhere. Those papers would tell me a lot. And if there aren’t commitment papers for him, that’s even more of a story. It means he’s in here illegally.

“Would you need the note of support for transition to a halfway house in a hard copy with a signature, too?” I ask. “Where I worked before, they signed the notes and kept them together in the commitment files. We’d just add them in.”

“Staff had access to commitment files?”

“Oh yeah.” Actually this is something that would never ever happen.

I wait for her to show me where the commitment files are kept. Sure enough, her gaze flicks to Fancher’s door. So that’s where they are.

Fuck.

“But of course it was overseas,” I add.

“Oh.” She smiles. “I was gonna say.”

I straighten up. “I’ll get you the note by the end of the month. Thanks for all your great help!”


Chapter Eight


Ann

Patient 34 gives no sign of awareness when I walk into his room the next day.

“Hey,” I say softly.

Nothing.

I look down at his hand. I get it in my head to grab it. I force my gaze back to his gorgeous eyes, rimmed in darkness, fixed on a spot on the ceiling. Water stains. Shitty old tiles. Pure 1950s institutional architecture. I pull out my phone and take a picture of the ceiling. It’s a way of connecting with him, grabbing that ceiling shot. I quickly put my phone aside.

Stop it.

I look back at his hand. I really want to touch him.

I compromise. I press two latex-gloved fingers to his throat, to feel the slow, steady thrust of blood through his veins. It’s a clinical touch. His neck is warm. Solid.

I force myself to remove my hand—I’m practically ravishing a tied-up patient. “I didn’t say anything. Just in case you’re wondering.”

His empty eyes are fixed on the ceiling. It’s weird how he can stay utterly still. He’s like a fucking yogi, being able to control himself like that. Or a sniper. Snipers can get really still. Some of them can slow their heartbeats.

I wait, really wanting to touch him again, but I feel suddenly too shy to. Touching the other patients is routine and robotic. “Give me your name. I know you can talk.”

Zilch.

I was reporting in Colombia once, staying in a beautiful mountainside village that was fogged in every morning, but then the sun would burn off some of the fog, and just the tips of the mountains would appear, as if out of the clouds—massive, menacing, and dark.

That mountain appearing out of the fog would fill me with a sense of awe.

It’s the way I feel at 34’s bedside. Shrouded majesty. The tip of something important. “Come on, tell me your name,” I whisper. “Tell me your story. Let me help you.”

Nothing.

“Fine, I’ll talk. Something’s going on with you. You don’t get hearings. You know you’re entitled to a hearing every six months, right? But you don’t get them. Or do you? But then why aren’t they listed? Why is Dr. Fancher handling your case personally? What’s up with that?”

I glance over my shoulder at the guys out there. Still the backs of their heads. I rest a hand on his chest, soaking in the massive thump of it.

“Come on. Can you bring down your pulse? Do you put yourself in this state, or are you muscling it?”

I wait.

“Fuck you! Come on, answer me, dammit! Just a name. If you’re being unlawfully held, maybe I can help you. The jig is up, I already know you can hear me.”

His stonewall act is more than frustrating. When he took my hand yesterday, it was the first time since the hospital bombing that I didn’t feel so fucking alone. And now it’s as if he, too, has abandoned me.

I get the cuff out. “Don’t worry, 34. I won’t give up on you. There are other ways to get your story.”

If he hears me, he doesn’t show it. Not that he would. I take his blood pressure. It’s up there—it’s not in the danger zone for a normal person, but this cocktail should have it seriously depressed. I’m getting the feeling I affect him. He definitely affects me.

“I’m going to take a past reading. Because here’s what I’m thinking—I’m thinking you don’t want to draw any extra attention to yourself. Amirite?” I’ve stopped expecting him to answer.
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The freelance journalist life is incredibly transitory. You create fierce friendships for short bursts of time in faraway places, and then you all get sent somewhere else, and the friendships are over. I kept in vague email touch with a few fellow journalists, but that ended after my kitten breakdown.

If I did have any friends left, they’d definitely be telling me to turn back. They’d be telling me I’m officially crossing deep into the land of bad ideas.

Hell, I’m telling it to myself, but I don’t care. I need this guy’s story. I won’t pretend I don’t.

Thus I set my sights on Fancher’s office.

I let my evening and night counterparts know I’m willing to trade shifts. One of them bites right away, asking me to cover his graveyard shift for the next two days.

I come in around dinnertime. The people in the admin wing are gone by six. Donny is there doing a training session, which I’m not entirely thrilled about, but at least it keeps him occupied.

Fancher Institute is slightly lazier at night. The night nurses don’t take blood, but they do everything else, plus some side work.

I’ve brought my lock pick kit shoved into my knee sock with my secret cellphone. The pick set is highly fucking illegal due to the fact that it’s kind of a weapon, but this is a private contract institute, so security is a bit lax.

I take up a position at the bulletin board outside the door to the admin area. I pretend to study the leaflets and notices, getting a feel for the hall and what sounds mean somebody’s coming around the corner. When the coast seems clear, I go at the lock. I get it open on the first try and let myself in. I close the door quietly behind me.

The computer monitor on Pam’s desk pulses an eerie blue glow that lights her owl collectibles.

I take a picture just because.

The ambient light is enough for me to see my way to the door to Fancher’s office, opposite her desk. I pull out my pick kit and get at the knob. I find it’s always best to just do these things without thinking—especially now, with my sleep-deprived mind prone to paranoid thoughts. Still, I’m trembling by the time I get in there.

Moonlight streams in from a high window. Heart pounding, I move to the cabinets, checking them to see which are locked. This shit’s going to be under lock and key. I work open the locked drawer and riffle through. Finally I get what I want—the file on 34.

Too easy, I think. Then, Shut up. Go forward.

I open it on Fancher’s desk. He’s listed as John Doe. Assault on a police officer. Is that why he got deep-sixed? Cop vendetta? There’s a lot of info I don’t take the time to read. I take pictures of each page and fumble the file back, buzzing with adrenaline. I close up Fancher’s office and go back to the outer office.

Pam’s desk. Her cats stare out at me from their photos, little faces glowing blue. Owls standing by.

I put my ear to the outer door, listening for footsteps in the hall. Nothing.

Unless somebody is standing there. Could somebody be standing out there?

I take a deep breath, say a little prayer, and slip out…just as Donny rounds the corner.

“What are you doing?”

“Looking for Pam,” I say. “Nobody’s in there. When do they leave?”

“You’re not supposed to be in there.” He comes to me. The hall is empty, dammit. “That door should be locked.”

“It was open.”

He crowds me. “No, it wasn’t.”

“Yes, it was. I wanted my wellness survey, and…”

He closes an iron grip on my wrist, looking hard into my eyes. I don’t want to call out unless I have to. I think he knows. Fuck.

“You need to let me go.”

In a maniacally quick move, he pushes me into the office and shuts the door with his foot.

We’re alone.

“You know how much trouble you can get in for being in here?”

“Let me go.”

“Or what?”

“Or I’ll scream.”

He yanks me to him. “Will you?”

With that one utterance, my worst fear is confirmed—my fear that Donny, with whatever built-in dirtball radar he possesses, has detected that I don’t want to draw attention to myself, that I’m maybe even up to something.

It’s not implausible that a newbie would peek in the office thinking somebody was there, not implausible the door would be left unlocked, but Donny smells the lie.

I wrench my hand from his and stomp on his foot, grabbing for the knob.

“Oh no, you don’t.” He pulls me back.

My belly coils with panic. I try to twist free. I knee him, hitting his thigh, and twist away from him.

He grabs my shirt as I pull out, ripping it before I get the door open.

I go out and run like hell, slowing only at the corner, nearly colliding with a trio of orderlies coming around.

I smile, pulse pounding. “Whoops!” I mumble something about being late.

I’m within sight of the secure admittance desk. I head toward it, like an oasis of safety. I plaster on a smile for the night guard as he lets me into the secure wing.

I sweep in and get to the general room. Donny comes in right behind me, but he won’t try anything here. His uncle might not care what he does—that’s probably the reason he’s even still here. But in this room there are cameras. People.

He comes up next to me, talking at me with his fish lips. “What are you hiding, Ms. Saybrook?”

“What the fuck would I be hiding? I’m looking to get through probation without making waves, buddy, but I’ll lodge a complaint if I have to.”

He cracks his knuckles. “I’m watching you.” He has letters tattooed on his fingers that say F-U-C-K T-H-I-S. That’s nice. A real top-quality guy.

I get the fuck away. Donny is going to be a problem and a half, but if I stick to patient rooms and public spaces, I should be okay. The pharma rooms could be a problem.

I go through my duties. Patient 34 doesn’t break character. I can’t tell whether he’s surprised to see me in the place at night. Mitchell has the flu, so I spend extra time with him. When I get a moment alone, I move out of camera range and pull out my second cell. I send the images to myself on two accounts and delete them from the obvious areas.

I get home at seven in the morning and start digging.

I’m not turning up much. No surprise there—I need access to official records that won’t be on the web, but I do get the name of the psychiatrist who testified at 34’s initial commitment—one Dr. Roland Baker III. He’s around sixty years old, attached to a large regional health center in Duluth.

His office opens at eight. I make a quick call, posing as a court clerk, asking for confirmation on the dates of the original hearing, mumbling something about lost data. Really, I just want to make sure he really was there. Because what if the whole hearing never happened? His admin tells me he was present.

I’m disappointed.

I imagine hopping in my car after my shift and driving to Duluth to question the man, but no psychiatrist is going to divulge anything to a stranger. They don’t even have to talk to the cops in most cases.

I have a better route, anyway—contacts from years of reporting.

I wait until nine to call in a favor from a colleague who owes me—he’s done some public beat investigations and knows the Health and Human Services scene. I’m not sure what kind of record I need.

I get him on the phone. When he realizes it’s me, he’s cagey. I have this reputation now for spinning out.

“Dude,” I say. “Come on. Who put you together with the Iranian Consulate? I’m doing a thing inside of a place, and I really do need this.”

“For who?”

“Stormline.”

He’s polite and doesn’t say anything like, “Oh, how the mighty have fallen!” Stormline really is the lowest. “What you need is the 24A from the case.”

“So you can get it?” Silence. “Is this a HIPAA problem?” That regulation makes getting health-related info hard.

“No, it’s not that…” He pauses, and right then I know he could get it if he tried.

“Please,” I say. “You owe me. We’ll be even.” Sometimes you have to be shameless.

“I’m calling in a favor of my own here for you,” he tells me, just to show he’s really sacrificing. He doesn’t want me coming back to the well a second time.

“I appreciate it. This closes our accounts until I fucking claw my way back up and you need me again.”

He laughs. He likes that I’m sounding like the old Ann Saybrook, the pre-spinout Ann Saybrook. A.E. Saybrook—that’s my byline. I send him the photo of the commitment certificate.

While I wait for him to call back, I make a sandwich and scan old Duluth Tribune news stories from the year before 34’s commitment. The paper appears to cover all of northern Minnesota. I make a list of all assault and murder cases from fourteen to eighteen months back. After that I expand my search geographically, out through all of Minnesota and then northern Wisconsin.

I show up the next night early as a way of Donny-proofing my arrival. I do my rounds, stopping for an extended one-sided conversation with Patient 34. “I’m looking into your case, pal,” I say. “What do you think?”

For just a moment, I think I catch a hint of agony in his unfathomable eyes. Physical pain? Mental pain? Anguish?

“Do you not want me to find out? It’d be fine for you to tell me that, too.” Not that it could keep me from it at this point. But he’s free to tell me. I really just want him to say anything to me.

“You’re good. You can almost make me think it never happened. Like maybe I dreamed it. Almost. But I know it happened. You should tell me your name and save me time.”

I fit the cuff and pump it up.

“I always find out in the end.” Usually I get the subject to tell me, though.

People like to talk to somebody who gives a shit—that’s basic human nature. Sometimes easy questions get you the best stuff. Like if I’m talking to a cook, I get her to explain something about dicing vegetables. Or with a mercenary, maybe I ask about how he decides what to put in each pocket.

“Mercenaries have a lot of pockets, did you know that?” I rest my hand on his forearm, just above the band that traps his wrist. I can’t imagine how alone he must feel.

The night shift is lax, so I stay a bit longer than usual. I tell him about my childhood idol, Harriet the Spy. I tell him about the trailer where I grew up in Idaho, and how Greyhound buses would pass by three times a day. My sister would dream of being one of the people on the bus going somewhere glamorous, like L.A. I’d just want to know their stories. It seemed like the buses were forever passing us by. “I wonder if you feel like that. You have to. Oh, and newsflash—did you know Donny has ‘FUCK THIS’ tattooed on his fingers?”

Something flickers in his eyes.

“Right? Fuck. I’m going to get to the bottom of this.” Without thinking, I slide my fingers under his. Loosely grasping his hand. It feels natural. Like the two of us alone against the world. Then I drop it, because what am I doing?

I get the fuck out of there.

My guy calls me a few hours later. There’s no record of the hearing even happening.

“But you saw the certificate. The hearing happened. The psychiatrist’s office confirms it.”

“But I sent the image to my guy, and the file isn’t there. Here’s what he found interesting—the data is kept in a database, and he noticed a blank row on the batch for that date. The formatting was weird. It was kind of a flag to him.”

“What does it mean?”

“He said the blank row could possibly have happened because somebody entered something by mistake and they deleted it and didn’t take out the row. But he thinks it’s more likely that there was a deliberate deletion at some point. Looks like you’re on to something.”

There was a time when I would have been thrilled about this. But not now. I’m worried about 34.

“Does your guy have any next-step thoughts?”

My guy reads me off his notes. There are things I could file for. Another name who could chase the paperwork deeper, but I’d have to give him some serious juice, meaning serious money. Which I have none of.

And then there’s the option of fingerprinting the patient. Yeah, I can get his prints, but getting them run on IAFIS—the FBI’s national database—would take more juice.

I thank him for his time. Favor burned.


Chapter Nine


Lazarus

There are a lot of really idiotic martial arts systems out there. Karate, for instance. Do you really see people squaring off like that out in a street fight? No. It’s not at all functional. Yet one of my toughest motherfucking soldiers came up in karate.

My point is, it’s not the system that makes the man, it’s the man that makes the system. It’s about what the man brings, not what the system brings.

This is especially true with Valerie, my executive coach. Valerie has never met a motivational saying she doesn’t like. The more idiotic and trite the saying, the more she likes it and uses it.

But she makes those fucking sayings work—that’s the thing about Valerie. That’s what sets her apart. In Valerie’s hands, the sayings aren’t trite.

So I’m talking on the phone with her in one of our coaching calls, enjoying her, enjoying the way she laughs—she’s smart, and it’s easy to make her laugh. I’m even enjoying her lame-ass motivational sayings.

And then we come around to the Kiro account. “Have you found your way into the Kiro account yet?”

I tell her no. “We’ve been researching the hell out of it. It’s just always out of our reach.”

“Your competitor isn’t anywhere nearer, though, right?”

“I think our competitor might be getting inroads,” I say. “They’ve been making business trips that look like they’re related to Kiro.”

Needless to say, she doesn’t know Kiro’s a guy I’m trying to find and kill. She thinks I’m running an accounting firm.

Gotta keep it clean with Valerie, being that she’s an executive coach.

“But they don’t have the account yet,” she says. “So it’s still in play. Are you thinking positive? Are you encouraging your people to view it as already a done deal? Already yours? Letting the universe know that Kiro account belongs to you?”

This sounds hokey, but it’s actually been good advice. People thinking Kiro is dead has made us more powerful. Everyone wants to be on the winning team. Especially when it comes to criminal organizations.

“But it’s not truly a done deal. I don’t know what they’ll say if we don’t get the account.”

“Keep your eyes on the prize, Lazarus. When one door closes, another opens.”

It was a two motivational-saying call. Three if you count “Think Positive.”

Anyway, when one door closes, another opens. Right?

The very next day I get a phone call from one Dr. Roland Baker, a psychiatrist up in some hospital in northern Minnesota. I almost don’t take it. I don’t know the guy. He said he had some business with Aldo, my late boss. What do I care?

I take the call.

“This is about the boy,” the shrink says. “Aldo wanted me to alert him if anybody started poking around about the boy. He said it was vital. I know that Aldo’s passed, but…”

“Yes, he’s passed,” I say. Due to the fact that I killed him.

“I thought if this information was important to Aldo, it might be important to you, too,” the shrink says, clearly looking for a payday.

“I don’t know that it’s my business if somebody’s poking around about a boy,” I say. “I can’t say I condone it, exactly…”

“No, no, not like that. The wild boy. I’m talking about the wild boy, Lazarus. The wild Dragusha.”

Needless to say, this gets me sitting up straight. “Kiro Dragusha?”

“Yes. Kiro. It took a lot of doing to get that boy under wraps. Aldo didn’t want people poking around, asking questions, undoing all of our work.”

“Aldo knew where Kiro was all this time?”

“Of course. He gave explicit instructions to be alerted the moment anybody started asking about him.”

I grin. I imagine telling Valerie how fucking wide the Kiro account door just opened.

“It’s very much worth my while, Dr. Baker,” I say. “I don’t know the specifics of Aldo’s arrangements, but I’m very invested in the Kiro situation.”

I always said Aldo should’ve killed the babies when he killed their parents, but he never could quite bring himself to. This is the result. The babies grow up and become problems.

The doctor and I proceed to have a fascinating conversation where I learn all about the travels of Kiro, with Aldo paying for one stopgap measure after another, culminating in his paying for Kiro to be committed to an asylum for the criminally insane.

It seems we have people on payroll in the asylum. He doesn’t know who. It doesn’t matter. Kiro’s there.

I thank him and get a funds transfer going.

Kiro, strapped to a bed in a nuthouse.

Thank you, universe.


Chapter Ten


Ann

I get back on the day shift and start running my rounds, but the usual trio of orderlies isn’t in the hall outside Patient 34’s room at the agreed-upon time, which is strange. I text one of the guys. He says they’re doing a simulation.

This puts me in a bind, because the guys on highly toxic cocktails need periodic checks according to state rules. If I break state rules, Nurse Zara could write me up.

But if I go in, I’d be breaking the institute rule about the three orderlies.

I decide to go in. State rules trump institute rules, that will be my defense. And it’s not like 34’s going to attack me.

I head in with my cart. “Hey,” I say softly, wanting anything—just a glance, even. To see that warmth in his eyes again. To know I didn’t dream our connection.

Nothing.

“The thousand-mile stare again. There’s a shocker.”

I feel such intense fondness for him. I’ve always admired people who decide on a direction and go for it against all odds. The rebels, the heretics, the true believers, the doomed warriors. Those are the people I love the most. The female warlord in Afghanistan. Unbelievable.

But with 34, it’s something deeper.

I start setting up the kit. “You’re tenacious, I’ll give you that. You’re the kind of guy who, when he commits, he really commits, aren’t you?”

I tick off the boxes on my tablet and pull on my gloves.

His dusky whiskers almost qualify as a beard at this point. I rest my hand against his cheek, thinking I should find out who cuts his beard and hair and try to take over the job.

“Update, 34: the plot thickens. Massively. Congratulations, you’re more of an enigma than Easter Island.”

The sound of footsteps out in the hallway. I drop my hand and crane my neck around. Donny. Fuck.

“Why are you in here without proper guard, Nurse Saybrook?” He closes the door.

I sit up. “He needs his vitals checked on a regular schedule. State regs.”

Donny comes up next to me, too close.

“What are you doing?”

He flicks a finger onto 34’s cheek. “Diagnosis—vegetable.”

“What the fuck!” I push his arm away. “Stop it!” I say protectively.

And Donny sees it. Shit.

He grins and flicks 34’s cheekbone this time—hard—leaving a mark above the line of his beard.

I shove Donny away from the bedside. “You’re going to stop that.”

“Or what, Nurse Ann? Will you arrest me?” He goes to do it again, and I grab his arm. He breaks my hold like it’s child’s play and grabs my wrists, yanking me away from my cart…where my panic alarm is.

Out of camera range, too.

The smile widens. It’s here I comprehend the implications of the closed door. The door isn’t supposed to be closed except when complete soundproofing is required. Some of the patients are screamers, and it upsets the other patients.

Door closed. Complete soundproofing. Fear shoots down to my belly. I was worried about 34. Stupid. I should’ve been worried about myself.

“Fuck off!” I twist. Totally futile. Donny’s a fucking linebacker, twice my size. His grip is so tight, I think he might crack my bones, and he’s backing me into the bathroom, which will really hide us. From the cameras, from the window.

“Please,” I say.

My ass hits the sink. My blood runs cold as he squishes me in with his tree-trunk legs.

I bring a knee into his groin, but he’s ready for that.

He gets both my wrists in one hand. His breath is hot and slightly antiseptic, like minty, mediciney mouthwash, and that adds to my panic. He’s going to rape me, and I’ll have to smell that smell the whole time.

“Don’t,” I say.

“Don’t what?” He stares at me with those predator eyes.

An unholy growl sounds from somewhere behind him. There’s a pop.

Donny twists around just as 34 bounds in through the doorway, huge and brutal and furious, gaze afire. He pulls Donny off me and drives him face first into the wall with wild force. Donny crumples.

And then 34 comes to me.

I shrink back as he touches my cheek, gaze afire.

Donny was dangerous, but 34 seems…wild. Something deep and instinctive inside me prompts me to slide away into the corner of the bathroom. He’s so much bigger now that he’s standing. And free. How did he get free?

“Are you okay?” he rasps.

“Yeah.”

He cups my cheek, then he runs his thumb over my lips. So strangely gentle and sensual after such violence.

“Thank you,” I say.

His hard face softens.

Movement from the corner of my eye. Donny’s coming for him with a Taser.

Patient 34 seems to sense this. He grabs Donny’s arm and twists. There’s a sickening crack as the Taser clatters to the floor. Patient 34 pulls him right out of the bathroom and smashes him into another wall.

And then his fist goes, pounding Donny’s face over and over. He’s a blur, destroying Donny’s face. Donny fights back, gets in a few hits, but 34 is fighting with a vicious abandon I’ve never before seen.

The door bangs open. Did Donny get to his panic alarm?

A trio of orderlies bursts in. Patient 34 takes them down like three rag dolls, carefully and expertly avoiding the Tasers. I crouch against the wall. More arrive, coming at 34. I crouch in the corner.

Another orderly comes and shoves me aside so hard I smash my head on a shelf. I cry out.

That’s when 34 stops fighting. His gaze is fixed on me. The world seems to stop, and for a moment, it’s like we’re the only two people who ever existed. Alone together. Doomed.

I shake my head. Ignore me, I want to say. Keep fighting. Save yourself.

Too late. The orderlies are on him—giant guys shooting 34 with enough electricity to light a city. His big body jerks. He collapses. They keep shooting current into him.

“Fuck!” I go right into the thick of it. I pull one off. I hit another on the back. “Hey!” I kick. “That’s enough! You’re gonna kill him!” I finally get them all off and kneel beside 34. He’s out cold.

I press my trembling fingers to his throat. His pulse is thready. Weak.

Donny comes up on the other side of him, lip bleeding down his neck and onto his shirt front. He kicks 34 viciously in the ribs.

“Enough!” I stand and shove him away. “This patient is out cold. You do not attack an unconscious patient, or I will report that shit to the board. Any of you, I don’t care who it is.” I spin around, address the group of them. “If any of you do anything more to this patient, it’s actionable in a court of law.”

Donny wipes the blood from the side of his fish lips, hard gaze fixed on me.

Nurse Zara arrives, demanding to know what happened.

Donny jerks a thumb at me and tells her that I was stupid enough to go in there without the trio of orderlies standing by. He says it seems to have excited Patient 34, and he went in there just in time to save me from Patient 34.

“Are you fucking kidding me? You attacked me—you! Patient 34 was protecting me.”

Nurse Zara purses her lips and gives me a stern, scolding glare. My mouth literally hangs open when I realize she believes Donny. Or worse, maybe she doesn’t. Maybe she just wants me gone that bad.

My heart pounds. I kneel down next to 34. He’s really out. I check his pupils. I don’t care that much about what happens to me—I’ll be fine. But Patient 34 is screwed. It wouldn’t matter if he was fighting for world peace. He got out of his restraints—that’s the bottom line.

If he was dosed up enough to put out an elephant before, he’s going to get dosed up enough to put out two elephants. I try to keep my touch clinical.

One of the orderlies finds a pair of clippers on the floor. “He had this hidden.”

My head spins. Patient 34 had an escape plan, and he blew it for me.

To protect me.

“Heads are going to roll.” Donny turns to Nurse Zara. “And the meds—I don’t care about the guidelines—the guidelines don’t apply to this one. He’s got some kind of hellbeast metabolism. His meds need to be severely adjusted.” He straightens his shirt. “Severely. It’s high gravity pudding time for this guy.”

I kneel back down at 34’s side, feeling sick. High gravity pudding is what you feed to stroke victims whose muscles are too slack to swallow. One step away from a catheter and a feeding tube. Dosage at that level starts affecting the brain. Like a chemical lobotomy.

I shouldn’t have gone in there without a trio out there.

And right then, I wonder whether it was a trap. Like maybe Donny planned it.

He clearly didn’t count on 34 getting free.

He’s half on his side, one muscled arm out straight, one arm flung over his chest, legs akimbo, eyes shut. Downy curls dark and a bit too long.

I’m not here.

For once I know it’s true.

Nurse Zara is full of angry questions. I give my defense—I was just following state regs.

They put Patient 34 back onto his bed, back into restraints. Ignoring protocols about the possibility of spinal injury. Maybe it’s something they’re hoping for.

“I’m going to have to write this up,” Nurse Zara says. “This is number two.”

“Number two?” I protest. “What was my first?”

“Inability to get a correct BP.”

She wrote me up for that? One more write-up and I’m out. And then what happens to 34?


Chapter Eleven


Kiro

I’m floating for what seems like days. Maybe it is. Then her scent comes to me, like the sun through clouds.

I open my eyes. Her ponytail flops over her shoulder as she peers down. Eyes the color of grass. Pink lips in a frown.

“Fuck,” she whispers. “Tell me you’re not as out as all that, dammit.”

She’s silent after that. It’s a minute, or maybe an hour, before she speaks again.

“Can you hear me?”

I say nothing. You never give them anything, or they hurt you. Even her. She hurt me worst of all, but my heart still sings when she lays a hand on my cheek.

“Fuck.”

I fight to open my eyes, or maybe they are open.

“Fuck, 34.” She strokes my beard. It feels like heaven. “34, 34, 34.” She pats my cheek.

My heart pounds.

“Thank you for what you did. I know what you did. I know what you gave up. I’m going to take a look at you now.” She’s unsnapping my shirt. “If he fucking broke anything…” She’s talking, but I’m not hearing words. Only the tone of her voice. I soak in her tone the way the wolves would soak in mine. The way I would soak in theirs.

I dream of home. The pack. My head on Red’s warm, furry belly rising up and down. The one place I wasn’t a savage beast.

Something settles onto my chest where the pain is sharpest. Gentle. It’s a cloud. It’s a whisper. No—it’s her hand. She’s whispering fast words. Ann’s upset—it’s in her tone. In the distance, I hear the birds. That’s what she took from me. Any chance at freedom.

Her hand is gone. She swears again—Fuck it!

A softness settles back onto my chest. Different from the glove. Warm. Alive. Nourishing, somehow. Her skin on my skin. She’s touching me without her glove!

Am I dreaming?

She’s touching me with her bare hand. She’s my enemy, my beautiful enemy, and I drink up her touch. I drink it like sunshine.

Fuck, 34, fuck. Fuck! And then other things. X-ray. Where’s the doctor. Did he even fucking see you yet?

More words. Her skin on my skin. My breath shakes with the power of her touch.

Shhh. Here we go. Suddenly her hand is gone. She’s snapping my shirt back up, quick, furtive movements.

She takes my hand and holds it open, palm up. She’s crouching over me, as if to hide me. She’s brushing something wet onto my fingers, touching my fingers. She presses my thumb onto something dry. Then she presses my finger onto something, rolling it. She keeps doing it, one after another, a strange caress on each of my fingers.

“We need this, 34,” she says. “I’m going to help you…get us the truth.”

Alarm bells go off in my head. We. Us. Help you. That’s the way the professor talked when he pretended to be my friend. The way the medics spoke when they pulled me out of the forest, when I was too weak to run. It’s how my adoptive father would talk when he was trying to trick me.

I always fell for it. I always wanted to think things would be different. Especially with my father. But as soon as I appeared, he’d grab me and make me sorry out in the woods or in the root cellar, trying to beat the savage out of me.

I was savage and feral from the first moment I can remember, a creature of blood and violence and hell with a fever inside me. My father told me so.

He tried very hard to beat the savage out of me, but he never could.

It was the cries of my adoptive sister Glenda that brought the savage out of me most. Kids down the road would tease her and make her cry because of her deformed lip. Sometimes they’d hurt her. The sound of her crying would take over my mind and turn me wild with rage. I would hurt a lot of kids trying to protect Glenda.

Things would be calm for a while, but then the boys would gather an even larger group, sometimes even a few older boys, and they’d make Glenda cry again, and I would get angry again and want to hurt them.

They always thought a bigger group or larger boys would help, but it never did. I’d hurt them all. Then the beatings. The root cellar.

The very last time I fought the neighborhood boys, the police came. Afterwards I got tied to a tree and beaten with a piano wire.

My family got the money to fix Glenda’s lip that winter. She was pretty after the operation, and she didn’t want me around anymore. My family adopted kids who had things wrong with them and tried to fix them up, but there’s no operation to fix you when you’re savage inside.

That spring, my father took me and the other kids camping far, far up north. It was just after my eighth birthday. He took me aside and told me the police were going to lock me up forever when we got back. I hadn’t hurt anybody for weeks, but I knew it was true. People always said I’d be locked up in the end. He said they were afraid I’d get away, deep into the wilderness where they’d never find me.

My adoptive father never did anything nice for me, so it meant a lot that he told me this secret. I took the canoe when he and Glenda and the other kids went on a hike. I took it deep, deep, deep into the wilderness where they’d never find me.

The police sent helicopters and crews to look for me, but my father had given me a long head start.

It was the nicest thing anybody ever did for me.

The wilderness was good at first. I felt lonely, but I was free, and there were no rules to break, nobody to beat you or confine you. Campers trekked through sometimes, but they rarely saw me. I would steal food from them before I figured out how to get it for myself.

Years later there were the campers who wanted to party and fuck. They, too, saw me as a savage. They wanted to fuck the savage. Or rather, for the savage to fuck them. That’s how they would say it.

My fingertips feel funny. I remember I’m in the hospital. Tied to my bed. She’s here. She’s scrubbing my fingertips. Are my fingertips dirty?

She tucks something cool around my fist. Other voices. Shit. Shit shit shit. A chemical sweet flower smell. Nurse Zara.

Nurse Zara’s tone is angry. Not your patient anymore…not supposed to be on this wing. Nurse Ann stands—I can tell by the location of her voice. Unconscious…state protocols…needed to see…Hippocratic oath…

Nurse Ann leaves with Nurse Zara, leaves my fingers wet, my hands covered with something. And this feeling of bliss where she touched me.

I don’t strain to hear the bird songs now, trying to let them take me back. Instead, I go back to the moment of her touch, skin on skin. I’m drifting, lost.

Nurse Ann took her glove off and touched me. She wanted her skin to touch mine.

Everybody who has ever been nice to me has actually wanted to hurt me, and she’s part of this place. I shouldn’t trust her.

Still, her touch felt like heaven.

When Donny went after her, I had to stop him. I couldn’t let him hurt her.

I replay her visit in my mind—the sound of her pulling off the glove. Her hand on my chest. On my heart, rising and falling with my breath. Distant doors. Bells. Buzzers. Fuck fuck fuck, 34, she said.

Sparkling green eyes. Fingertips the weight of a cloud. Curly hair the color of peanuts. Eyelashes to match.

Something wet on my fingertips. I wake with a jerk. It’s Nurse Ann. She has my hand. She scrubbing my fingers again …have to get this off…sorry…not supposed to be here…fuck fuck fuck…

When she’s done with my fingers, she scrubs the sheet around my hand.

“I’m going to get this story if it’s the last thing I do. You watch, 34. I am going to investigate the shit out of this. I’m going to get answers for you even if I have to rip them right out of somebody.” She scrubs some more, and then she’s gone.

There’s just the endless ticking of the clock.

Her touch is what I think about when Donny comes back. He stands where Nurse Ann did, to block the camera, but instead of scrubbing my fingertips he hits me in the ribs. The pain spikes through me, but it’s not enough to erase her touch. Feel good? You like this, motherfucker? He fits his hands around my throat. I can’t move my arms. I gasp for air. You like this? Who’s the big man now?

I’m spinning. Darkness creeps into my vision, my brain. …need…air.

You wanna see what I do to her next? You wanna know what I’m gonna give her?

I jerk at my bonds just as the darkness starts to consume me.

I wake up gasping and coughing, alone again with the ticking clock.


Chapter Twelve


Ann

I’m careful now. I stop off at a gas station near the institute every day on my way to work and wait for somebody who doesn’t hate me too much to drive by, so that I can pull out and follow them into the parking lots so that I’m always walking in with somebody. Like a buddy system I force on them.

They’ve got me on the ass-crack-of-dawn shift, but I don’t trust that Donny won’t make a special trip to intercept me.

The only problem is the supply room. I make sure to head in when Donny’s good and busy.

They won’t let me in to see 34 anymore. I’m assigned to a different wing. I think about sneaking over, but with that third write-up hanging over my head, I can’t risk it. I ask the doc about 34’s condition when I see him in the hall, and all he says is “rough.”

My mouth goes dry. “What do you mean, rough? Did you X-ray him? Is it his ribs? His breathing seemed okay when I checked…”

Suddenly Nurse Zara is there. “Patient 34 isn’t your business anymore,” she says it like I’m way out of bounds for even asking. “Is he?”

I want to say something smart, but I know where that’ll get me. So I put my head down. I work. I take my meth supplies inventory. With luck, there’ll be some major shake-up here, and everybody will go down.

Meanwhile, I wait for 34’s fingerprint results. It took every cent I had, an advance on my paycheck, plus borrowing a lot of money from a truly scary guy in Duluth, who I found through one of my reporter colleagues. I don’t know how I’ll pay this guy back. It’s a textbook example of exactly what you should never do.

The actual process of running the fingerprints will take my FBI contact, Agent Hancock, a half hour, but in addition to taking every cent I have, she’s taking her own sweet time. I steal an uneaten dinner roll off a tray here and there. Swipe yogurts. Stocking up. It’s not pretty. It’ll be worse when rent comes due.

I could get 34’s fingerprints run more cheaply by a cop, but if there’s a coverup, this woman can actually dig. She can jump into other databases—restricted ones—if she has to. In reporting, you learn to go with the Cadillac when it comes to facts. Shitty facts ruin everything.

In addition to being utterly expensive, the fingerprints are a gamble. I could’ve done the other option and paid my guy’s guy to chase the paper deeper into the system, but the fingerprints are my best bet for a name. Why conceal his identity? The name is the key.

Secrets have power. Sometimes secrets are the only power you have. Once I know his secrets, I’ll know how to fight for him.

The call from my FBI agent is a buzz on my calf where I keep my secret cell. I steal into the fourth-floor bathroom and lock the door. I’ve been trying to stay out of the private bathrooms due to Donny—it’s a perfect place for an ambush. But I can’t wait until I’m off work.

“Where’d the prints come from?” she asks. “How’d you come by them?”

“That wasn’t part of our deal. Telling you that.” I close my eyes and say a little prayer that she doesn’t get pissed off and hang up. She could keep my money and not deliver.

“They appear twice. He first surfaces as a John Doe in a psych unit in East Webster, Minnesota. Two years back. Are you near a computer?”

“No.”

“Well, I took the liberty. This was the fucking kid who came out the woods up north. Come on, East Webster? All those camera crews? Where were you two years ago?”

“Um…Libya.” I’m wary. Agent Hancock usually doesn’t go beyond the prints.

“Yeah, well, they pulled a kid out of the Boundary Waters Canoe Area. It’s huge—hundreds of square miles of primitive wilderness, millions of acres—”

“I know the place,” I say, heart pounding. It’s not far from Fancher. East Webster is in the next county. “What about the kid? A lost kid?”

“Not just lost. A kid who grew up wild there. A wild boy. You know? Raised-by-wolves shit?”

“That actually happens?”

“Oh, yeah. Bottoms of his feet like shoe leather. Two years back. Savage Adonis. Google it.”

“Savage Adonis?”

“That’s the name the media gave to him. He got on our radar for a number of reasons. Border control shit with Canada. Nobody was thrilled to hear some kid was living completely wild up there, because the terrorists start looking at that and getting ideas about what they could do undetected.”

“What happened to the kid?”

“That’s the strange part. When they pulled him out, he was half-dead from a wound, an infection, something like that. He was conscious, and he could speak, but he wouldn’t give up his name or anything. Once they got him to the hospital, they figured out he’d been living utterly wild, possibly for most of his life. Doctors can tell that on a physiological and behavioral level. It seems this kid was violent. Extremely unhappy to be closed up between four walls. And apparently quite the looker. The story of this stunningly beautiful kid got leaked. A wild kid with movie-star looks, raised by wolves. The paparazzi went insane. Prices for a clear photo of him went into the six figures.”

Right then there’s a knock at the door. “Just a sec,” I call out, eyeing a shadow under the door. The shadow moves away. I close my eyes. Please don’t be Donny.

“Are you in touch with the subject?”

“I can’t say,” I whisper breathlessly. Telling her that is not part of our agreement, and she knows it. “I need the rest of the story. I don’t have a lot of time.”

“You had legions of paparazzi up in this nothing town up on the Minnesota Iron Range. A gorgeous, mysterious wild boy…the way things were headed, his image would’ve been on every computer screen, every supermarket rag, every news show…his own reality show. Teen idol shit. It was human interest but also scientific interest. Some of the experts had this idea he’d become some kind of superalpha, kind of like domesticating wild wolves, because you’re not out there surviving those winters without wolves. There were a few kids in Siberia who survived like that. Everybody wanted a piece of the supposedly beautiful wild boy. Well, you can imagine.”

“Whoa.”

“It’s a miracle no decent photos got out. But the director of the medical center was ex-military, and he ran security like a World War II general. One staffer lured Savage Adonis out a side entrance while he was coming out of anesthetic from some procedure, and we got one shit picture out of that. It was a feeding frenzy for the poor kid, and a few people went to jail off it—I’m forwarding you a shot that never got out. A while later, just when Savage Adonis mania was at its peak, it all got shut down.”

“Shut down?”

“East Webster authorities came out and did a press conference and said it was a hoax. The identities of the people involved in the hoax were under wraps because the person or persons were underage. Something else broke that week, and paparazzi cleared out, and that was that. We dropped it then, too. Better for us that it turned out to be a hoax, in terms of border security image.”

“But you’re not convinced.”

“It always smelled funny. We all thought it. We heard rumors he’d broken out. He had hair down past his shoulders, a beard. Did somebody decide to clean him up and get him out of there for his own sanity? Did he run back to the wilderness? Why wouldn’t anybody talk? Was there money involved? There were a lot of questions.”

“Christ.” I drop to my knees and peer under the door. I’m completely paranoid Donny is out there, waiting to do a push in.

“Here’s what’s interesting. The fingerprints turn up a second time. A year ago, right around Halloween. Rhone County, Minnesota. But the case number is behind a wall. Classified. I wouldn’t have seen it if I hadn’t run it for the gaps and seen the number skip. It’s a glitch. Unfortunately, you need clearance to crack in.”

I have no idea what she’s talking about with the gaps and the number skip, but I hear the word “classified” loud and clear. “Tell me you cracked in.”

“It’s classified, Ann. Classified information,” she says. “National security.”

“What does the wild boy have to do with national security?”

“You know what a…broad umbrella that is. Broad.” There’s a pause, as if she’s choosing her words carefully. “Things get classified for a lot of reasons. It’s possible things get classified just because somebody is playing keepaway. Still. I can’t give you that number or any details.”

“I see,” I whisper, head spinning. Her message between the lines is that I’m not paying her enough for that level of risk.

My blood races. What the hell did 34 do to be deep-sixed like he is? “Thank you.”

“So you’re not going to tell me where you lifted the prints from? I wouldn’t mind knowing. Be grateful to get the end of that saga.”

An investigator to the last. Her message is loud and clear—she wants to know, and she’d owe me one if I told her. But I have to think about 34. “Let me sleep on it,” I say. “I appreciate this.”

“Wish I could help you more.”

“I understand,” I say. “Thank you for trying.”

I take a quick look at my email for the image, and there it is. It’s a blurry shot taken from the shoulders up, and it’s definitely Patient 34. He glares at the camera, beautiful and feral and even a little otherworldly with long beautiful curls half in his face. Scruffy beard. He’s like an angry mystic, pulled down off the mountaintop. So alone. So beautifully, intensely alive.

And actually, she helped me a whole lot, giving everything she could between the lines. She gave me a place—Rhone County. A date—around Halloween a year ago. The fact that she thinks somebody paid to get it classified, which means it’s likely not about national security. Pay-to-classify is a something agents hate almost as much as journalists.

Rhone fucking County. A place where parking-lot fender-benders make headlines. I don’t need a case number, and she knows it.

My beautiful, feral boy. What did he do?

I hold the phone to my chest, staring at the crack of shiny tile outside the door. My gut says Donny’s out there. Fourth floor. What was I thinking coming up here in the afternoon? There’s nothing scheduled up here until dinner. I grab a plunger and press it into the toilet and flush once. Again. Then I call maintenance and report an actively overflowing toilet. I shove a toilet paper roll into there.

And wait, hoping they’ll hurry. I’m missing rounds.

Ten minutes later, Jerry the janitor is at the door. I let him in and speed the other way. Donny’s nowhere, but he was there. I know it in my bones. When you’re a journalist, you learn to trust your instincts.

I get on my rounds and start making up time, but my mind is on 34. I do a quick search of the Rhone River Tribune on my phone while I’m between tasks. I’m unhappy to see there was nothing written about it. Or maybe there was, and it got deleted.

The rest of my shift seems to take forever. I get out of there with a group, make it home by five, and go right online.

There’s plenty about the Savage Adonis, and all of it is based on speculation and interviews with the campers who found him, mostly descriptions of his injury and his incredible beauty, his huge muscles, his bare feet like shoe leather.

One of them gave him water, and the wild boy whispered “thank you.”

The breathless descriptions from unnamed sources go on and on. The wild boy’s amazing beauty. The wild boy’s strength. Speculation about his age—about twenty seems to have been the consensus—and how he would have survived. Background on other wild kids—the ones from Siberia, two from France, another from Africa. Anonymous interviews from medical staff that he can talk, that he wants to get out. A few anonymous campers come forward with tales about fucking the wild boy.

Just like Agent Hancock said, the paparazzi feeding frenzy exploded overnight, and half the story was coverage about the coverage. Everybody waiting for the first pictures of the wild boy like he was the royal baby. There were bounties for those pictures until it was declared a hoax.

I hit the Rhone River Tribune a little harder. I pay my two bucks to get behind the paywall and into the archives. Nothing. I try other area papers. Same. Nothing.

Screw that. I grew up in small-town Idaho. I worked summers on the local paper. Something happened out there. They erased the coverage, but people know. I scroll to the bylines of the townie stories from a year ago. Reporter Maxwell Barnes was the main guy covering the area.

I flip to the paper today. He’s still there. Still writing.

I pull up a map. An hour away. My head is spinning. It might be hunger. I have no money and nothing but rice in the kitchen. Rice takes forty minutes. And I need 34’s story now. I remember a pack of Gummi Bears in the bottom of my airline bag. I grab it and get out.

Second problem: I have enough gas to get to Rhone River, but not back.

I run back into my ugly 1970s piece-of-shit building and head into the boiler room, which is full of tools and junk. I find a bunch of tubing. I pull my car to a shaded corner of the lot and siphon some extra gas from the neighbor below me. It’s an asshole move, but he plays his stereo loud in the middle of the night. So now we’re both assholes.

I twist the cap closed, spitting to get the taste out of my mouth. I throw the tube in my trunk and take off.

The only person at the Rhone River Tribune office is the production person. I tell her I’m doing a Stormline story that relates to an area incident. She gives me Maxwell Barnes’s cellphone number without too much trouble. We journalists help each other out. He agrees to meet. He gives me his address and tells me to come on over.

Barnes is raking leaves in front of a small bungalow that sits on a road that runs like a zipper through the forest. He’s thickset, maybe forty, with a genuine smile and wire-rimmed glasses. I like him instantly.

I thank him for meeting me.

“Stormline,” he says with a squint. He knows it, and he’s not judgmental about it. “Is this off something I reported on?”

“It’s more something you didn’t report on,” I say. “Halloween weekend last year.”

His eyes twinkle. He knows exactly what I’m talking about.

I do him the courtesy of giving him what I have. “There was an incident. There was a police report filed, but it went classified. I looked to the Rhone River Trib, and nothing’s there. I came up on the Beckerton County Reporter just a ways out of Boise. A house gets egged, and we’d do a story. Someone sneezes, and we’d do the story.”

He smiles wistfully. The smile of somebody who’s been stymied.

“This is just between us, but in the course of working one story, I’ve run into an institutionalized John Doe. Heavily sedated. Things feel off.”

Maxwell nods.

I’m taking a risk giving him this much, but sometimes you give a story to get a story. “I’m supposed to be researching something completely different, but everything about how this guy is being held is wrong.”

“He’s institutionalized.”

“Yeah.”

He grunts. “We had something happen…this is off the record, okay? But you can get it from other people around here as easy as you can from me.”

Meaning he’s prevented from talking about it, but if I need a source, I can go find one. “Sure.”

“I signed something,” he says. He’s trusting me here.

“Got it,” I say. “Absolutely never talked to you.”

“Southwest of here, you have part of the reservation, and then a lot of hunting land. There was this guy, Pinder, who’s got a no-trespassing posted parcel, or had one. But it was odd, because he wasn’t using it for hunting. He seemed to live in his cabin. He came into town. He said he was a researcher. Kept to himself.”

Maxwell shrugs and continues, “He was in and out for years. Then one day, some hunters hear yelling. Some guy, yelling for help. They follow the voice, and it’s like something out of one of those shows—there’s a man in a cage in there, and from the looks of things, he’s been in there a while. Kept like a wild animal. Metal bars, plexiglas panels—for soundproofing, the cops thought. There’s a body on the ground. Dead. It’s Pinder. Holding a guy in a cage and nobody knew. You know how much I wanted to tell that story?”

“I can only imagine,” I say.

He goes on with the story. The man apparently strangled Pinder through the bars and called for help. The cops torched the lock open and got him out, but he attacked them.

“What was this guy like? Violent? Crazy? Did you meet him?”

“I interviewed one of the hunters who found him. He said the guy seemed normal at first, carrying on conversation like a regular guy. The cops got the lock open, and he slips out and heads for the door. One of the cops tried to keep him from leaving, and that’s when this guy went wild. Well, he’d been in a fucking cage for a year. Guy broke a cop’s arm and hit another in the face on his way out, and that man lost use of an eye. It was a hard hit.” He goes through the rest. The manhunt through the woods. A vet finally brings him down with a tranquilizer gun.

“Did you ever get a name on the captive?”

“No. They had him out at the station,” Maxwell says. “I get there to find things shut down. I can’t interview him. The cops aren’t talking. Next I hear, the feds have the case, and the guy’s gone. And the owner of the paper didn’t even want us calling it ‘resisting arrest’ in our police blotter. This was a hostage situation with a murder, and it got covered up. You know what kind of juice covers that up?”

“It would’ve been a national story,” I say.

“Easily.” He gives me everything else he can. He can’t do the story or be a source, but he really, really wants me to do it.

A few minutes later I’m driving off, heart pounding, because this is a story and a half. I sketch out a timeline while I drive. I figure there were two weeks between his capture and the commitment testimony of the psychiatrist in Duluth. So where was the hearing? It’s like he bypassed the entire legal system.

I speed on down the wooded road.

Patient 34 has powerful enemies who have gone to great lengths to hide him. This thing is bigger than me. I have to work safe and smart.

And I realize that my best ally is actually Stormline.

Stormline is disreputable, but it has a hell of a bank account and a great legal team, and they’d do anything to help me…if they could have this story.

A “Where is the Savage Adonis Now?” story where Savage Adonis turns out to be criminally insane is a sad story. A tragic story. But a “Where is the Savage Adonis Now?” story where he only ever tried to be free and now he’s been stripped of his identity and deep-sixed inside an institution for the criminally insane, deprived of due process?

That’s a unicorn of a story.

But it’s also tricky. Patient 34 is vulnerable and possibly quite dangerous.

The light of the media is really 34’s best hope right now.

I hesitate a moment before calling Murray, my editor.

The light of the media is probably not something Patient 34 would choose, considering he was sent into a shark tank of paparazzi while he was weak from surgery. It would have felt like a vicious attack. Publicity will bring them back again.

Still.

I put in the call. My editor is there, of course, because nobody in New York ever leaves the office.

As soon as I utter the words “Savage Adonis,” he sucks in a breath. He had people on-site the first time around—of course. He’s all about Savage Adonis. He tells me he wants to send his top guy, Garrick, a total slimeball.

I tell him it’s me alone or nothing. He wants proof. Pictures. I want money. I want the resources required to get the story right. He wires a few thousand dollars into my account to get things started.

I hang up and drive in silence. This is how 34 gets free—the bright light of the media. An exposure of what was done to him. It’s the best I can do for him.

And I feel like total shit.


Chapter Thirteen


Lazarus

My executive coach Valerie says there is a new lesson to be learned every day. That the world is full of knowledge. Here’s my lesson for today: a home for the criminally insane? Not hard to break into.

We put a team on the underground cables around five in the morning, taking out the alarm system.

The perimeter guards are the only heavy guns here. We bribed one to fake an illness and leave early. We wait for the other to get the call from his wife about an intruder. As soon as he’s out of there, we ice the other two. We turn off the electrified fence. We pull our stockings over our faces and roll in.

We take out a few guards inside. The middle-aged woman behind the window in the wall screams.

“Touch anything and you die, too,” I growl, kicking in the door and getting into her small space. I spot the panic button and caress the side of her face with the gun. “Did you touch that?”

She shakes her head no. Violently no.

It wouldn’t have helped, but I like to feel obedience.

Everything is brown or beige tile. Is that calming to the nutjobs? Valerie would probably know. She has opinions on colors. She once told me to wear a blue tie—she said it was more executive than all black. I told her it was a long-standing tradition to wear all black in my “accounting firm”—black shirt, black jacket, black tie. She seemed surprised, but she wanted me to try the blue. “The brightness is going to look more modern to people. You’re setting a tone for your regime. You’re your own man.”

I think people responded well to the blue tie.

My main man Mercal crowds in, and we study the feeds, count the staff. Like taking candy from a baby.

But then, nobody is interested in breaking a person out of an institute for the criminally insane, not like with a real prison. A real prison is full of angry guys who can be useful to an organization. The criminally insane tend to be a bit more dubious.

I send one crew member to lock down the office wing.

“You got a list of names?” I ask the woman. “I’m looking for a Kiro Dragusha.”

“I don’t believe we have such a person.” She gets on her computer and with shaking fingers brings a spreadsheet up. Names, room numbers. “No Kiro.”

“How about a Keith. You got a Keith?” That was another name Kiro had. The name his adoptive parents gave him.

She stares at me. Deer in the headlights. After a prompt to the side of the head, she finds no Keiths.

I nod at Mercal, who takes her away.

No Kiro. No Keith. I figured he’d be under a different name, but it was worth a try. It’s okay. We know Kiro’s about 20. We know he’s been in one year. That’ll narrow it down, and I know a Dragusha when I see one.

I make the call, and fifteen more of my guys slip in. We’ve rehearsed this. It’s simple stuff—a violent takeover, four guys to a wing. Paint the walls with blood if we have to. I adjust my stocking mask.

“Fast and furious,” I tell my guys. “Ten minutes in and out. You call me when you find him.”

Killing Kiro is something I need to personally oversee and film, and I’m getting DNA. No fucking around.

We go in and disperse. My own team and I take the most likely floor—the top. We start by rounding up staff. That’s the key to this operation, controlling the staff. Taking the phones.

We put the three guys face down on the floor—we’re not expecting heroes, but you never know. We let the females sit against the wall.

I press my piece to an older nurse’s forehead. She has a polka-dot headband. “You in charge?”

She nods. She’s crying and shaking. Her powdered face is garish in the fluorescent lights.

“You should apply your makeup when you get here—not beforehand at home. It’s all about the lighting.” A little chitchat. Valerie would be proud. She looks at me with terror. “Are you hearing me?”

A hot younger nurse is fumbling with something. Mercal turns his piece on her. “That better not have been a phone.”

She opens her hands, wide green eyes. “I gave you my phone. It’s my…” She shows us her stethoscope. “Nervous habit.”

I turn back to the older nurse. “We’re looking for Kiro. He may be going by Keith. Got anyone like that?”

Her lips move. Trying to speak.

“No such person,” the hot young one says.

I turn my attention to her, because at least she can fucking talk. “What are you?”

“Attending nurse. This was my floor until a week or so—”

“You’re our tour guide now. We’ll meet each patient, and you’ll tell us how long they’ve been here.”

She gets up slow and sure. Her hair’s up in some kind of braided style. “Can you give me a clue? I want to help. I don’t want trouble.”

Something about her is off. She’s not fucked-up enough. She pretty much volunteered, didn’t she? You can’t trust a volunteer. I walk up to her, peer into her eyes. “You a cop?”

Her eyes widen. “Fuck no.”

Truth. Still, my gut says she’s hiding something. Valerie says to listen to my gut. Then again, if I kill this one, I have one of the guys as a tour guide—or the puddle of an old lady nurse. My gut doesn’t like that any better.

“I’ll help. Just don’t hurt anyone.”

“Oh, we’re gonna hurt someone, sister. But if you play nice, we’ll keep the body count down. Now we’re going to start at the end of the hall, and you’re going to introduce me around.” I pull open a slim door. Storage closet. “Get the rest of the guests in here, Mercal.”

We start the tour—me and the hot one, flanked by two of my best. One of the guys cries out. Mercal. He’s playing games. A fucking psycho. Is this how people used to see me?

We head in the first room.

She says, “This is Wendell, he’s—”

“No oldsters,” I say. “Kiro is in his early twenties. He’s been in here for a year. Anyone who meets that criteria—”

“S-so you don’t want to meet the guys who have been here forever?”

I shove the barrel of my Glock to her throat. “Does the term ‘a year’ have meaning for you or not?”

She leads us down the hall. She waves at a door. “Ronald’s fifty years old.”

I look in. Old guy. I look back, catch her monitoring me. I shove her.

We pass another. “Pearson’s been in two years. He might be little old…”

I go in. Blond. Wiry. “Stop wasting my fucking time.”

We go on. She’s nervous. We pass another room. The hair color’s right. I can’t see his face. “Him?”

“He’s forty. Been in twenty years. But this next guy could be it—the next guy could be your Kiro for sure.” She speeds up, like she really wants us to come and see this next guy.

We follow her in, but the next guy is a redhead. Clearly not a Dragusha. Fuck. We keep going, checking the guys. Nobody fits the description. We head back, and that’s when I happen to look into the dark-haired guy’s room. All that dark hair. The large frame. I slow.

She gives me a panicked look.

I grab her hair, drag her into the room.

He’s a fucking Dragusha if I ever saw one.

Kiro Dragusha.

I jerk her and shove the gun into her eye. “You trying to fuck with us? This guy’s not forty.”

“He’s not your guy!”

I twist her arm and use the torque to slam her face into the wall. “Wrong answer. Get the cameras rolling and get a lock of his hair,” I call over my shoulder.

“Leave him!”

“Trussed up and drugged. Thank you, Fitcher, or whatever this place is.”

It’s right then that the nurse decides it’s a good time to raise holy hell, screaming like a banshee, calling out the number 34.

She’s going crazy. I cock my gun. I’m about to pop her when I hear the crash. I spin around to find myself face to face with Kiro, a pair of scissors flashing in his bloody hands. He’s breathing hard. Coming at me.

All three of my guys are down. I don’t look directly at them. I don’t need to. They’re lying wrong on the floor. Broken dolls.

The fucking nurse is screaming her head off. “No killing. No killing!”

I pull off my stocking mask and level my piece at him. “Stop right there.” A barrel in the face is enough for most guys. But this guy isn’t most guys. He’s drugged up, that’s clear. Unsteady on his feet.

But it’s more than that.

This guy isn’t quite human. What the fuck?

He’s bigger than his brothers. Panting, bloody. But it’s his eyes—something more animal than human in his eyes.

I’ve seen all kinds of guys, seen them when they’re out of their minds with fear, with anger.

This guy is in a class all his own. Like words don’t get through, and in that moment that we’re facing off, I’m wishing I’d brought something bigger. More of a cannon. But this guy isn’t even seeing my gun. Like having a .45 against a bear who’s looking to fly at you. You’ll get a shot off, but will it matter?

“No more killing, 34,” she gasps from behind me.

Kiro’s gaze shifts. Words don’t get through—unless the hot nurse says them. But then she starts sobbing—maybe she’s seen the bodies.

My heart pounds. “Listen to the lady,” I say. “No killing.” Like I’m talking to the wind. This guy’s gone.

I manage to get off a shot as he lunges for me. Flies, like a fucking madman, going for my throat, fingers grabbing my face. I hit him, but he’s pure rage. Kiro doesn’t like his nurse being messed with.

He hits me. I play dead, but he has me up. You don’t fool a killer like this. He has me by the neck. I’m clawing at his fingers, and right then my life flashes before my eyes. Spots form in my vision. I feel my legs start to go.

I think about that old bitch’s prophecy. The brothers together. He’s a fucking nuclear arsenal. I should’ve dynamited the whole place.

“No, 34! Don’t kill him.”


Chapter Fourteen


Ann

He’s choking the life out of the man. Right before my eyes.

“No!” I sob. I don’t know what I’m saying “no” to. The rubble. The smell of blood. The antiseptic. Donny. The kitten crying. The insomnia.

Patient 34 slams the man against the wall like a rag doll. The sound is sickening. The man slumps to the floor, out cold. Maybe dead.

Patient 34 turns to me then. I whimper and scramble sideways, but that just seems to draw him. In a fluid motion, he has my arm.

My mouth goes dry. His hair is wild, amber eyes fiery. I freeze, unable to move. His nostrils expand and contract, and I can feel him tremble—with murderous energy, I think. He’s scary, yeah. Like a beast of a warrior.

But the main word that comes to my mind is “majestic.”

There might be a little bit of awe as well.

He reaches up to my cheek. I jerk away, not wanting him to hurt me, but he tightens his hold on my arm. “Don’t be afraid, Ann.”

I reel at the force of my name on his lips. Again he reaches up his hand and lays gentle fingers on my face. Sticky. Blood. Am I bleeding? Is he going to kill me, too?

“Please let me go,” I whisper. “Please, 34.”

He doesn’t listen, or maybe he’s just beyond hearing. Wildly I look around at the dead and unconscious men. I’ve never seen anything like this. Not even in the war zones.

He seems mesmerized by my forehead. I squeeze my eyes shut, shaking in fear as he touches my hair. He holds me in place with a grip of stone. I try again to pull away.

“No.”

He touches my cheek, and I open my eyes. Emotions have a size, and this man’s anger is huge, like a force of its own. I can feel myself fraying—it’s the exhaustion, the fear, the kitten, the antiseptic. Tears roll down my cheeks.

“You want to get out,” I sob. “I know you do. This is your chance. Go.” I don’t give a fuck about my story anymore. I just want him to survive. I want him to be free.

“You’re hurt,” he pants.

“It’s just a cut. You won’t get another chance, 34!”

He won’t stop checking my head. I try to push him away—it’s like trying to push the wind away. He keeps touching me, fingers on my forehead and head like I’m an inanimate object, his to control.

“Th-they came up from the north stairwell. You can get out the other way.”

“Hurt,” he says.

“Listen to me, 34! There’s a back way out on the far side of the craft room. You know the craft room?”

He brushes the hair out of my eyes. My heart pounds. Savage Adonis.

“Go!”

He looks in the direction of the craft room, and I think he’s going for it. The wild boy, sensing freedom.

“You understand, right?”

He kneels and sweeps me up into his arms.

“No!” I cry as we bang out the door. “You can’t!”

But he can. He is. He’s tearing down the hall, down to the craft room, like I said.

Carrying me.

It’s here I realize that he’s not entirely steady. Is the adrenaline of the fight wearing off? There was a shot. Was he hit? His blue PJs have blood on them.

“Let me down,” I beg. “I’ll be fine.”

No answer. He takes another flight of stairs.

I struggle in his arms. He tightens his grip, face beautifully brutal, dark curls wild, eyes distant and feral.

We reach the emergency exit door. He kicks it open.

It falls out—face first.

It’s a cloudy morning, just past seven. The guard towers are eerily dark. Where are the guards? The spotlights are all off.

He stills, sucks in a breath. It comes to me that this is the first time he’s breathed outdoor air in months.

“You’re out now.” I push on his chest. He’s ignoring me, carrying me around to the front, to the parking lot and the gates.

I start to say something, but he seals my mouth with his hand. He’s panting, carrying me along the side of the facility.

Like being in the arms of King Kong.

We round a corner.

“Hey! Hey you!”

A few men are coming at us with military-style weaponry.

These are not institute guys.

I feel 34 stiffen.

“Stop! On the ground! Both of you!”

He crouches behind a car and sets me carefully on the pavement. “34!”

Again he touches my hair, my cheek. I feel strangely like a doll he’s decided to care for. And then I see he’s bleeding from the shoulder.

I gasp.

In flash he’s gone.

“There he is!”

A shot goes off. There are more shots. I crouch, terrified. I hear a smack, a groan, a sickening crunch.

I hug my knees to my chest as the sounds spin on, then I crawl to the side of the car. What I should really do is pull out my phone and get some footage. I was getting footage when they first attacked. When they first sat us in the hall. The guys almost caught me, but I made up that thing about my stethoscope.

Now I just want to survive.

I inch out in time to see Patient 34 shaking a man by the neck a few times before he whips the man’s face into the side of the shiny black SUV. The man crumples to the ground next to two other bodies.

And 34 stands over them, hands dripping with blood. I suck in a breath.

He killed the armed men with his bare hands.

And then he turns to me. Our gazes lock. A bolt of fear goes through me.

He’s a force of nature. Pure aliveness. Pure power. He’s the most ferociously hot thing I’ve ever seen. The most dangerous thing I’ve ever seen.

Barely human.

Savage Adonis.

Is he even seeing me? Or is he seeing prey? Heat goes into his eyes as he stalks toward me. There’s a strange inevitability to everything now, as if he’s been coming for me forever.

I’m trembling deeply. All the death. I can’t handle any more death, any more horror. Strong arms lift me. The earth tilts.

“I’ll protect you, Nurse Ann.” He carries me back to where the bodies are.

“Y-you killed them.”

He settles me gently into the front seat of the SUV. Says nothing.

“What are you doing?”

He pulls out the seatbelt and puts the buckle in my hand, like he wants me to finish buckling it.

“You’re wounded. You need medical attention,” I say.

He grabs my face. “Seatbelt.” He slams my door and starts around the front of the car, sticking out a hand to support himself on the hood as he rounds the front. He gets in and starts the thing up. Did he take the keys off the guys he killed or were they in here?

“You can drive?”

“I’ve driven.” He studies the dashboard, fits his hand uncertainly over the shifter. Then he shifts to drive and pulls out with a lurch.

“Jesus!” I scream.

He races out, crashing the gate. He’s going fast. He’s shit at driving.

“Get on the right side of the road! Jesus, 34!”

He looks at me uncertainly.

I gesture frantically. “Stay on this side of the line! You see it? See the line?”

He jerks the vehicle into the proper lane. He drives like a newbie, pressing the gas in pulses.

“Driven isn’t the same as can drive,” I say.

He doesn’t answer. He’s swaying in his seat. He swerves. I scream and grab the wheel. That jerks him back to attention.

“You’re going to pass out and kill us! Come on! Let me drive.”

He pushes my hand off. He’s pale. Is he losing blood? Is it the drugs?

“You’re half passed out!” He doesn’t even have his seatbelt on.

He glowers at the road. It’s a two-lane nowhere highway. We pass a Pine Cone Motel billboard. Free WiFi. Spotlight beams shine up from below it. The ambient light kisses his full lips, his powerful cheekbones.

I grip the door handle and quietly unbuckle my seatbelt, hold it in place, ready to run.

“Buckle it.”

“No!”

He sucks in a breath. “…won’t get far.”

“I won’t get far dead!”

He doesn’t reply; he just tightens his grip on the wheel.

“Talk to me. Have you ever driven on a road before?”

“Cars at campsites.”

“You’re going to kill us. Do you even know traffic signals? Pull over.”

He barrels on. Too fast for me to jump out. Or should I try it?

“I’m not dying in a car, 34.”

He drives on, concentrating. I grip the handle, riding helplessly.

“You’re going to pass out.”

“I won’t.”

Keep him awake, I think. “They were trying to kill you. Why did they want to kill you?”

“People always want to kill me.”

“No. These were hitters. Organized crime guys.”

A car comes from the other way. Light on his face.

“Fuck!” Our headlights aren’t even on. They should be on in this gloomy weather. “Stay on this side of the line. God!” I squeeze my eyes shut and duck as the car passes, horn blaring. “Let me drive.”

“No.”

“Slow down at least.”

He squints. Woozy. Don’t pass out.

“They called you Kiro. Is that your name? You seem like a Kiro.”

He’s weaving.

“Stay awake, dammit!” I poke him. “There has to be a reason they want to kill you. Right?”

“I’m different,” he growls like it’s so obvious.

“You’re not that different,” I say. “You won’t let the woman drive even when it’s the best choice.”

He looks at me strangely, then swerves. “Pull over!” I scream.

My scream seems to have gotten him alert again. But for how long?

“Where are we going?”

He looks up at the sky. “This way.”

What’s in the sky? Then I realize he’s navigating by the sky. Back to the forest. Back home. And…taking me with him?

“You’re in no shape to drive. Let me drive.”

“You’ll run.”

“I won’t. I promise I won’t. Kiro—”

He thinks I’ll run. Why not? Everyone has probably always either run from him or tried to hurt him. Kill him. Drug him. Imprison him. He starts looking groggy again. He swerves.

I grab his arm, screaming. “Slow the fuck down!” He doesn’t slow down. I shake him. I start to cry. He’s losing blood. He trusts nobody. He’s going to crash. “Kiro!” I sob, deeply, deeply frightened now.

“Stop crying, Nurse Ann. Stop. Please.”

He really hates my crying. It gets through to him more than my screams. Yeah, I’m not above turning it on a bit. “You’re scaring me!” I sob.

“Stop it!”

I keep it going, begging him to rest his eyes a bit, telling him how scared I feel. “You want to go north? I’ll take you north. Please!”

He grits his teeth.

“Look at me!”

He turns and regards me with a pained expression. “We’re on the same side. You saved me. Pull over. We help each other.”

“You’ll…” He doesn’t finish the sentence.

I put a hand on his arm.

“Slow,” I say. “Slow.”

The speedometer ticks down. He slows. Or maybe he’s just losing strength.

“Good.”

He sways forward. Losing consciousness. The truck heads for the shoulder.

I grab the wheel. Still slowing. I crawl over him, sitting partly on his lap. I kick around, trying to find the brake, jamming it on as I navigate to the shoulder.

I heave out a breath once it’s finally in park, sitting there on this unconscious feral man’s lap. Then he wraps his arms around me, whispering something that sounds like “mine.”

I push and coax him over into the passenger seat. Luckily, he cooperates, climbing over. I rip off his shirt. Still bleeding. I use my phone light to inspect the wound. I rip strips of his shirt and bandage the wound as best as I can. It’s a gash in his shoulder. Not so bad. His pulse seems okay. I think the drugs are pulling him back under, like he used all the adrenaline he had. I put my hand on his neck, his cheek. “Kiro,” I say.

He mumbles.

I get behind the wheel, jerk the thing into drive, and pull out, hands shaking. What am I doing? I should run. Save myself. But then I look over at him, slumped in the seat, and I feel this surge of crazy affection.

He just wants to go home. He wants to get back to the woods. And then there’s the matter of his story. Who is he? Why are they trying to kill him?

“Kiro!”

No response.

I shove at his arm. He’s out cold. I reach over in the dark and take his wrist. His pulse feels strong. It’s no wonder he’s out. What with the drugs and two fights to the death.

I try not to think of that.

I drive at exactly the speed limit and quietly pull out my phone and text my editor, Murray. I send him the photos I got of the men who attacked Fancher Institute. A few minutes later I make the call.

“Ann!” That’s the sum total of Murray’s breathless answer. “Ann Ann Ann! The Fancher attack is just now hitting the wire. Talk. Go.”

I give him the story down and dirty, pyramid style. His pleasure knows no bounds when I inform him the attack was connected to 34—that what appeared to be professional criminals were specifically hunting for Patient 34.

“Fuck yes. Thank you, Jesus,” he says. “Savage Adonis, hunted by Albanian mafia.”

“Excuse me?”

“The lion tattoo in one of the images you got. One of your nylon-stocking guys? Have you looked at these pictures?”

“I was busy staying alive, dude.”

“Research just identified it as Albanian mob. What did 34 say about the attack?”

“He doesn’t seem to know who they are. But they definitely knew him.”

“Are you sure he doesn’t know? You sure he wasn’t shitting you?”

I touch his hair. “He wasn’t shitting me.” I don’t know much about 34—Kiro—but he’s not a bullshitter. He really didn’t seem to know them.

I’m different. They all see it.

I don’t tell Murray that part. Is it possible he truly thinks they want to kill him just because he’s some sort of abomination? It breaks my heart a little that he would think it, but he’s never had a reason to trust anyone. Of course he’d think it.

“It could be a blood feud, I don’t know,” Murray says. “I mean, maybe. The Albanian mob definitely gets into that shit. Did you know when one family member is killed, vengeance extends to all the male members of the of the killer’s family? Those fucking Albanian mobsters are psychos.”

“Wait, send a team into a high-security psych ward just to carry out a blood feud?” I say. “Risking a dozen guys like that? Even a psychotic organization doesn’t do that. No. There’s something else going on. It’s all connected. Savage Adonis. This hit. There’re more pieces out there. Something bigger’s going on.”

“What’s going on is this story just got twice as dangerous. Sure you don’t want me to send Garrick?” He really wants to send slimy Garrick.

“I got this.”

“Okay. Dump that vehicle. I’ll send a rental car.”

I give him my location; we talk plans. He gives me an update on the Fancher attack from the wire. Rumors of escaped prisoners. Some staff unaccounted for. “They don’t know a lot at this point in time,” he says.

I smile. Not knowing a lot at this point in time means you don’t know shit. Or that you’re not being allowed to report it.

“I’ll call in. I’ll say I got freaked out and escaped when Kiro did,” I tell him. People do that during shootings—just run for the hills. “In the meantime, I need to get us somewhere. I need medical supplies. Kiro needs medical attention. I’ve got ID, but…”

“Don’t use it.” He tells me there’s a Holiday Superstore ten miles up where I can get basic medical supplies. He gives me directions to a small motel well beyond that—he’ll get a room under his own name. “Don’t bother giving your ID or license plate. They’ll take mine.”

Of course they will. Leave it to a muckraking rag to know these things are even options for purchase.

“Stay safe. I’m having cash and ID couriered up there. They’ll knock and tell you it’s a package from Stormline.”

“Got it.”

“How long is his hair?” Murray asks.

“What?”

“How long?”

“It’s long. I’m going to need to clean him up.”

“Don’t cut it.”

“What?”

“Look, I’ve got a courier heading out there with ten thousand dollars. You know why? Because I’m buying a story on Savage Adonis. When I buy a story on Savage Adonis, I want Savage Adonis, not a frat boy.”

I run my fingers through his hair. “All he wants to do is to go north. I think he wants to go home.”

“And you’re going with him. You’ll help him. You’ll take photos along the way.”

“The Albanian mafia…” I whisper, half to him, half to myself.

“Your boy dealt them a serious setback. Just stay off the grid and you’ll be fine.”

Riiiight, I say under my breath.

He continues. “Savage Adonis wants to head into the woods? Good. That’s the safest place you can be. If anybody can get lost in the woods, it’s him. Tell me you have a charger for that phone of yours.”

“I’ll grab a charger pack.”

“Good girl. Stay with him. Don’t stop taking pictures.”


Chapter Fifteen


Aleksio

I stroll into Agronika with my brother Viktor and Tito and Yuri and a few of our guys. We move through the front dining room, all dark wood paneling and candlelight illuminating the heavy red curtains and tapestries all over the walls.

There’s a hush all across the place.

Yeah, we’re the Dragusha brothers walking through Agronika, famous for roasted lamb, stuffed peppers, and being the stronghold of our greatest enemy, Bloody Lazarus Morina.

People bolt up from feast-laden tables and walk out—quickly and quietly. Some even as they’re still chewing.

I catch Viktor’s eye. He’s determined. Ready to get bloody. His black suit has a bit of a shine to it, as though even his suit is ready to get bloody.

The images on the tapestries that cover the walls are nothing but a lot of strange animals and soldiers on horseback, unless you give a shit about Albanian history. Then you know it’s the traditional tales. Love and war, tragedy and redemption. Fantastically powerful families like mythical beasts woven all through. The lions are the Dragushas more often than not.

The Dragushas are an old family.

Viktor and I know the stories and the customs and all of that. We know who we are. Our enemies tried to prevent exactly that—they sent Viktor to an orphanage in Moscow, sent Kiro to be adopted, and hunted me. Put a price on my head.

But Dragushas are tough.

My old mentor, the man who saved me that bloody day in the nursery when they took my family, instilled appreciation for the Albanian customs in me. The honor of the Black Lion clan, the criminal empire we will be taking back for our own. And I taught Viktor once I found him.

“Showtime,” my guy Tito mumbles, adjusting his cuffs as we approach the end of the civilian dining area. Or maybe he’s touching the slim hilt of the blade he has under there. He likes to do that before a fight the way some people like to touch the hull of a plane before they climb on board.

Around the corner the light will grow dimmer, and the thieves will be thicker. Lazarus’s thieves. Lazarus’s hitters, all his made guys.

But we happen to know Lazarus is injured, laid up somewhere in a private facility with a lot of his guys protecting him.

We got word of his attack on some institute up north just an hour ago—the Fancher Institute. He fucking went after Kiro—we’re sure of it. We knew Kiro was in the system but not where in the system. How did Lazarus find Kiro first?

The important thing, though, is that he didn’t get him. We’ve got a cop inside who described the scene, did some interviews, sent images. A lot of casualties, but none of them are Kiro. And if Kiro was dead, word would be out. Lazarus would see to it.

It’s bad, but not like it would be if Kiro was dead.

We’re heading up there. This is a pit stop. We’re here to mess up some guys and take some others for intel. We need to know what Lazarus knows.

We turn the corner, and there they are—a handful of tough guys from Lazarus’s crew drinking grappa and smoking cigarettes. Health laws don’t apply at Agronika.

They start shooting, but not fast enough. We gun down a few. Take the rest to shake down.


Chapter Sixteen


Ann

Murray has gotten us a room at the very end of a 1970s-era motorist motel, a small, low building with alternating doors and windows. I sit in the truck staring at Kiro, who’s utterly out. I look back and forth between him and the door of our room.

And sigh.

I like to think of myself as a capable woman. I definitely was before the kitten incident, but carrying a 200-pound unconscious man even ten feet isn’t—has never been—in my wheelhouse.

I shake Kiro.

I think of him as Kiro now. It’s a strong, fabulous, awesome, totally unique name, which suits him perfectly.

I shouldn’t be getting attached to him like this. I really shouldn’t.

I pat his cheeks. Nothing. I don’t like that he’s so deeply out. I grab the bag from the Holiday store and drink one of the waters while I think.

I get out and go into the room and look at what I’ve got to work with. Luck comes in the form of a chair with wheels. Can I get him into that?

As it turns out, yes—with his help. I pinch his cheek, and he wakes up enough for me to get him into the chair.

Ten minutes later he’s out cold on the bed, and I’m a frazzled, exhausted mess, running on fumes and no rest. It’s entirely possible I’m not making the greatest choices.

Kiro deserves somebody better to protect him. Somebody better than me.

But I’m what he has.

One foot in front of the other, I think. Just concentrate on that next step, which in this case is handling the vehicle. The Albanian mob is out there, probably with a network of cops on the lookout for the vehicle Kiro stole—probably one of theirs.

The SUV has to go.

I go out and take the license plates off of it and drive it to a vacant lot behind a shed in back of a 7-Eleven store a half mile down the street.

Then I jog back to the room, thankful to find him sprawled out on the bed. I didn’t think he had it in him to run, but you never know with Kiro.

I stand there for a moment in awe of how kinetic and wild he feels, even in sleep. It’s amazing to me that he even fits inside the four corners of a bed. He blows me away. I want to fight for his wildness. I want to fight for him.

I nab my phone, get a quick photo, and tuck it away.

I shred his shirt with the scissors I picked up, baring his massive chest—dirty, bloody, sweaty. It’s the wound I’m worried about. I remove the makeshift bandage I created and start cleaning it with the rubbing alcohol from the Holiday.

Kiro was stabbed with something in the shoulder. It’s not as bad as I thought. Back in my field nursing days, I worked on a lot of wounds like this. Assisted with a lot worse.

Not infected. He’ll be okay, though he won’t be enjoying jumping jacks anytime soon. How did he even carry me?

He’s shaking, but I think that’s him detoxing. He’s coming off of a lot of heavy psychotropic drugs.

The bite of rubbing alcohol rouses him. I pull away, wary, but he just moves his arms as if to make sure he’s free.

“It’s okay,” I say. “I’m here to help you.”

He squints at me.

“You probably feel how I look,” I say. “Or is it the other way around?” It feels good to talk to him the way I used to. Like something regular in this insane situation. Not that the previous situation was all that sane.

He swallows. Eying me. I wonder how fucked up he feels.

I grab a fresh cloth and approach him slowly, gently. “Didn’t I tell you I’d stay?”

He’s forming a word. “Where…”

I kneel to be level with his golden eyes, feeling this surge of fondness for him. I can’t help it.

Stay objective.

“You’re safe. Hiding. You’re safe with me.” I offer him water, and he drinks greedily, massive throat undulating.

I shake out three aspirins for him. He bats them away.

“I’m not trying to drug you, okay? You were shot.” Does he even understand me?

“I’m going to sew this thing up. Are you with me?” He opens his eyes again. I touch his cheek, stroking gently to show I’m not a threat. He closes his eyes, seeming to enjoy my touch.

Stay objective, I say, even as I fall into his beauty, this trembling, fucked-up, feral lost boy who’s eight, nine, maybe even ten years younger than I am. I stroke his cheek again, and he seems to relax more deeply. And I wish I didn’t have to stitch him and hurt him. I wish I had all the money in the world to help him and get him free without having to write a story about him in exchange. But this deal with the publicity devil is part of how he keeps safe. He doesn’t know it, but I do.

Murray will want this story ASAP—Savage Adonis in all his hot savagery. Kiro deserves better than that. He deserves a beautiful, thoughtful piece.

Kiro has been treated as something less than human by the system and the media, but when I look at him, I see a man who is achingly, intensely human.

He’s scary and violent, yes. But what choice did he have? Hit men were after him. He didn’t kill the people when I told him not to. Hell, he didn’t kill Donny during his first few escape attempts—that shows real restraint, if not downright sainthood.

And he did carry me off in spite of my asking him to put me down, but it felt…protective. Which would go along with what I know about him. Kiro gave up his chance to escape from a living hell to help me when Donny attacked, after all. That shows a lot. It shows that Kiro’s force of will and sense of right and wrong didn’t crumble even in the most degrading, demoralizing circumstances.

So that’s where I’m heading with my fucking piece.

Murray can fuck himself if he doesn’t like it.

I don’t know what happens once I get Kiro to his home. Does Murray imagine sending camera crews at that point? I can make sure Kiro can’t be found by Murray, but what about these hit men?

I can’t fight for Kiro if I don’t know the full story.

I look down at Kiro. It might be best to get away from him before the sedatives work themselves out of his bloodstream—I know that for a fact. But all I want to do is to curl myself around him and hold him.

“It’s going to hurt, but this is how I help you.”

I mean the stitches, but I guess it applies to doing his story, too.

Slowly he opens his amber eyes.

“Okay?” I say.

He blinks, fighting sleep. As if he wants to keep looking at me as long as possible.

I pull out the kit I put together, sterilizing everything. I grab the fishing line and a small pair of pliers and get to work. His eyes fly open when I pierce his skin the first time. But he doesn’t pull away, he just watches me work. It’s a little unnerving, feeling his gaze on me as I stitch his shoulder—he just lets me do it. I numbed the area with a little bit of ice, that’s all. He’s calm. Watching me.

Is he out of his mind from the drugs? Or simply accustomed to pain? My heart breaks a little bit for him.

I talk to him softly as I tie each stitch, telling him how we’re going back to the forest, just as soon as we get him nice and strong. He seems to drift off…until the rrrrip of tape wakes him. His hand flies to the clean, dry bandage, then he looks at me.

Gratitude in his eyes.

“You’re safe for now. I’ll do my best to help you, but what you need now is rest.”

He eyes the window where the noontime sun bleeds out the edges of the blinds.

“Rest for me, okay? Go back to sleep.”

He reaches out and grabs me around the waist.

I pull away, but he won’t let me go. With a surge of unexpected strength, he pulls me onto the bed with him, holding me flush to his big body. He curls around me, like I’m his teddy bear.

I try to move, and he tightens his powerful arms.

Fuck.

“Sleep,” he whispers into my hair.

My pulse pounds. I wait a bit, then try to pull out all at once.

No go. It’s like trying to break through rock.

It hits me that I’m alone in a motel room with a man from an institution for the criminally insane. And yeah, I feel this crazy affection for him. And he’s gorgeous. And I have good reason to believe that he’s not criminally insane, but then again, he did kill a few people with his bare hands. My editor thinks hanging out with him is a grand idea, but he really just wants the story.

It doesn’t look good on paper.

And now Kiro’s acting like he’s in charge. I’m supposed to be in charge here.

“Kiro, let me up.”

His breath evens out. Is he sleeping? He won’t let me go even in his sleep?

I sigh and tell myself to relax. Not like there’s anything else to do. I won’t be able to get up from this bed until he lets me up. It should be scary, but I find I’m not scared.

In fact, there’s this nice silence in my mind. I’ve been living with an unnerving buzz of anxiety for months. Like static on the radio, but harsher, more jagged.

And now this silence. My mind feels strangely clear. I’m weightless.

I’m a creature in his arms. A heartbeat. Held. Trapped. This feeling is so strange, so new.

Just as I drift off, I realize that this strange, new feeling is peace.
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I wake up with a start, disoriented by the weight around me, the massive arms entrapping me. The warm, rhythmic heave behind me.

Patient 34—Kiro. I remember my plan—waiting for his sleep breath to start so I can extricate myself.

I lift my head and squint at the red numbers on the digital clock, shocked to see it’s the middle of the night. I slept? I blink, unable to believe it. I slept for how many hours? Eight? Ten?

I shift, and he moves too, pulling me tight. My heart pounds. I haven’t slept this long in ages. Since I can remember. Since the hospital collapse. The children. The kitten.

I stiffen, waiting for the fear to close back in. That’s always how it happens—I wake up feeling good, and then the memories tumble back, and fear closes around me, poisoning everything.

I lie there, waiting for the fear. But I feel…okay.

So much of being a journalist is about recognizing the relative weight of details. You want to pull out that one little detail that has significance for people, the detail that helps tell the story in a way that words can’t. Maybe it’s something somebody said, or an image. Somebody’s hands. A broken doll in the street.

The detail that takes everything over.

The kitten became that detail for me in a negative way. It haunted everything, blocked everything. I couldn’t see past it. The kitten, the antiseptic smell.

And suddenly, lying in this strange, savage man’s arms in the middle of nowhere in the middle of the night, the kitten has the weight of…a kitten.

And when I breathe in through my nose, the smell is gone. The smell that would cling to me for days on end, even through long weekends off, even when I wasn’t there at the hospital.

And I slept. Did I sleep because the smell wasn’t there? Or did the smell go away because I was able to sleep?

He pulls me tighter, breath steady. And I think that I can’t go anywhere even if I wanted to. And then I think that I don’t want to.

And I let my eyes drift closed again. And I wonder if we’re saving each other.


Chapter Seventeen


Kiro

I should hate her. I should walk out of this room and leave her. Lock her up so she can’t follow. Kill her if she takes yet another photo of me. I should kill her for how she’s fooled me.

Instead I breathe in the scent of her hair.

All these long, grueling months, I’ve wanted one thing—home. To be back with my pack, the one place in the world I ever belonged. The only ones who ever wanted me.

Ann acts like she wants me, but she just wants my story. I know that now.

I should kill her for being so kind to me. For making me think she cared.

I should kill her. Except I can’t. And I want her.

My head is still foggy from the drugs, but better than I can remember for a long time. My shoulder burns, but no feeling is quite so powerful as the feeling of her in my arms.

I want her with a fever that burns so brightly I can think of nothing else.

Morning. Birds nearby. Not nearby like at Fancher Institute but right outside the door. The sun is just rising; I can hear it in the bird songs. I need water. Sun. Food. Air. To run.

But my desire for her overpowers all that.

She’s nothing but a reporter, hungry for my story. I heard her on the phone. I heard what that man on the other end said.

She wants my story because I’m different, savage, wrong.

Still I want her. Need her.

I knew she had secrets, with that strange kitten story. I knew she wasn’t like other nurses. I never expected she was one of them.

Those reporters.

I still remember the way they went at me when I was so weak, unable to defend myself.

I faced lots of deadly predators out in the forest, but it was always the natural order of things. They were after me because they were hungry. Trying to protect their young.

The reporters came at me because I’m different. Bad. Wrong. Savage. It was personal.

I still remember holding the wall by the side door of the hospital where that man led me. Holding myself up, swaying, still sedated from the operation, trapped between the mob of them and the locked door.

I was in a lot of pain, but it was the despair that twisted my heart. Somehow, after being accepted by the wolves in every way, I’d come to think I wasn’t an abomination.

The pack of reporters showed me I still was. Their shouts and pictures and questions. Calling me Savage Adonis.

I only ever wanted to belong.

I thought Ann was different. I would’ve done anything for her.

Then I heard Ann talking to the man called Murray, talking so casually about photos and stories about me.

When I buy a story on Savage Adonis, I want Savage Adonis.

I trusted Ann. Dreamed about her. We were a pack of two, there in the hospital. We helped each other. We fought for each other.

She’s one of them.

The betrayal cuts hard.

At least the other people at the Fancher Institute didn’t pretend to care, to be pack with me.

She wants to come home with me and take pictures—I understand that now. That’s why she’s here.

I stare at the sun’s glow coming from the edges of the curtain. She tried to cover up the window just like she tried to cover her true nature, but it’s there all the same.

I close my eyes, hating that she’s one of them.

I should knock her out. I should tie her up and leave. But I can’t let her go. I pull her to me. I stroke her soft brown curls. Waves like the edges of a peanut.

Mine.

I imagined her with me out there. It made me so happy to think of it.

And I realize that I don’t have to let her go.

The place we’re going is so remote, so deep in the woods, she’ll never find her way out. Not without me.

I could take her for my mate. Out in the wilderness, I don’t need to trust her. She would be mine to keep. To care for.

Fully and completely mine.

My heart begins to pound as images of taking her crowd my mind. The fierceness with which I want her makes it hard to think.

She would struggle, and I would chase her, and then I would catch her—and I wouldn’t let her go.

Something amazing happens out in the woods when a predator catches its prey. When a wolf has a squirrel in its jaws—not just the tail, but when the wolf fully has a squirrel’s warm body trapped in its jaws—teeth, pressing into warm flesh. No way out.

The squirrel will stop struggling and go limp. Just relax into it.

Heart beating furiously, it submits to the superior force of the wolf.

It always fascinated and compelled me, ever since I witnessed it as a boy, cold and hungry and alone. The flop of the body, like a dance of death and life.

It felt ancient and cruel and beautiful.

I nuzzle her hair, cock hard as steel. She could be my mate. I’ll bathe her and wrap her in furs and keep her safe from the Donnys of the world. I’ll find food for her. There’s a hilltop I would bring her to where you can watch the sunrise light the trees and paint the water pink. I’ll hold her down and fuck her and care for her. I would never let her go.

She groans and shifts against my cock, sleepy and sweet. I put my mouth to the back of her neck and taste her and breathe her in, letting her sweetness flood my senses.

She was different at the hospital. Wary. On edge. Here she’s soft. I move my lips to her ear, taste her skin there, cock pressed to her back.

I move my hands over her hair. She’s so warm, body so soft and sweet. She’s betraying me, yet I can’t stop liking her.

I want her affection, too. Not fake affection but real affection.

That’s something I can’t have.

I tell myself I don’t need it. I’ll take her either way.

I reach around to her belly, push my hands under her shirt and touch her skin. Her belly isn’t hard and rough like mine; it’s smooth and soft. I spread my hand and pull her ass to me. I nearly lose it right there, separated from her warmth by mere layers of fabric. I imagine bending her over the bed, her ass pale and bare, her pussy open to me.

Right then, I catch the scent of her arousal, and everything in me surges to life. I’ve woken up her body, but not her mind.

I imagine tasting her. She’d struggle, but I wouldn’t let her. I’d plunge my tongue into her warmth. My tongue and my fingers.

I imagine her out in a sunny field, naked, rolling on her back, looking up at me, baring herself to me, waiting for me.

I stroke her soft belly. She hisses out a sleepy breath and moves with me.

Slowly, gently, I push my hand down and graze her waistband.

Her breath is like the water, slow and deep. I pull her closer.

Her rhythmic breathing tells me she’s still sleeping.

Still I touch her.

Savage, the drugged campers said, laughing. You fuck like a savage. I didn’t fully understand what they were saying until I saw the TV and all the gentle people.

I was a sideshow to them, too. A freak. A savage fuck. I didn’t know.

I stroke her belly, making her breath speed up.

She sighs in her sleep.

The camping girls would joke that I was raised by wolves. They didn’t understand that I actually was, in a way. They walked around naked and drugged with their glowing necklaces and bracelets. They would touch my hair.

They would rip their clothes off and run from me, laughing. They liked me to chase them and fuck them. The drugs made them crazy to touch and be chased. Eventually, I didn’t care that they saw me as an oddity. I was a teenager by then, and all I wanted to do was to fuck.

At least they weren’t keeping me in a cage. At least they didn’t pretend to be my ally when they just wanted to use me for my story.

We move together, animated by lust. Her body responds to me, moving against me.

A jolt moves through her. She spins in my arms with fear in her eyes. She pushes me away and clambers off the bed and onto the floor. She stands there, shocked. “What are you doing?”

I rise out of the bed, swaying on my feet.

In a flash, she turns and bolts for the bathroom—not fast enough.

I follow her and trap her against the wall next to the bathroom door. She’s shaking, frightened. I’m a savage to her.

I shouldn’t care what she thinks. My heart thunders with the need to bend her over and take her. The feel of her is overpowering. Her scent, her softness.

But this is Ann. I protect Ann—even from myself.

I slide my hand over her cheek, breathing in the potent scent of her arousal. She sucks in a breath as I press her to the wall, cover her with my body.

With a wild effort, I push off the wall, stagger back. “Go in. Lock the door.”

She widens her eyes, then she goes into the bathroom. There’s a click. Not that it could stop me.

I press my hand to the door, and then I press my face to it.

I focus on the sounds of the birds out there. It’s dawn. The first morning bird songs. The bird songs mean almost nothing with her in there. I want her so badly.

But she’s mine now. I care for her. It means not scaring her.

“Wash yourself,” I say.

“Wh-what?”

“I can smell you,” I pant.

The water goes on. I feel more in control.

I force my attention outside. The cracks of light around the curtain. Sunshine.

Her voice from inside. “Kiro? You okay?”

I bring my fist down on the door. I’m not good with words like Ann is. I bring my fist to the door again.

I turn and focus on the light coming from around the curtains. Freedom. It’s what I always longed for. I force myself across the small room, away from Ann. I pull open the door, expecting green, but the sky is gray. The street is gray. Cars and colorful lights swirl around. Giant stores line the street like sleeping lions, guarding their parking lots.

But the air smells fresh. And then, on the other side of the motel’s small driveway, I see a small patch of green. Grass. Nature.

I’m naked aside from the bandage on my shoulder, but that patch of aliveness calls to me. The earth—I have to touch it. I close the door, and like a sleepwalker, I go. The pavement is harsh on my feet. Like when I first arrived in the forest. They’ll toughen up. It’ll be like normal again.

There’s a tree, a picnic table with dirt around it…my steps speed up. When I get there, I fall to my knees, palms pressed to the ground. I breathe in, feeling almost normal.

Home. I need to go home.

I curl up on my side with my cheek to the grass. It’s stubby, prickly, not like the grass I love, but it’s grass. It’s alive.

I breathe in, feeling everything. The sky above is brightening at the edges. The earth feels vast underneath me. I gaze up at the fading stars.

I want her so badly it hurts.

I close my eyes, and I’m back on the bed, holding her, soft in my arms, given over to me, and the powerful smell of her arousal.

As if I called to her with my thoughts, the door to our room opens with a slash of light. I don’t see her, but I hear her. I no longer smell her arousal. I track her. She won’t get away. Will she try?

Footsteps across the pavement.

A dark figure above me.

“Kiro.” She kneels beside me and lays something soft over my waist. A towel. “Dude, our best bet right now is to be inconspicuous. Lying naked on the motel picnic area at six in the morning? Um…”

Her care isn’t genuine. She doesn’t want us to get caught, that’s all. She wants my story to herself. It stings me. I growl.

She puts her hand on my shoulder. “We’re together in this.”

Together. I wish with everything in me that it was true. I’ve been so alone for so long.

She touches my cheek. I close my eyes, soaking up the goodness of her touch.

When she touches my cheek, I can pretend I’m not alone.


Chapter Eighteen


Ann

He closes his eyes when I stroke his beard.

His head is clearing of drugs. He’s not suffering from blood loss. Things are getting real. Maybe even dangerous.

Still, I had to go to him.

This little fucking patch of nature out in the freezing cold morning. He’s lying there like it’s heaven. People have taken so much from Kiro.

He’s dangerous. I know that.

But he’s amazing, too. Fierce and vulnerable and beautiful. And honest in a way other men I’ve known aren’t.

I’d never slept so deeply as when I was in his arms. And I’ve never felt so turned on until I woke up with his hands on my belly and his teeth two faint wicked indents on the back of my neck. It was…dangerously hot.

And when he had me against the wall, I knew he was out of control. It scared the fuck out of me, but I also liked it.

The electricity surging between us felt forbidden and good.

I move my hand over his beard. Lord, how I slept. For the first time in ages, I slept. The anxiety is coming back now—so stupid to think it wouldn’t come back. For a while, I felt clear and happy. Free. Normal.

He doesn’t take his cheek from the grass. His dark hair is splayed out around him. There is something so primal about how he is right now.

Again he takes in a ragged breath, as though my touch burns him. Why would my touch pain him?

“How does it feel? The grass—how does it feel?”

“It smells of chemicals.”

Yeah, I suppose it does. “Exhaust. Probably pesticides.”

Does he know what those things are? Maybe. He would’ve been exposed to a lot of TV at Fancher—at least before he was confined to his room. He has some familiarity with cars.

“Your sense of smell is amazing.”

His soulful amber eyes never stray from mine. Is he thinking about the scent of my arousal…that he could smell through the fucking door?

My face feels hot. “The smells at the hospital must have driven you out of your mind.”

Warily he observes me. The streetlights cut through the gloomy morning, lending rich drama to his cheekbones, his eyes. His kissable lips.

“It feels good,” he says, and I realize he’s talking about the grass.

I smile. “This grimy little scrub patch?”

“I haven’t been outside more than minutes at a time in…two years.”

Fuck.

“Do you remember anything from your life before the wilderness?” I ask.

“No.”

“Do you know why somebody would want to keep you in there? In Fancher? Hide you, keep you out of the way…I don’t know. The more information we have, the stronger we are. They called you Kiro.”

“That was never my name. I never heard it before.”

“What is your name?”

“Keith,” he says. “Keith Knutson.”

“I’ll call you Keith, then.”

“No, don’t,” he says. “The family who gave it to me never wanted me. It wasn’t my real family.”

“Where is your real family?”

He just gazes sadly at me.

“What do you want me to call you? You don’t want me to call you 34, do you?”

“They called me Kiro? The ones trying to kill me?”

“Yeah.”

“Maybe that’s my real name.”

“Do you like the name Kiro?”

He grunts. It seems like a yes.

“It’s a cool name. I’ll call you Kiro for now, but it’s a decision you can make yourself. I want you to be able to make a lot of decisions. That’s your right.” I slide my hand over his dark whiskers. “I’m going to get you back into the woods, back home, Kiro. And we’re going to be smart about it.”

He says nothing.

“I know people have been horrible to you. I know about the man who kept you in a cage. That professor.”

He shows no sign of hearing me. I know he does, though.

“I’ll help you. I’ve been in all kinds of places. I’m very resourceful. Not to mention I know how to drive.”

He turns his gaze to the sky.

“We’re going to get you back there, okay?”

He rests a finger on my knee, traces a lazy line across it, one light touch, wild with intensity. I think about how he pressed me to the wall, so out of control. A gorgeous force of nature.

“We have to be smart, though. There’s probably a manhunt after you involving the cops. Not to mention some really dangerous people trying to kill you.”

He turns his pained gaze to me.

Doesn’t he want my help? Well, it doesn’t matter. He needs an ally, considering his attempt to get home so far has involved carrying me out of a firefight while wounded and now lying naked in a patch of motel picnic area grass.

I have a nice fat expense account. I can help him get back to where nobody can find him.

There’s power in a good story. And for him, there’s also money. I can make sure he gets money without being wildly exploited. I can stand between him and the public. Get the story and the photos, but keep his location secret. I can use my power as a journalist to make sure things are run in a way where he can live free. Maybe I can make sure he’s paid and we can buy him tons of land. A place of his own. Land is cheap in northern Minnesota.

Most of all, I can figure out who is after him and why—that’s the only real way for him to be safe. Mob guys are hunting him. Cops are hunting him. And quasi-paparazzi sent by Stormline. My money might be on the paparazzi finding him first, frankly.

But he might have allies out there. A real family. I have to figure this out.

“Here’s my plan, Kiro. We’re going to clean you up so that you don’t look like an escapee from an institute for the criminally insane. Then we buy supplies and get a car. Use the car to get as far north as they’ll let us go with vehicles. Can you get us the rest of the way?”

He seems…upset.

“Say something.”’

He studies my eyes.

“Can you control yourself from my amazing womanly charms enough so we can cut your hair and re-bandage your wound and get you some proper clothes? Can we just do that much?”

“Yes, Nurse Ann.” He says it in a way that makes it sound as if it might be a struggle for him.

That shouldn’t be hot.

Not hot, I tell myself.

“How long will it take if we drive in and then take a canoe?”

“Not long,” he says.

“We’ll get a canoe and supplies. After we eat a ton of food. Are you hungry?”

One word in a gust: “Yes.”

“Do you like…eggs? Meat? Hot buttery rolls? What do you like to eat?”

“All of it.” He watches me in a way that’s not just about food. My heart skips a beat.

Not hot, I remind myself.

The fastest way to ruin this whole thing is to get emotionally involved with him. For one thing, all my credibility and my power to help him as a journalist would go out the window if I fucked him.

I look around nervously. More cars. “Let’s go then. We don’t want somebody calling the cops.” I want to tuck the towel around him a little better, but that’s a bit…intimate.

I feel like we’re both on the knife edge of control.

I get up. “Hold the towel around yourself and come on. We’ll do this right and get you to some real grass. Not this pathetic stinky grass.”


Chapter Nineteen


Ann

I’ve never seen anybody eat so much. I’d expected it, for sure. I ordered five steak-and-egg breakfasts from the nearest delivery place in preparation for it. And he ate four of them, and the steak part of mine, sitting there on the hotel bed in the dorky University of Minnesota Golden Gophers sweatpants I got him at the gas station. Somehow they don’t look dorky on him.

I pull out my phone. I feel weird doing so many secret photos, so I do one above board. “Smile,” I say.

He glares.

“Oh, come on,” I say playfully. I take his picture, then I do a selfie of us. I want less and less to be taking his picture. Less and less to be doing this story.

He drinks glass after glass of water, like he’s trying to get the drugs out of his system.

The white of his bandage is stark against his massive chest, muscles marred with scars and dirt, the chest of a beast of battle.

There’s even something about the way he tears into the meat that’s hot. He transforms everything around him. He makes the world glitter darkly. He makes me feel alive.

I get hold of myself and pull a chair into the bathroom. “We need to cut your hair and trim your beard.”

He stiffens, and I think about what they’d done to him at the institute in terms of grooming—probably lopping off his locks in the minimum number of snips and snipping his beard before shoving him into the shower to be basically hosed off—by people who fear and hate him.

I go to him. “Let me, Kiro. Please?” I take his wrist and pull him in, and make him sit on the chair I brought in there. I drape a towel around his bare shoulders and start to comb out his dark curls. I go slowly, getting out the knots, careful not to pull.

“You don’t like my hair,” he says.

“Oh, I like it. You’re rocking kind of a Renaissance king look right now. I’m thinking we should go for more urban beardsman. You’ll blend.” But still look wild. Like my editor wants.

I pull out my camera. “We’ll get a before picture.” I say it like it’s some kind of favor, ignoring the sick feeling in my gut as I snap the photo. The Savage Adonis makeover images will sell like nothing else. The public loves before and after. I tell myself these images have potential value, which gives Kiro power.

“I don’t care about blending,” he growls as I pocket my phone.

“You should. There are people after you for whatever reason—deadly people.”

“I’ll kill anyone who tries to stop me,” he says casually.

My mouth goes dry. The atmosphere feels too charged, too full of dark possibility.

I continue to comb out his hair. This is a man who was caged, imprisoned, strapped to a bed by people. Maybe it’s foolish to get so comfortable with him.

“I frightened you,” he says.

How does he know? Does he hear my fucking heartbeat? Does he scent my fear in some way? “I’ll tell you if there’s a problem with us.”

He nods.

“We just have to make sure they don’t find us. We need to not be obvious. The best offense is a defense, which means we get proper clothes and camping gear. Without turning it into a circus.”

He scowls.

I arrange his rich dark locks over his shoulder. Did I hurt his feelings? I realize suddenly that it was probably the circus reference. A place to display animals. Strange acts. “I didn’t mean it like that.”

He meets my eyes. Since his escape—since I realized just how there he was—I’ve started to think sometimes that he hates me.

I swallow and continue to comb out his hair, and then I start on his beard. I snip slowly, carefully, heart pounding. I try to keep my touch clinical, the way they train you to do in nursing school.

The heat that comes off him is dizzying, though. Sometimes I’m not sure whether it’s heat—maybe it’s just sensation. Awareness.

Every time I brush his neck or his bare shoulders, this wild electricity blooms up, as if the surfaces of our skin carry opposite charges. From the way his breathing changes, I think he feels it, too.

I can even feel the sweep of his gaze on my skin. This wild, wrong thing between us has too much energy for this tiny space. His lips are inches from my breasts.

Finally he speaks. “The best offense is a defense?”

I straighten. “You don’t agree?”

He gazes over at the tub, handsome face dark with disdain. “The best offense is a better offense,” he growls.

I stifle a smile, loving that he said that. How oddly smart it is. I move around him, stroking and snipping.

Eventually he closes his eyes, and I think maybe he’s finally relaxing. Has anybody in his miserable life ever tended to him out of affection?

I trim the underside of his beard, trying to avoid touching his thick, corded neck. The neck of a beast.

Hellbeast, Donny called him.

I flash on the way he carried me out of that place. The way he saved me from Donny. The way he pinned me to the wall. My heart feels thundery.

You can’t have him.

I concentrate on getting his beard trimmed evenly.

Sometimes he watches my throat. I feel weirdly vulnerable to him when he watches my throat like that. Like he could have anything from me.

Stroke. Clip. Don’t meet his eyes.

I channel my wrong, wrong lust into caring for him. Giving him this. Wanting this nice look for him. Still a wild boy, but superhot.

When his beard is trimmed to perfection, I unwrap one of the razors from the pack I got. I suds up his neck with soap and clean it up with careful razor strokes. I’m gentle. Slow.

He’s one of the most powerful men I’ve ever encountered, and he’s letting me put a razor to his neck. It means something.

I have to touch him a lot for this part and he seems to like it. He seems to like touch. I suppose he hasn’t had much touch in his life. Not of the caring kind, anyway.

I step back. Perfect.

He just stares off to the side.

“It’s very good,” I say. Understatement of the year.

He doesn’t seem to like being made much of. So I just move on.

I rinse his neck, patting it dry, trying not to adore him too much, but he’s starting to look way too fucking amazing.

I move on to his hair. I take off length. I give him soft layers just over the shoulder. He never once looks at the mirror. His big body heaves in a sigh at one point. There’s still that edge of wariness to him.

It means a lot that he’s making himself vulnerable to me like this, considering who he is and what he’s been through.

Considering that he’s completely feral.

I think I never understood the concept of feral until Kiro gripped my arms and pressed me to the wall, trembling on the knife edge of control. I felt utterly held. Utterly open. Utterly powerless.

When I’m done, I stand behind him in the mirror. He keeps that faraway stare, just off to the side, seemingly lost in thought. Or maybe just enduring my attentions. I brush aside a sooty curl and then force myself to stop touching him.

God, the way he looks now…he was hot with the long hair, but now he’s pure and utter madness… “Shit,” I say. “Kiro.”

He keeps his gaze fixed on the tub spigots.

He’s a dark, scowly angel. Hard and gorgeous. The neatly trimmed beard brings out his cheekbones and the sharp, confident line of his jaw. I really want to touch his beard again. “Shit,” I say, because apparently that’s all my vocabulary has left. “Take a look, dude.”

He finally turns his gaze to the mirror, but not at his reflection. At mine. My eyes. “You don’t think it’s good?”

“No,” I say, mouth dry. “I think it’s a little thing called un-fucking-believable.”

His gaze doesn’t stray from my eyes. This so Kiro. One-pointed. Committed.

“Take a look for yourself.”

“No thanks.”

Something seizes up in my heart.

“Look,” I say.

He keeps his gaze fixed stubbornly on mine.

“Fine.” I go around to the front of him, my back to the sink, the mirror. “Then look into the mirror of my eyes,” I say. “Not only are you the most fucking brave, fierce man I’ve ever met, but you’re officially the hottest.”

He stays hard and wary. The air between us seems to tremble. He seems to take up more space than he ever did. He’s mostly clear of the drugs, now. He’s so there, so alive, so…male.

“Do you seriously not believe me? Do you think I’m a liar?”

His gaze tells me he does.

“We need to wash you up, now—without getting that bandage or your stitches wet. Maybe you could bend over the side of the tub and hold a towel to your shoulder while I wash your hair with the sprayer and then you take a bath after, carefully avoiding…”

He stands, crowding me in that small space. He takes the towel from my hand. “Leave me.”

“You’ll do it?”

He glowers.

“Just don’t get the bandage wet.”

His glower intensifies, or maybe it’s the atmosphere in that small space that intensifies. Nervously, I back out of the bathroom and shut the door. I listen to the water crashing, leaning in that spot where he had me, remembering the way he pressed me against the wall. Feeling his arms around me as he held me in the bed. I squeeze my legs together, imagining it’s his fingers between my legs.

I listen to him swish the water, testing it.

In the tub now.

I grab my phone and call Murray, talking in low tones. He’s sending over a rental car and a burner phone—any minute now, he tells me.

Good. I give him an update. There’s a rural shopping mall twenty minutes out. I’m going to get him decent clothes and shoes. Outdoor supplies. I cut his hair.

“Savage Adonis getting a makeover. Tell me you’re getting this.”

“This isn’t Pretty Woman,” I say.

“No, it’s better than Pretty Woman,” Murray growls.

“I got a before shot, don’t worry.”

“And notes?”

I lie and say yes, even though I hardly need to take notes. I tell him about the meal he ate. There’s a lot I leave out.

“Listen, I looked into the mob angle from here. The lion tattoo is probably the Black Lion clan, headed by Lazarus Morina, aka Bloody Lazarus. They’re powerful, but they don’t seem to have any active blood feud that would merit this kind of hunt. Another clan family, the Valcheks, were enemies at one time, but they wiped them out some twenty years back. All the males.”

“Could Kiro be a Valchek? Maybe hidden? At the time of the war?”

“The timing is right, but I put a researcher on it, and there is no Kiro Valchek. There’s a deceased Kiro here and there. A few back in Albania that are connected to the organization, so we’re checking on them to make sure they’re still there. But I think you’re right—that kind of firepower doesn’t come out for a vendetta. These mob guys aren’t idiots. They’re not going to expend the resources like what we saw at the Fancher Institute for a blood vendetta. They have fucking criminal businesses to run, bottom lines to think about. It doesn’t make sense.”

“Keep me updated. Look for any missing twenty-something Kiros. I need that side of the story.”

“What about his life in the woods? I need the wolfy stuff. Cutting his hair and a meal, that’s not front-page-feature stuff.”

“You’re going front page?”

Murray goes on. This will be a front-page feature, multiple days running. It’ll get picked up all over. He wants to hold some sexy images back to sell to BMZ Confidential, the ultimate sleazy Hollywood gossip site. “Get his buy-in. Does he want to be independently wealthy? Would you keep him from that? He plays this right, he can write his own checks.”

“I’m not doing a BMZ kind of article.”

It’s then that he utters the worst two words he possibly can: Garrick Price. “I think I’m going to send him. He’ll be a lot of help to you.”

“I don’t need Garrick.”

“I think you do. I’ll have him on a plane in an hour—”

“I got this,” I say softly, listening to make sure the shower’s still running. “And I’ll tell you something else—Kiro would not take well to Garrick.”

“Garrick gets along with everyone.”

It’s true in a way. Garrick can play anybody. He gets people under a spell, and then he twists the knife. He leaves people in ruins. Could he do it to Kiro?

My heart pounds. Garrick will either spook Kiro or make him his big buddy. It would be bad either way. “I have mojo going that Garrick would fuck up.”

“How much mojo?”

“More than Garrick ever could have.” I’ll say anything to keep him from sending Garrick. “I got this,” I whisper loudly. Maybe too loudly.

“You sure?”

“Who found Savage Adonis? After all these years, who is the badass reporter who found this fucking story? Who? Me, that’s who,” I say, hating myself, but I can’t let Garrick come around. “I am going to deliver the shit out of this story.”

“Prove it.”

“You watch.” I click off. I have to send him something decent. Some good images. I have to keep Garrick out. If I can do that, I stay in control of the story.

Just then Kiro comes out of the bathroom in the sweats, damp hair tousled around the angry planes of his face.

“What’s wrong?”

His fierce attention is on the door. He looks like he wants to bang down the door. “Somebody’s here.”

“What do you mean?”

Just then, a knock sounds.

“Oh.” I stand. “I got it. A friend. Sending stuff.”

He watches me.

I call through the door. “Who’s there?”

“Package from Stormline.”

“A friend.” The car, the money, the phone. I crack the door, sign the paper with the fake name Murray gave me, and thank the guy.

Then I close it and turn. Kiro has put on a shirt.

“Let’s go, let’s stay on the move.” I grab the hoodie I got at the Holiday. “We’re going to a mall.”


Chapter Twenty


Ann

One thing about northern Minnesota, they have a lot of really comprehensive rugged-guy stores. I go for the priciest outdoor hiker-hunter clothes in the biggest mall.

I can feel eyes on us as we walk in. The store is mostly empty, but that’s not the reason. Kiro is the reason. Two shop girls come around. One smiles. One of them discreetly checks his hand. Not married.

They’re checking me out, too. I’m a few years older, and only medium pretty. I’m in an oversized hoodie over nurse scrubs.

Not his girlfriend.

I smile through the queasiness that rolls through me. “We need everything for him. The best, most rugged outdoor stuff you have—layers, something that will work for every season. He’s going to be…” I look up at him and find his eyes glued to me. I’m so used to him as the drugged-up wild boy that it’s hard to get used to him so alert. Sensing everything before I do. “Um…camping and hunting for long stretches of time. He got separated from his old stuff. The best of everything, but portable.” We’re near the shoes area. “I’m thinking winter boots and rugged sandals.”

“I don’t need foot coverings,” he says.

“Yes you do.”

He glowers, and I soak it up. Again I’m back in our motel room, pinned to the wall. I could bask in that glower of his forever. I like all of his looks.

“You need them. Gas station flip-flops fall apart. And they kick you out of places without shoes…” His glower changes, and I get it right then—any place that would kick him out for no shoes isn’t a place he wants to go. He’s going back to the wilderness. I move in close to him. “It would just make me feel better.”

He grunts softly. Annoyed assent. A slight edge of anger.

I nod, wondering distantly when I got to be able to read his grunts and glowers.

The girls keep smiling at him.

They’re zeroing in, and the skin on my back is definitely up. Yeah, Kiro isn’t the only one with instincts on the rampage here.

I can’t have him, I tell myself. No—just no.

“Are you good if I leave and get my own stuff?” I ask.

He gives me a wary look. He doesn’t like this, but he’ll tolerate it for now.

I force myself to go to the women’s department and get a few basics—underwear, jeans, boots, shirt layers. I check the forecast for the next few days. It’ll be warmish, but the nights will be in the 40s.

I make my purchases and change into the new clothes. Then I head back to the men’s department.

I spot him across the showroom floor being attended to by the two women. He looks miserable. Restless.

I don’t have a good view of him, but I think they’ve gotten him to change into a new outfit. One of them puts a hat on his head. He rips it off.

I think to intervene, but he needs proper clothes.

I go to a rack of rain slickers. He’ll want something waterproof, too. I go through them, then I stop and watch across the store with a gnawing pressure in my gut as one of the saleswomen adjusts the buttons on his shirt.

He allows it. Barely.

The two of them back away to get a look.

The air seems to still. The sounds of the store fade. The racks and lights seem to dim. All I can see is Kiro.

Shivers go over me. He’s stunning—fashion runway stunning.

Back when he was tied to a bed in grubby PJs and a crude haircut, he was the most beautiful thing I ever saw. Now he’s beyond gorgeous.

I drink him in from behind the rack.

I force myself to pull out my phone and take a few discreet photos, holding the phone casually, like I’m not really taking them. You get good at taking discreet shots when you’re me.

And these I have to get. Wild boy makeover at the clothes store—these are more money shots. His bargaining chips. These photos will satisfy Murray enough to keep people like Garrick away. They get Kiro the fuck-you money that gets the world to leave him alone.

I check the shots. Kiro is madly photogenic. Ironic for a guy who hates to see himself in the mirror.

Another sales clerk brings over sunglasses.

Sunglasses. Fuck. I suck in a breath.

Our eyes meet. It’s as if he heard me suck in that breath.

He accepts the sunglasses and, eyes never leaving mine, he puts them on. He watches me from behind the dark lenses, towering above the clerks like a movie star.

I know two things right then—one, that he hates those sunglasses. And two, he put them on for me. He heard me, and he knew.

My heart pounds as he watches me—for an inappropriately long time. He looks at me openly, taking what he wants, crashing through the rules. Kiro makes the world over in his own way.

He makes the world beautiful.

Another of the women loops a men’s scarf around his neck. They’re dressing him like their own personal runway model. Paul Bunyan meets GQ. Still he doesn’t look away from me.

My heart whooshes in my ears. Kiro.

Again they stand back.

My mouth goes dry. He’s always had a powerful presence, but dressed in these beautiful clothes with his hair unfairly awesome, even mussed from trying on clothes, he feels larger than life. He charges the air. He steals the air.

One of them is talking now, making him decide on colors. He glances down.

I take a few more photos and forward one to my editor. It’s low-res—nothing he can use for much, like tossing out a bit of meat to keep the shark busy. I’ll make Murray pay through the nose for the high-res version, and the money goes to Kiro.

Quickly I pocket it.

The sunglasses are off him now. Another clerk comes up with two shirts for him to choose between. He takes them, eyes again boring into mine—invasive, unapologetic.

Angry. Why?

I think about going over, but they’re almost done.

I busy myself at the rack of rain slickers. I hold up a large one. What did Kiro do in the rain all those years out there?

A male clerk comes up and slips a thick card into the frame on the top of the rack that shows the price. Fifty percent off. “Fall outerwear sale starts up today,” he says.

I finger the sleeve of one. “These are probably too heavy. He might need more of a layer than a coat.”

“We have shells along the wall.”

Motion from the corner of my eye. I turn and see Kiro strolling over in his hot new outfit. The jacket is plaid, the insulation is the latest in heat-reflective fabric, but the gaze is pure barbarian. He walks up and stands between me and the male clerk, invading his space.

“Kiro—”

The guy is already backing off. “Let us know if you can’t find something.” He walks off.

I turn to Kiro. “He was just giving me some sales information.”

“That’s not what it was.”

“Of course that’s what it was.”

He glowers at the guy’s back. The atmosphere is full of testosterone and heat. “We need to go,” he grumbles.

“We have to finish this.”

Kiro continues to glower, but this time it’s kind of at everything.

“Please, Kiro. We’ll finish it and go. And you’ll never have to come back here.” The saleswoman who seems most in charge comes and holds a jacket up to Kiro’s back.

“Let’s wrap this up,” I say to her.

“He needs a shell. This is an XXXL. I could go a size larger, but we’d have to order it.”

“We need it now.”

A low rumble. I give him a pleading look. He needs to last a bit longer. We need clothes and outdoors supplies. We can’t be stupid. “We’re almost done.”

He sighs.

I trace the line of his dark gaze. There are a few other shoppers in here now, and I notice that they’re all stealing glances at Kiro. It doesn’t really surprise me; Kiro’s not just hot, he has a brutally commanding personal presence.

They’re really looking at him a lot. It occurs to me they think he’s somebody famous.

Is that what he’s noticing? Is that what he’s grumbling about?

More sunglasses appear.

“No sunglasses,” I say. “He likes the sun in his eyes.” I don’t know how I know; I just know.

Kiro gazes down at me, expression haunted. Something’s wrong—very wrong. What happened?

The youngest woman brings over an oversized plaid shirt for him to try. The black-brown matches his hair, the blue contrasts with the gold of his eyes. “Try this one,” she says.

He fingers the fabric, still with that haunted look.

I hand over the sunglasses. “I’d love if you’d all double-check on some of those large sizes for the jackets and shirts,” I say, but my real meaning is give us a moment. “What is it?” I ask after they’re gone.

“You don’t see it?” he asks.

“No. What?”

“Me. On display as a savage. Dressed as a circus animal.”

I clamp my hand on his arm before he can walk off. “That’s not what they’re thinking.”

“They all know what I am. Everyone here. The way they stare—”

“That’s not why they’re staring at you! They think you’re hot. Gorgeous. Kiro—you’re not a savage.”

His faraway gaze is directed over my head now, not meeting my eyes. He sounds so vulnerable, so angry. They want to kill me because I’m different.

That’s what he thinks. It’s what he really, really thinks. “I swear to you, that’s not what’s happening here.”

He shakes his head.

“You spent time lost in the wilderness. It doesn’t make you savage.”

“So you say.”

“I know that of all the people in the Fancher Institute, you showed me the most humanity.”

His lips twist. He doesn’t believe me. “The professor who caged me up had a theory. He said my primitive brain, my lizard brain, was in the driver’s seat. He thought it was because I’d lived with wolves. He didn’t understand I was born that way.”

“What? No kid is born that way.”

He takes hold of my arm now, eyes boring into mine. “Ask me how it felt to choke him. To feel him die in my hands. Ask me.”

“You need to let go,” I whisper.

His gaze burns into mine, stripping me bare, stripping us bare. “I loved it. I loved to feel the life draining out of him.”

“He kept you in a cage.”

He lowers his voice to a growl. “Ask what I want to do to you.”

Energy pulses between my legs as I try to pull from his grip. His eyes sparkle as he tightens his fingers. I’m back in that hotel room with him pressing me against the wall. My belly feels melty.

His voice rumbles with emotion. “Ask me.”

“Kiro—”

“You can dress me up and cut my hair, but you can never cover up the savage.”

He lets me go and storms toward the men’s dressing room.

I watch him, feeling his pain so acutely…and his isolation.

I can’t let him be alone. I head in after him. He’s not hard to find. There’s only one door closed.

I knock.

He’s grunting. Something rips. Buttons bounce along the floor.

“Let me in.”

“Leave.”

I grip the knob. “I’m coming in.” Still I hesitate. He’s in a dangerous mood. But fuck it, he needs me. I pull the door open.

He’s standing, in a state, giant hands tearing at the buttons. He pauses, gaze unreadable. I’m reminded of the way cats look sometimes, how you can never tell what’s in their minds, like it might be affection or maybe they’re thinking about killing you. He goes back to the buttons.

“Keep that stuff on.”

He eyes the sweats on the floor. Is he thinking about putting those back on? Yes. “The flannel and jeans are practical,” I say.

“I don’t need practical.”

“Do it for me.”

His expression is torn, chest heaving. He’s so goddamn beautiful, it breaks my mind. I’m hyperconscious of his warmth, his power.

“A few supplies and we’re out of here. Keep the new stuff on and let’s go.”

“I’m tired of shopping.”

“Just a little more.”

“You were so beautiful, standing there across the store,” he pants. “I loved looking at you. And then that male—talking to you like that. I wanted to rip his face off, and then fuck you in front of everyone. Hold you in place…fuck you and feel you and have you.” He balls his fists. “I could barely keep myself still.”

I’m unsure what to do with his strange mixture of possessiveness and vulnerability. “Well,” I try, voice wavering, “being that we’re trying not to attract attention, it’s probably a good thing you didn’t go with that plan.”

He just watches me with that amber gaze. “I can scent you, Ann. Your scent is beautiful to me.”

I swallow. Is he scenting arousal?

He closes his eyes. “It’s better than anything I know.”

I’ve never had a man so focused on me. I squeeze my legs together. “Let’s grab the camping stuff and go then, okay?” I go to him and redo a button. My fingers shake. I can barely do it. They have him wearing a black T-shirt under the quilted flannel shirt. “This will be warm and good. You’ll be glad.”

He grabs my hands, electricity in his eyes.

“What?”

His gaze drops to my crotch.

“What?”

“Your scent.”

I swallow. “Um…”

He turns his gaze back up to mine, and I get the feeling now that he can read my “um’s” as easily as I can read his grunts. He stands, crowding me in the small space.

Heat rolls through me.

He lets me go. His hands are at my jeans now. He’s fumbling with the snaps, the zipper, holding my gaze the way he does.

“Kiro!” I whisper. I try to stop him, but it’s like his hands are carved from steel and stone. Make that warm steel and stone, because they’re on my hips, my ass, pushing my jeans to my ankles.

“Oh my God, Kiro, you can’t just…”

The heat in his eyes matches mine. He grunts. He can. He is. He yanks down my panties and pushes me down onto the dressing room bench.

“Kiro!”

He has me bare from the waist down, and he’s kneeling in front of me. He grips both my wrists with one hand on my arm, pinning them to the wall.

Gently he takes hold of my thigh with the other hand, pressing it wide, spreading me open there in the dressing room. I’m speechless, panting.

He simply holds me open to him there on the dressing room bench.

His body thrums with savage power. I don’t know whether to be frightened or desperately turned on. I’m both, I suppose.

The air is cool, a wild sensation on my sex.

I twist and tremble, caught in his grip. “We’re in a public place. Come on, Kiro. You can’t—”

He tightens his grip in response. He can.

He leans in and puts himself face to face with my pussy, still holding me open. He doesn’t even touch me, he’s just looking. Scenting. I’ve never felt more vulnerable, never more exposed.

My pussy shivers with sensation.

I’m pinned. Helpless. Desperately aroused.

Holding me with that heated gaze, dark hair curling around his cheekbones, he draws his lips even nearer and sucks in a breath.

I gasp, utterly sensitive. It’s as if my folds are scattered with nerve endings, feeling the cool in-rush of air molecules.

I still, frozen with anticipation.

And then he exhales. Breath hot. Stoking my libido. He draws in yet another breath, scenting me.

I melt in his grip. My entire body a well of need. He’s just smelling me, and I’m about to come.

From him smelling me.

“Kiro—we’re in a dressing room. On the run. We can’t…”

“You don’t like it?”

Now I’m the one with no answer.

He raises his gaze to mine. “I think you like being made helpless by a savage. Held open wide so that you feel everything, here where anybody could discover us. Tell me.”

“Kiro…”

He sucks in another breath and pushes his nose closer—close enough that the tip of it hits my sensitized bud.

“Omigod!”

He draws his fat, warm tongue through my folds. I start to cry out, and he claps his hand over my mouth.

I feel his breath rush out in a gust. He drags his tongue up the seam of my pussy. He licks again, a long, wicked stroke, and then he sucks what feels like pretty much every available fold and flap into his mouth.

My brain melts.

He sucks me. The force of it pulls me down into a quicksand of sensation. His beard scratches the tender insides of my thighs. He moves his tongue around while he’s sucking, in a merciless, mind-melting movement around my hole.

I cry out behind his hand, shaking my head. He removes his hand from my mouth, seeming annoyed at my interruption. “What?”

“We’re in a dressing room,” I pant.

His look says, You fucking interrupted me for that?

He simply smashes his powerful hand back over my mouth and returns to his wicked and ravenous sucking and stroking.

And then licking. His tongue seems to lift the sensation right out of my core. Lift, lick, lift, up, in…I protest from behind his hand.

My protests are irrelevant. My objections are gnats to a bull. My pussy is his.

He’s taking his time with long and leisurely licks, using the flat part of his tongue now.

I’m helpless in his hold. He takes me. He enjoys me. He moves mercilessly on me with the pointy part of his tongue now. My heart pounds as I realize he’s chasing my orgasm, like it’s prey or something.

The sparkly sensation peeks up and hides. He finds it, chasing, bearing down. I whimper behind his hand. I squirm.

My squirming makes his chase turn ruthless.

I swallow, face hot, body electric. He’s holding me still, licking me, pushing me onto the knife edge of feeling. There’s nowhere to hide, suddenly.

I’m trying to hide, trying to draw back, as if on instinct.

He grunts and jerks my hands, as if to shake me into submission. It feels so good, I don’t know what to do. All I can do is go still.

He licks again, and it’s as if he knows I’m close, because he’s flicking his tongue across my bud, evilly, mercilessly. He knows he has me. He knows.

He goes for the kill.

I break apart under his power. He grunts softly as I come. He changes his grip. He’s cradling me through the tremors that rack my body.

Still he won’t stop licking me. It’s gentle. It’s harsh. It’s un-fucking-believable.

I’m dizzy, panting.

He slows and grunts. He takes his hand from my mouth and slides two fingers into me, nearly sending me into the stratosphere. My hips undulate as if of their own volition.

He brings his slickened fingers to my lips. “Suck.”

“Wh-what?”

He gives me a dark look and squeezes my cheeks with his other hand, forcing my mouth open. “This is mine, too.” He pushes in his fingers. “Suck.”

I suck, trembling.

“This is how beautiful you are,” he says. “How you taste. How I know.”

Know what?

He pulls his fingers from my mouth and pushes them into his own mouth.

I watch him dazedly.

He shoves my legs wider and slides his giant fingers into me. I try to snap my knees closed. He pushes them wider.

“Again.” He resumes licking, this time with his fingers lodged thickly inside me.

“I can’t take it! I’m too—”

He presses his hand back over my mouth and continues to lick and fuck me with his massive fingers. It feels amazing, but my clit is so sensitive—too sensitive.

I writhe and beg him to stop, which eventually takes the form of moaning behind his hand. I try to push his head away with both hands.

He removes his hand with a sigh that seems to travel all the way into me.

“What?”

Put your fingers back in me is the only thought I can form. “Um…” I say.

He presses my hands to my belly. “I will always find you, I will always take you.”

“Uh,” I breathe.

He smiles wickedly, then he pushes his fat tongue into my hole. I whimper. He draws it up over my clit. Down and up. I shudder with every pass. I’m raw, exposed.

He chases, and I retreat—bewildered, breathless. I don’t care about anything. Are people walking past? I don’t even care.

He’s chasing down that silvery feeling. I can’t hide. I’m shaking my head, ragged and weary. This is what it’s like to be at the mercy of a true predator, I think vaguely. He feels everything, uses everything. He doesn’t give me a chance.

At some point, my cries and protests turn to whispered begging. He claps his hand over my mouth again.

He has me. He will always take me. He’s toying with me, mastering me.

He seems utterly aware of this fact, just the way he seems to know everything.

He pushes his tongue into my hole. It feels giant and alive. He curls it, licking inside me. I imagine it’s his cock. I want him to stretch me, fill me, take me, use me, have me.

He pulls it out and drags it along my clit again—harshly.

I shudder ecstatically.

He has me, and he’s going to make me come again.

I can run, but I can’t hide. It seems unfair. Maybe it is. It doesn’t matter—he’s dragging his tongue over me yet again.

I can no longer take it, but I have to, over and over. I’m a creature dwelling in pure potential. I’m stranded at the tip of his tongue.

He stills and pulls away, turning his golden eyes to me.

He looks almost smug.

He sees everything. He sees that I’m right there, waiting for him, open and helpless as any being can be. I try to pull my wrists from his grip, wanting to grab his hair, make him come back. I need him. I’m crazy without him. I can’t beg him with my words or my hands, so I beg him with my eyes.

He seems satisfied with this. He lowers his face to me, applies his tongue back to my madly sensitive nub—knowingly, wickedly.

Pleasure erupts over me. He keeps me going, spinning. I’m crying behind his hand. He’s crossed so many lines. I can’t count how many. I don’t care.

I come, shattered and spinning.

He’s broken me somehow. And I like it. I want to be broken by him over and over. He rises up and kisses my neck, my cheek.

Eventually he untangles himself from me and stands, towering over me, darkly. “Everything about you is so beautiful to me,” he grates out.

I sit sprawled below him, barely comprehending his words. I don’t know what anything means; I just have this nameless surge of affection for him. My affection for him feels a little bit like madness.

It’s out of this that I reach up to him. Both hands, reaching to him.

I need him back with me. Touching me.

He regards me in the strangest way. He doesn’t take my hands; instead he bends down and lifts me in his arms.

I feel weightless, treasured.

He puts his nose to my hair, breathing me in. I’m a thing in his arms in the middle of some rural mall in Minnesota at the edge of a great primeval wilderness under the vast spray of stars and planets and solar systems. And everything is different.

He puts me down and smoothes my hair. Points at my clothes. “We have to go.”

My gaze falls to his pants, the massive bulge in his pants. “Don’t you want…” I reach out to his cock. He catches my hand before I make contact, sliding his thumb along the inside of my wrist, along where the blood runs, like he’s checking my pulse.

Like I’m his pet or something. Like I’m his.

“I want to go,” he says.

I look up into that ineffable gaze, so full of harshness and affection. It’s here I dare to think it—that maybe he is different. Wilder, somehow.

I can still feel his massive hands on me, the way he held me down and smelled me, as though he was animated by some primeval force.

This is a man who can fight like he has eyes in the back of his head. I’ve seen men fight. I’ve looked out of slits in tanks and seen the most deadly men in the world in full battle mode. I’ve seen even more than that on videos that will never be released to the public in a zillion years.

But never have I seen anyone fight like Kiro does. It’s possible he literally did want to rip apart the store. Guys hate shopping, but they usually don’t have the urge to destroy the store. And the way he just took me over…

I’m different, Nurse Ann. He’s said it to me enough times. I feel the truth of it in the way that I suppose he feels seasons, predators. The implications seem huge, ancient.

He gazes down at me. My heart pounds. What does he think when he sees me? What does he think any of this is?

I try to pull on my wrecked jeans, feeling wrecked myself. And unaccountably sad.

He scowls. “What’s wrong?”

I don’t know what to say. Everything feels so tragic suddenly. The way he sees the world, the way the world wants to use him. “We can’t hang round in this town this long, but we can’t go without getting you supplies.”

I fold over the top of my wrecked jeans. It’s the best I can do now that the metal buttons are off. This is how Kiro takes off a girl’s clothes.

“You have to pick out the stuff you’ll need to live up there,” I say.

“You’ll help me.”

“I’ll help.” Though I don’t see why he needs help. Who’d know better what he needs than him?

I buy an extra pair of jeans on the way out and quickly change into them at the camping and hunting supply store. When I come out of the dressing room, I find him at the knife counter.

I come up behind him, knowing he knows I’m there. He inspects a series of hunting knives, evaluating and discarding one after another, superpredator that he is. What is he imagining as he turns them over in his fingers? I should get pictures of this, too. People will want to know what he chooses.

Fuck, the endorsement money off just a shot like this could buy him a thousand acres of wild land to have as his own. Because who wouldn’t want the knife Savage Adonis chooses?

I pull out my phone as if to check my mail and discreetly take a few photos. I’m starting to question this whole process, but the thing about photos is that once the moment’s gone, you’ve lost the shot.

He settles on one large knife and one with a small grip. The small one seems too small for his hand. What’s the small one for?

While they’re boxing up the blades, he inspects the contents of a box on the counter. Keychains in the form of different animals.

Suddenly he yanks one out and holds it in his massive palm, staring at it with a mixture of shock and reverence, like he’s discovered a rare and precious jewel.

I draw near and see that it’s just some howling wolf figurine attached to a keychain. Just some cheap molded plastic thing from China. Practically worthless.

But apparently not to Kiro.

It’s the one thing he’s shown true interest in on this whole shopping trip.

Wolves. Family.

All this time wanting to get home. The realization dawns on me that it’s not about the wilderness—it’s about the wolves. They’d said he’d been raised by wolves. Could it be true? The way he holds the stupid little keychain tells me it is. Like Kiro’s version of coming upon a photograph of your long-lost mother.

I nod at it. “Let’s get that.”

“What for?” he asks, not letting it go. “It’s for keys. I have no use for keys.”

“Liking it is reason enough to buy it. Welcome to shopping.”

He closes his massive fingers around it. It makes me feel every kind of feeling, watching him hold onto that thing.

This is the killer detail I’d hang the story around. Kiro, ripped from the only place he was ever happy. Caged, imprisoned, drugged.

He just wants to go home—to the only true family he ever knew. The one place he felt loved.

And he latches on to this fucking keychain.

“We should definitely get it,” I say casually.

We move on to the sleeping bag section. He feels inside each one, asking my opinions, finally choosing the largest, softest one of them. I smile, amused that Kiro likes a little comfort after all.

He looks at me and catches me smiling.

And he smiles.


Chapter Twenty-One


Kiro

I’ve seen many beautiful things. Unexpected, startling beauty on misty mornings. In the deepest nights. Inside the bloodiest of battles. Sunny, lazy autumn days.

Nothing like Ann, half-naked back in that dressing room. Reaching up to me like she thinks I’m someone good.

I run my fingers over the fabric of the sleeping bag Ann chose, as if to check its softness, but really I’m living back in that dressing room with Ann below me, reaching up to me.

I remind myself I can’t trust her. That she’s only with me for my story.

Still I had to take her in my arms.

Even fake things can make you feel good.

Like Ann, reaching up to me.

Like the wolf in my hand.

It’s just a plastic thing, but it looks like Red, one of the best friends I ever had. My heart twists when I hold it. I’ll see Red again. I can almost feel his warm, coarse scruff. And Sally, with her pointy black muzzle. Fierce eyes. The rest of them, all so distinct.

I used to lie in that bed imagining the moment of scenting my old friends, seeing them, feeling the happiness shiver through them. I never imagined it would come true.

Ann walks through the store with me, pointing out all the things she imagines I might need. “What about rope? A camping water purifier? That would be good, right?”

I say yes to them all because these are the things she thinks she’ll need.

A woman like Ann is fragile and unused to the wilderness. Having these things will make her more comfortable.

The wolf toy is the only thing I want from the store. And a canoe, because a canoe will get us home faster. She chooses a Kevlar canoe.

Our cart is full to the brim before we get to the tents. She’ll come to see that we need only the den, or maybe the cave if we want a fire. But the wolves are better for warming cold fingers and toes than any fire. Still, we pick one up.

She’ll be frightened at first, but the wolves will remember me, and if I carry her to them, they’ll accept her as mine.

Eventually she’ll feel happy there the way I did.

“We’ll go there in a canoe, drop all this stuff at your home for you, and you’ll canoe me back to the car,” she says.

I understand from the way she says this that she’s imagining our trip will take a day, maybe two. She has no sense of the vastness of this wilderness. She has no sense we’ll be travelling for many days.

I touch the hem of her shirt, thinking about the way she tasted. I smile.

She enjoys when I smile. People have always wanted me to smile, told me to smile. I never would. But Ann is different. I want to smile around Ann.

We unwrap the things we’ve purchased, which are in maddening plastic containers, and load them into the backpacks right there in the store. We sling them on and carry the canoe over our heads. We’re only a few steps out the door before I stop.

They’re here.

“What?”

“Back in the store. Now.” I turn us, canoe and all, back into the store, as though we forgot something. We put the canoe down.

“What?” she asks.

“They’re here,” I say.

She widens her eyes. “Who?”

“The ones who attacked the Fancher Institute.”

“The canoe was over your head…how did you see them?”

“I didn’t see them, I smelled their chemical scent. They’re out there waiting for us near our car.”

“The rental car? How could they have found us?”

Ann cares about details. I don’t. “You wait here while I kill them—”

“No.” She puts a hand on my arm. “They’re waiting for us at our rental car. Let’s let them wait.”

“Go on foot?”

She looks around. “We’ll borrow a car.”

“Borrow?”

“We’ll go out the back and find something…to steal-slash-borrow,” she says.

“You need keys.”

“I don’t,” she says. “We just have to be fast. I’ll get one started while you get the canoe fastened to the top with the bungees. Will you be able to tell if anybody is back there?”

“Of course.” I leave her and go to the back door. I take a whiff and return to her. “They’re not out back. Only in the front.”

She smiles as though I’ve performed a trick. Collecting facts for her article. I pick up the canoe and carry it myself this time. It’s what I wanted to do before, but Ann insisted on helping. I allowed it because it seemed important to her, but now the men who attacked us are here.

She leads me to a blue truck parked at the far end of the lot, hidden behind a larger truck. She breaks the window and an alarm sounds out, piercing my ears. Quickly she slips in and gets to work, doing something next to the wheel—pulling, prying. The alarm stops.

She moves with confidence.

Her confidence makes her even more beautiful to me. It makes me feel sad, too, because she really isn’t with me. She really isn’t on my side. She’s my natural enemy. A reporter.

For a second, though, I allow myself to imagine her coming home with me as a true partner, wanting to be there.

The engine starts.

I tie the canoe onto the top. Ann sits behind the wheel, taking apart her phone.

“What are you doing?”

“Just in case,” she says mysteriously. Soon we’re on the road.

“You can start a car without the key,” I say. “How do you know to do that?”

She hesitates, and my heart darkens because I know she’ll lie, or at least tell me a half-truth.

It’s good to remember she’s lying and that she doesn’t want to be with me, that she only wants me for the story.

“I learned while spending time overseas,” she says finally.

I nod.

“Working in conflict zones,” she adds. “Some of these areas, half the cars don’t have keys to them anymore.”

“You were a nurse in conflict zones?” I ask, smoothing my finger over the side of the plastic wolf that looks so much like my old friend. A true ally. I’ll see them soon. It’s beyond imagining.

I’m sure they’ll love Ann. I hope she’ll come to love them.

“You worked as a nurse in war zones,” I say, wanting her to lie more, to remind me what she really is. The professor read me a famous book about a war hospital once. The man was injured in a hospital, and a nurse loved him. The nurse in the book really did love the man, though.

“I took on nursing roles,” she says.

It comes to me that this is what she does everywhere—she pretends to be a nurse when she’s not.

Pretending to care. It shouldn’t feel like a blade in my belly—she does it with everyone.

Still, I keep going back to that moment when she reached up to me. It felt so real and good.

I tell myself it doesn’t matter. She’ll submit to me just as prey submits to the superior force of the predator.

“Have you thought any more about the Kiro thing?” she asks. “Have any more memories come?”

I study her lips. I love watching her lips. “No.”

“What were the people who raised you like? Were they Albanian by any chance? The people after us had the tattoos of the Albanian mob.” She pauses. “You know Albania? It’s a tiny country…”

My face flushes with shame. “I don’t know that country.”

“A lot of people don’t know Albania. It’s an Eastern European country near Greece. Crime organizations out of that part of the world can be very deadly. Very vicious. Could the people who raised you have any ties at all…”

“The people who raised me were interested in church and riverboats and fixing their adopted children. My father owned a hardware store. My mother was a teacher.”

“Hmm. Even so, could they have…I don’t know, taken a loan from the wrong people? Though that’s really a stretch. Plus the men who attacked you called you Kiro,” she says. “Do you remember anything from before your adoptive family?”

“You certainly are eager for my story.”

“These people are hunting you for a reason, and it’s a big one,” she says.

“Does it really matter so much?”

“They’re desperate to kill you. Don’t you want to know why? If you’ve truly had no interaction with the Albanian mob growing up and don’t know anything that could hurt them, then it means they want to kill you because of who you are. You represent something…a threat. Or maybe you have some sort of power or possession you don’t know about, and they mean to prevent you from seizing it. Maybe you’re important to somebody they want to hurt. Maybe you’re a relative of an enemy. You have a story, Kiro. Don’t you want to know it?”

“My story,” I spit. “It was because of my story that the reporters mobbed the hospital when I was first taken. It was because of my story that the professor kept me in a cage. Because of my story they’re trying to kill me. I want nothing to do with my story.”

“What the professor did, what those reporters did, what happened to you at Fancher—all of that was wrong. It disgusts and offends me.”

Her emotion feels real.

“But that’s not an argument for ignorance,” she continues. “If you don’t know your own story, it controls you. The ignorance of your story is hurting us.”

Us. I tell myself not to trust it.

I thought the professor was on my side. I wanted to believe it so badly I let him trick me.

I close my eyes, so tired of being alone.


Chapter Twenty-Two


Ann

He says nothing for miles; he just gazes out at the passing forest land. We’re entering serious wilderness now. The path will be dirt in about fifteen miles, according to the maps.

He seems so troubled. So sad.

He sets the little wolf keychain on the dashboard. “They’ll be in their winter place by now.”

“They have different places?”

“Nearer to civilization as winter nears.”

“And they’ll remember you?”

“They’re family.”

My gut twists. Going home to his family. That’s what my editor will want images of. Kiro approaching the wolf’s den or whatever it is for the first time would be like gold to Murray Moliter. Nobody could touch that.

I look away from him and his little keychain, feeling utterly ill, and grateful I have the driving to concentrate on. I don’t want him to see my eyes. I feel like he can read me sometimes. Like he doesn’t trust me sometimes.

I should tell him what I am, what my plan is.

But if he knew I was a reporter, he’d hate me. I’d be like all the rest of the people who used him.

The headlights make splotches of light on the dirt grooves ahead of us. The road is just two tire grooves now. It’s not even a road anymore.

He stiffens. “There’ll be a chance to go left up ahead. Take it.”

“Okay.” Sure enough, there’s a fork. I take the left. We’re getting deep into the parkland now.

Kiro takes over the wheel soon after, and we drive through the night. It’s slow going—we’re on the uncleared back trails, and this truck isn’t the best for that.

Sleep starts to dull and disorganize my mind. I close my eyes.

The next thing I know, I’m stretched out alone in the front seat alone. It’s 3 a.m., judging from the dashboard clock. I sit up and rub my eyes. He’s out in front of the truck, clearing branches by the light of the headlights.

Nobody’s passed through here in a vehicle for months, maybe even years.

I reinsert my SIM card and check my phone. Still have reception. A miracle. There are texts from my editor loving the picture I sent.

He’s sent me back promos for the series—it’s a series now—the photo of Kiro with the caption: You won’t believe where we found Savage Adonis. There’s another promo that’s more hypey—Caged by a madman. Strapped to a bed in a mental hospital, Savage Adonis emerges and you wouldn’t believe how. He has another that’s the mystery angle: Why was the public lied to? Why was Savage Adonis being hidden? Get a front seat to his reunion with the pack. The wolf boy bares all, exclusively to Stormline.

I put in a call.

“Like them?” he says. “I was going to work in the mob and a hail of bullets, but nobody would believe it then. This fucking story has everything. I need the high-res versions. You need to send those.”

“Look—I’m not going for the kill here. This is going to be a serious profile. And bares all? No.”

“He’s practically a caveman. Don’t tell me you can’t get him to strip down and sign a piece of paper.”

“That’s not how I’m working this story,” I say. “This is not an exploitation piece.”

There’s a silence. It was the wrong thing to say. From Murray’s point of view, this is all about exploitation.

“You need to trust me,” I add. “You need to trust me to do the right thing and to deliver.”

“No, actually I just need you to deliver,” he says. “I’m paying you to deliver, got it?”

Anger rises up in me. “No, actually, you’re paying me to deliver research and up to a thousand words if needed on a meth supply line at the Fancher Institute,” I say. “Instead you’re getting Savage fucking Adonis. Even though we don’t have so much as a contract on it.”

“I’ve sent you money.”

“I’ll send it back.”

There’s an uncomfortable silence where Murray wants me sweating. I do, a little. I don’t want him sending a team of people up to scour the wilderness area. Though the mob and the police may be doing that soon enough.

“This is going to be a good story, and it’s going to leave him with dignity and money. Do you want it? Because I’ll get you your meth story instead—”

“Of course I want Savage Adonis. I’ll send a contract—”

“I’ll save you some time and send you language to insert about me approving final edit,” I say. He grumbles as I tell him what I want to see in terms of money. “And don’t even think about lowballing me.” I tell him to hurry—I might not have reception for long. Once I have the protections in place, I’ll send him high-res images for the promo. We spend a little time going back and forth until I have the best deal for Kiro that I can negotiate.

I shove the phone into the recharger.

Kiro’s still out there, toiling with a massive tree trunk now, his huge, sweaty bulk illuminated by the headlights. He’s trying to push it off the road. When he turns and puts his back to it, I catch sight of blood blooming red on the white of his shoulder bandage. Fuck!

I open the door and scramble out. “Hey! You’re bleeding!”

He stops, back pressed against the huge thing, but he’s just leaning on it now. He pants, face framed in sweat-drenched curls.

“It’s nothing,” he says. A droplet of sweat hovers on the tip of his nose. I really want to touch it, swipe it off of there.

“Can I just check it?”

“After this is clear.”

“I’ll help clear, then.”

He snorts.

“Concept of two people better than one? Women’s lib? Ever hear of it?”

He glowers, radiating a kind of angry, wild brutality that no camera could ever capture. I want to tell him he’s beautiful. I want to stroke his beard the way he likes.

Instead I put my shoulder against the thing and heave. “Uh.” I look up and find him watching me. “What?”

“You think you can move it,” he observes.

“I think I can try.”

There’s a strange light in his eyes. It might be lust. It might be hate. Maybe it’s both.

It’s like he’s zeroing in on me, locking in on me. I’ve never had somebody watch me so intently as Kiro does; even as I stand before him, it’s as if he’s tracking me. I was always the tracker, the observer. It’s strange to be on the other end.

“Take a picture, it might last longer,” I joke, nerves skittering. I’m just so acutely aware of his heat and testosterone. Of us alone out here.

His nostrils flare.

Instinctively, I back up. One step. Another, backing along the tree trunk.

He follows. It’s as if there’s a string between us, and my retreat draws him, steadily, inexorably, eyes glued to mine.

My ass hits something—part of the downed tree. My pulse races as he continues toward me, closing in.

“Are you frightened of me, Nurse Ann?”

“A little. I don’t know, I just woke up.”

He slides two fingers down my cheek, down my neck. He reaches around and takes my hair in a fist.

Tightly.

“Ow,” I breathe.

His burning eyes fall to my lips. “Now?” he asks.

He’s manhandling me and it’s heating me up. I can’t seem to answer; all I can do is stare at his lips, his cheekbones, his wild, ferocious beauty.

He pulls me closer. “Now?”

“What are you doing?”

His lips hover over mine, air electric. My heart pounds, and I know that he hears it. I’m utterly fucking aroused, and I know that he smells it. It’s unfair that he has this inside knowledge. “What do you think I’m doing?” he grates out, breath hot, gaze fixed on my lips. “Tell me.”

The whole conversation is utter nonsense. He doesn’t care what I think he’s doing; he just wants to see my lips move. He enjoys seeing my lips move.

It’s so crazy. I work with words, and this guy, this hot caveman, he doesn’t give a fuck about words. I throw the sentence back at him, enunciating for maximum lip movement: “What do I think you’re—”

He devours my mouth before I can finish, twisting my hair, forcing me up against him in a bruising kiss.

He holds me flush to him, chest to chest, the bulge of his erection between my legs.

I want him suddenly. I want him all over me. In me.

He pulls away.

“Kiro,” I whisper.

He kisses me again, hauling me up, this time—clear up off the dirt path.

I make a quick, unromantic calculation: I happen to know I’m clean. I’ve had a birth control shot. And Kiro’s clean. I saw his chart, his tests.

He breaks the kiss and sets me on a log on the side of the road. “You’ll watch.” He goes back to his exertions.

“What?”

“We have to make more progress than this.”

“Did you kiss me just to distract me from helping?”

“I kissed you because I wanted to.” He grunts and heaves against the downed tree.

I spring back up and push alongside him. He glares.

“Seriously?” I say. Suddenly it’s budging. Moving. Together we get it out of the way.

He gazes at me like that was something so amazing, us working together to move that thing. The moment feels poignant, somehow.

I raise my hand. “High-five.”

He stares at my hand.

“We’re supposed to slap hands together. It’s a thing you do with somebody at a moment like this. Like, job well done, dude! High-five!”

“Let’s go.”

I leave my hand up there, waiting. I don’t know why. I’m all turned around, and I want one thing to feel regular. “Come on, Kiro.”

He grabs my hand and closes his fingers around mine.

“We’ll work on it.” I nod at his shoulder. “Now you’re going to let me re-dress that wound, and we’ll be off.”

He grumbles, but I can tell by the tone of it that he’ll consent.

Back in the vehicle, I pull the old dressing off and clean the fuck out of the wound. He doesn’t react to the pain, as usual.

“You need to pay attention to this shoulder. It’s not bad, but it could get bad. There’s a big bottle of rubbing alcohol in the packs, plus sealed packets of anti-bac stuff and more tape and bandages. It’s a really nice kit I put together for you.”

“You’ll care for my shoulder.”

“I’m talking about when I’m no longer with you. After we get you home.”

He grunts. For once I can’t read his grunt.

Soon enough, we’re back on the road. I try to go back to sleep, but I can’t. A while later, Kiro stops the truck again. The terrain ahead looks extra wild and rough.

I watch him through slit eyes. His nostrils move in a way that tells me he’s experiencing intense emotion. He eases the door open quietly, slowly, as if not to wake me.

I stay, letting him have this moment alone.

Kiro goes to a tree, touches it. Even in the darkness, away from the shine of the headlights, I can see his huge frame rise and fall.

He falls to his knees.

Sobbing or laughing or maybe just breathing really hard—it makes no difference. It’s happiness.

He’s home.

How long did he dream of this? Strapped to a bed in that horrible place.

I think, vaguely, that this could be the hook. On instinct I shove the battery back into the phone, fit the back on, and fire it up. Then I pause.

I can’t do it.

I don’t have to document every moment. I shouldn’t even be watching.

I force myself to look down at my phone. This is Kiro’s moment. His alone.

I take it off airplane mode, just to check, and I’m surprised I still have a signal. Barely, but I have it.

Texts begin to ping through. Murray. He wants me to send him more images—all the images I have so far. We have the contract, now he wants me to deliver.

I start going through the images, making sure they’re backed up into the cloud, emailing a few to myself just to be redundant. There’s the shot from the store where they’d dressed him up with that scarf and glasses, but I see his wild heart shining through in spite of it all. And the before and after haircut pictures. I pause on one of the motel images. Kiro on the bed, back against the headboard, glowering, steak bone in each hand, surrounded by empty to-go cartons, hair still wild and long.

I spread it large and study his face. I smile, even though he’s glowering. I’ll never get sick of looking at Kiro.

I decide not to send the photos yet. I’ll deal with it all later. I shut it off and pull the thing apart.

I store the battery in one baggie and the body in another baggie—it keeps better that way. I tuck the baggies into a pocket in my purse and look out at Kiro, kneeling there, so still. Loving that he’s back.

How can anybody blame him for wanting to get lost in the wilderness after the way the world treated him?

I grab the stupid little wolf keychain off the dashboard and turn it around and around in my hand.

I’ve never known anybody like Kiro. I’ll never know anybody like him ever again.

It makes my heart ache.


Chapter Twenty-Three


Lazarus

My executive coach, Valerie, has a bias for the carrot over the stick. If you asked her, she’d try to tell you that fear doesn’t inspire excellence.

It’s possible she has that right vis-a-vis the corporate world; people fearing for their jobs may not be as creative as they could be. But people fearing for their lives—that’s a whole different level of creativity. The human animal longs to stay alive. Will do nearly anything, even the seemingly impossible, to stay alive.

So when my team loses Kiro and the girl outside the mall, I send my pet hitter, Tarik, to take out the leader. Because this was a balls-to-the-wall fuckup. Kiro and the girl were in the store. They were sitting ducks. It was a miracle we’d picked up their trail at all.

And what did my guys do? They set up on the vehicle instead of the people they were following. A team of five lethal killers and they were all standing around that parking lot in sight of one another. It was fucking lazy.

And such a simple hit—a bullet in the brain in parking lot. Easy to film.

Somehow, the girl and Kiro made my guys and slipped out the back.

Lazy. Sloppy.

I get the second in command, a man named Dirk, on the phone. I tell him I want him and his men to come up with three strategies for locating the pair of them again. I have more guys on their way up. He needs to handle the manhunt. I don’t threaten to kill him if he doesn’t succeed. But he gets that I will kill him if he doesn’t give 110 percent.

Kiro needs to die. Hell, he needed to die before he knocked me out and dislocated my shoulder. Things aren’t looking great.

Until seven hours later.

That’s when I get the call from some editor from out east telling me he has a way to get the location of Kiro and the girl, who turns out to be a reporter—in exchange for a generous finder’s fee and a favor. He wants to embed his own reporter. He actually uses the word “embed.” Like this is a troop situation.

“How’d you get my number?”

“I have sources everywhere,” he says. “A journalist never reveals his sources. It goes for you, too. You want my info or not?”

“You know where they are right now?” I ask him.

“I know where they were two hours ago. And as soon as my freelancer puts her battery back into her phone, I’ll have her location.”

“They’re heading into a wilderness area the size of a small state. You think you can run GPS off her phone?”

“No, I’ve got a tracker on her. Runs behind the scenes off the lithium battery,” he says. “The phone doesn’t need to connect to a tower to give me her location. She just needs to assemble the thing to take a picture. It’s only a matter of time.”

“And I want a reporter telling the world what my people do…why?”

“My guy, Garrick, is interested in getting a few pictures of Savage Adonis in his home and, if possible, to have a word or two with him. After that, Garrick walks away. A quick interview, a few images of Kiro in his natural habitat. Keeping you strictly out of it.”

“I don’t understand—this freelancer that’s with him now is yours, didn’t you say?”

“She’s…off-roading. Not really doing the story anymore.”

“Huh.” I’m thinking maybe this guy could use a few sessions with Valerie on leadership.

“I’m assuming you have people up there. Probably a helicopter at your disposal, but it’s a lot of tundra. We could deliver the coordinates.”

It’s strange but creative. I don’t have to think about it long. One of the top things that distinguishes a successful leader is quick decision making, according to Valerie. That’s one of the few things I don’t have trouble with. I need that location.

“Put your guy on a plane to Duluth. If he’s cool, we’re cool.”

I put down the phone. When one door closes, another opens.

We’ll gun down Savage Adonis. See whether we can deal with this embedded reporter. My guys have a sense of people. They’ll suss out whether we can play ball with this Garrick. If we can’t, we’ll kill him, too.


Chapter Twenty-Four


Kiro

I suck in the night air, palms flat against the cool dirt, feeling the wilderness come alive around me.

I should be happy, but everything hurts.

My shoulder wound throbs. My muscles ache. Ann said that might happen—that it’s the drugs working through my system.

But none of that compares to the pain of Ann betraying me over and over. Just a reporter, out for my story.

I heard the phone sounds—more pictures? I squeeze my eyes shut, remembering how it felt to be trapped outside that hospital with those reporters taking their photos, hounding me while I could barely stand. Shouting their questions, reminding me that I’m different. Wrong.

I’m a story and a savage to Ann, too.

The knife of it twists in my heart because for a moment there, back when we worked to move the branches, I felt like we were really together.

Well, I’m nearly home now. My pack is out there somewhere. That’s my family.

I breathe in the scent of the soil. Wet leaves under dry. A nearby stream. This area was on the edge of where I used to roam. I recognize the types of trees. The air. The look of the rocks.

This wilderness area has lots of official entrances across northern Minnesota and Canada. This is not one of those official entrances. We probably won’t see any people from here on in.

I brush the dirt from my hands and wipe my eyes on my sleeve. I don’t want her to see my tears.

More phone sounds. Pain rages through me.

She wants to learn about the savage. Well, she’ll have her savage.

People love to hold their phones, love to look at them when they’re upset. I hate the phones, and I hate Ann’s most of all. I would love to take her phone and smash it, but I won’t.

Yet.

I’ll wait until we’re deep in. I need her to go with me voluntarily.

It’s one hundred fifty miles back to where my pack is. I can make thirty miles a day by canoe and foot. Carrying her, while she struggles? More like fifteen miles a day.

I try not to think about her struggling. I don’t want her distressed and I don’t want her to struggle, but even if she struggles, I’ll take her with me.

I have to take her with me. I get this crushing feeling in my chest when I imagine letting her go.

She climbs down from the truck. She smiles, and my heart swells in spite of everything.

She helped me. She really did seem to care for a while.

She looks up at the dawn sky above the tiptops of the pines. I follow the line of her gaze, wanting her to see the beauty here. Her gaze lowers, then.

“You’re not going to…”

She eyes a downed tree, then turns to me with a kind of wonder. She thinks I’ll move it. I suppress a smile. Even I have limits.

“No,” I say simply. “We’re here. Near.”

She looks happy.

My heart swells to see her happy. “We’ll leave the truck here,” I say.

She watches me a little bit longer, and I think she’s going to sneak a photo like she does, but instead she goes over to the downed tree and begins to crawl up. I hop up and pull her up and steady her. We stand there together, face to face. She looks into my eyes, and I wonder what she’s looking for, what she hopes to see.

I slide my fingers over her curls. She shudders a little. I think it’s me, then I realize it’s the cold. Early fall. There’s a chill in the air. I pull off my jacket and put it around her, over her smaller coat.

She resists. “Kiro, just a shirt can’t keep you warm. You need this, come on.” She begins to pull it off, but I still her arms.

“You’ll wear it.”

“You can’t just make me wear it.”

“Can’t I?”

Her pulse jumps—I see it in her throat. How well does she understand the situation she’s in?

“You’ll freeze.”

“I won’t freeze. You just have no tolerance for temperature variation.”

Yet.

She pulls the jacket around her, as if it’s so strange, as if she’s unused to…this. Has no male ever cared for her? I find it shocking, but at the same time, the idea of any other male warming her or feeding her or fucking her makes me feel crazy.

“So it’s near here?”

I jump down. Not only is it one hundred fifty miles away, but deep into Canada. I know only because the professor would show me maps on his computer, trying to get me to show him where I had lived. The summer and winter ranges. He figured out a good amount about me and the wolves. “The walk will warm you,” I say simply.

We pull the packs out of the back. Pull the canoe off the top. Ann puts plastic over the broken window—so the seats don’t get moldy.

I nod like I think it matters.

She brought a lot of energy bars and dried food. She’ll soon see she has no need of them. I’ll provide everything she needs. She’s also brought the wolf keychain. I won’t need that, either. I’ll have the real thing.

“There’s a river this way,” I say. “Maybe an hour’s walk from here.”

“You really know this place.”

We begin to trudge. I carry the canoe on my head. The canoe slows us, but not as much as she does. She asks me questions now and then, points out birds. “Stop!” she says after a while.

I halt, thinking there’s something wrong. She points out a doe on the ridge above us.

Has she never seen a deer? I put down the canoe, and we watch it together.

“It’s magical,” she says.

She won’t like it when I kill one. I decide I’ll kill things away from her and bring her the parts, not let her see the whole animal. “Have you never been in the wild?”

“Not like this. The trailer park where we lived, it was more suburban, I guess. And when I worked in war zones, well, the animals were usually mostly gone by then. This is real wilderness. Deep, wild wilderness.”

I nod, amused she thinks this is deep or wild.

It takes us two hours to reach the river. It’s midday by the time we set the canoe in the water. I take the paddle. She wants to help, but I tell her it’s faster for me to do it alone.

She gets in, sits sideways, and we set off. I paddle upstream—north. The water is low, but not so low that we can’t take the best way. She watches the trees go by. Now and then, Canadian geese fly overhead, honking, heading south for the winter. The opposite direction from us.

She shivers. Is it the geese flying south? Do they make her think of winter?

“You sure you don’t want my help? There’s another paddle. I mean, I’m here to help you.”

“I don’t need your help.”

She furrows her brow. The forest around us grows darker, deeper. “So you have this kind of handled? You don’t really need me?”

“Not at the moment.”

“But you might later? To help carry the things?”

“I’ll let you know.”

“Oh. I kind of thought you needed help.”

Maybe she imagined it was all about the supplies. She was helping me bring back supplies. And I would walk her back to the vehicle. Like a date, like on the television at the Fancher Institute.

“Can a wolf pack ever move?”

“The pack moves all the time. Different places for different seasons.”

“Oh. So there’s not just one place…one cave?”

“Wolves are hunters. Hunters always move around.”

“Would the pack ever relocate entirely, like to a whole different wilderness area? Like if there was a better place to live?”

“There is no better place to live.”

“That may have been true before, but you understand, you’re living on federal land, which is illegal.”

“It’s never been a problem.”

“You’ve never had the mob and U.S. law enforcement after you before. A manhunt. They didn’t know you were living up here before,” she continues, looking all around, “but now they do. The police will track you here because they know this is where you’re from.”

“They won’t be able to track me.”

“It’s not like you’re on the moon, Kiro. They’ll get the forest rangers involved. And then there’s the Albanian mob…”

“This is a big place,” I say. “My place.”

“But you don’t own it,” she says. “It’s a park. What if there was a place you owned? What if you had land of your own where nobody could touch you? Even campers couldn’t go there without your okay. All yours—your home. Miles of land.”

“That’s what I have now. I own this in every way that matters. It’s not a park; it’s a world.”

She watches the clouds. “Seriously, don’t you want to know why they’re hunting you?”

This again. “I know why they’re hunting me.”

“Uh. Wrong. You so don’t know.”

I love when she’s so confident and capable. She’s wrong, of course, but I love it, and it makes me want to kiss her.

“What?”

“Nothing,” I say. We round a bend. The waterway opens up into a large lake walled in by trees and massive rock formations.

“Omigod,” she whispers.

“What?”

“What? Um, hello! The whole thing! It’s beautiful.”

My heart swells with pride.

“Look how the lake is a perfect mirror for the trees. All the yellows and oranges. The mist rising up at the end. It’s like a magical glen or something.”

She spots an eagle. A moose up on the ridge.

“How long?” she asks an hour later, when we’re going up one of the smaller rivers.

“We won’t get there today,” I say simply. “We’ll stop for the night.”

She goes still, eyes the color of moss in the waning light. The unfocused look tells me she’s thinking complicated thoughts.

She bites the side of her lower lip. She knows why she wants to come along with me—to get my story. Is she’s finally wondering why I want her along?

“You see the black rocks around the water’s edge? Those are slippery as ice.”

She brightens. “Is that personal experience talking?”

“Yes. I learned very much the hard way.” I tell her about slipping into the icy water as a kid. How long it took me to put even the simplest things together. The details of my story seem to calm her.

The details for the article she imagines she’ll be able to write about me. The dirty savage.

“Weren’t you hungry?”

“The loneliness was worse than the hunger.”

“It must have been so hard.”

She has no idea. How the loneliness wore at me.

I’ve only ever wanted companionship. Affection. The affection of the wolves meant everything—even the slightest scrap of it.

Ann’s affection in the institute was even more powerful to me than the affection of the wolves. The realization shakes me. Her affection meant more.

And now I’m bringing her home.


Chapter Twenty-Five


Aleksio

We set up at the Sky Slope Hotel, just outside of Duluth. My luxury suite becomes a command center, and my guys and I are generals, plotting our incursion into the giant wilderness area northwest of here. We’re assembling guides, getting ears on local law enforcement, developing teams, hiring copters.

My brother Viktor’s working on getting ears inside Bloody Lazarus’s organization. Lazarus has some kind of intel that’s keeping him a step ahead of us.

My girlfriend Mira comes in. She has her lawyer outfit on—the suit, the skirt. She looks so fuckable, I want to die.

“Baby,” I say.

She shoves Viktor’s feet off the coffee table. He grins at her.

She slams down the paper. Kiro’s commitment order. Vacated. “Your brother is never going back to that place,” she says. “Ever.”

An unfortunate choice of words. I’d love him to go back there. I’d love him to be anywhere I could find him, rather than out in the vast wilderness, unaware of the danger he’s in.

“They’re already moving against the committing officer,” she says. “I think the director’s dirty, too. Dr. Fancher.”

“Good work,” I say. She’s amazing. She just started her own solo practice down in Chicago and already she’s kicking ass.

“You’re going to find him.” She eyes the camping shit all over the floor and then Viktor. “That’s what you’re going to wear out there? A wise-guy suit and necktie? Shiny shoes? You know it’s wilderness, right?”

“He’s not going,” I say. “He’s still recovering.”

“What’s your excuse?” she asks Yuri.

“This is what I fight best in,” Yuri says.

I snort. The Russians love their suits.

She picks up a Tavor with holographic sights, the latest in semiautomatic weaponry. “You’re bringing this to the wilderness? It weighs a ton. You think you’ll hike with this?”

“When you need one, you need one,” I say.

She puts it down. She hates guns. Once we get Kiro back, things are going to change.

“Everyone in the world is chasing your brother. How will he know you’re the good guys? His brothers?”

“Our bratik will know us by the path of blood we paint on our way to rescue him,” Viktor says.

I smile. I can’t wait to meet him.


Chapter Twenty-Six


Kiro

We make good time, moving over land and water. At times we’re so hemmed in by the trees that you can’t see the dusky sky. Other times the vista opens so wide, you feel like you’re on top of the earth.

We cross a lake.

“You’re not breathing,” I say, slipping the paddle into the dark water, stroking us onward.

She sighs.

“You smell it? The leaves? The moss?”

“I smell…no smell.”

I frown.

“No, it’s a good thing,” she says. “A relief.”

“Because of the Fancher smell?”

“Yeah. For a while there I thought I’d never escape it. That antiseptic smell. I sometimes almost felt like it chased me. Like it went everywhere I did.” She gets a haunted expression, like she used to in the institution. “I hope I never smell it again. That smell, it’s just so…” She seems lost, suddenly.

Getting lost in my head was a way of surviving. I would lose myself in memories of running with the pack. Of lying on the forest floor. The trees. When she gets lost, it’s not good.

“Hey.” I grab the extra paddle and pat the space next to me. “Come here.”

She furrows her brow.

“Come here.”

“You want me to help paddle now?”

“Yeah.”

“I thought I would just slow you down.”

“Now I want you to help.”

She accepts my hand and sits next to me, takes up the paddle. We paddle side by side. The breeze shakes the treetops. A loon’s cry pierces the quiet.

“A little faster,” I say.

She puts her muscle into it. We get up speed; not the kind of speed I had alone, but it gets her out of her thoughts.

“You can smell the leaves? The moss?”

“Yup.”

“Both of them? Right now? All the different notes?” she asks. “Like a wine connoisseur or something?”

“I don’t know about a wine connoisseur, but…it’s right there in the air for anybody to smell.”

She smiles. She’s happy to be with me, I suppose. For the moment, anyway.

“The institute smell must have driven you crazy.”

“More than you can imagine.”

“The antiseptic. Oh my God. You know, that cleaner they used?”

“Right,” I say. “The floor smell was the worst. But really every person and surface had their sharp smells.”

“You have such a sense of smell. It must have been hell.”

“Not when I caught your scent.”

Her face goes red.

“I mean your everyday scent. Clean and spicy. I could be in a place with dozens of people and hundreds of smells and pick it out. I could tell when you would enter the building.”

“Wow.” She paddles on, swishing the water.

“It’s nothing special. Just a skill I developed.”

She perks up. “For hunting?”

My heart sinks. That’s the sort of stuff the professor wanted to know. Would I practice smelling? Did hunger make my smell better? Would I scent and track my prey? Kill it with my bare hands? Feel the life go out of it? Even one of her beautiful deer? Yes. Absolutely.

Her boss Murray called me a caveman during one of their conversations. My face glows hot to think of it. They had a caveman cartoon on the TV at the institute. A figure of ridicule. Dragging women by their hair.

“A skill for hunting?” she asks again.

“Smell is a good skill for hunting,” I bite out.

She purses her lips.

We paddle in silence. I can see the trouble in her eyes. I hate when she looks like that. It’s how she always looked when she thought about the kitten—that mysterious kitten. She’s growing more and more upset now. More upset with each stroke of the paddle.

I pull her out the only way I know how—by giving her a piece of me.

“It always stunned me nobody else could smell things as I did. At first, anyway.”

She’s interested. Alert. “You mean back when they pulled you out of the woods?”

“Yes.”

“You thought everybody had a great sense of smell, but then they didn’t, and you were surprised?”

“Yes.”

“Wow,” she says. “It must have been like entering another world.”

“It was.” It’s working. She’s back with me. I tell myself it’s for the best—that the more I can string her along, the less distance I’ll have to carry her.

But really I just don’t like to see her distressed.

“Of course they hadn’t used smell to survive. I understood it when I remembered back to what it was like when I was a boy. I had only to sit at the table and food would appear, or toward the end, in the root cellar.”

“The root cellar?”

“A small room set into the ground on the side of a house—”

“Dude, I know what a root cellar is.”

“So yes, I would hunt by smell out here. It was especially important in winter, but harder then, too, because cold animals have a fainter scent. It was worst of all when there was no snow and cold out. I would have to use my sense of hearing.”

She stills. “Would you say your sense of hearing is as good as your sense of smell?”

“Maybe.”

“Huh.”

“Most often I’d hunt through stillness. Pretending to be part of the scenery. When the rabbit hops by, you snatch it. If you wait long enough, something will scamper by.” I lower my voice. “It was a trick I used at my most desperate. Even a starving kid can wait.”

We’re moving faster now, getting down a rhythm. She’s moving. Focusing on me, on the task of paddling together.

“Why didn’t you just ask for help? Couldn’t you have found campers to help you?”

“Why would I ask for help? The police wanted to arrest me.”

“Wait—I thought you were eight.”

“Yeah, and the police were after me.”

“The police don’t arrest eight-year-old boys.”

“They wanted to lock me up even then,” I tell her. “Just like now.”

“That’s not how it works. A kid out alone? So many people would have helped you.”

“No thank you.”

“What do you mean, no thank you? People would’ve wanted to help—”

“Help me get locked up or killed,” I growl. “Or paraded in front of cameras like a sideshow beast at the circus. Wanting my story.”

“I’m sorry that happened to you.” She looks like she really is sorry, like she really cares.

I grunt.

“It must have been…horrible.”

Anger fills me. I want to believe she cares. “I dealt with a lot of predators out here. I’ve been at the mercy of some of the worst ones. But the way those reporters came at me…I was weak from my injury, weak from the drugs. I didn’t understand.”

“I read about the orderly when I was researching your case. The one they paid to get you to come out of the hospital.”

“I thought he wanted to help me,” I say. “He said he would get me outside. I wanted to touch the grass.” Eat the grass. But I don’t say that. “I was so weak and dizzy. The infection made me hallucinate, or maybe it was the drugs. I wanted to go home so badly. It’s all I wanted.” I look at the passing scenery. It’s still like a dream to be home.

“Kiro,” she whispers.

“He took the tubes from my arm and got me a winter jacket and boots. He made me wear a hat—a ski mask—and shoved it over my face. He told me to walk normally. He told me they didn’t want me to leave, but he’d help me get home. He got me out a side entrance. Instead of nature, there was pavement and a mob of reporters, flashing camera lights at me, shouting. I was…bewildered. The orderly tried to take the ski mask off my face, and that’s when I started fighting. I hit him. I hit everyone I could. The flashes blinded me. I could barely stand. I was so weak. Thrashing around.” Like a wild animal. She probably knows. There were lots of witnesses to it.

“I heard about it.”

“I finally braced myself against the wall, fighting just to stand, unable to get away. They kept asking about the wolves—did the wolves raise me? Did they feed me? Where did I live? And the flashes from the cameras…” I breathe in, trying to stay calm. The terrain is changing. I concentrate on that.

“The kind of work those sorts of reporters do dehumanizes people. It’s wrong. But not all reporters are predatory like that.”

I close my eyes, remembering their dark hunger, wishing I could trust her. Wishing she wasn’t one of them.


Chapter Twenty-Seven


Ann

I feel shitty and stop asking questions.

We hit shore and trudge on. It’s farther than I imagined.

And it really seems far just for him to turn around and bring me back to the truck.

At first I had this idea that I could visit him again. I imagined mapping his coordinates on the phone. I would drive up and hike in.

The longer we go, the more I realize how silly that was.

And little by little I have this sense of journeying into something deep, not just in terms of geography, but something more—like sinking into shifting sands.

It makes me uncomfortable.

I used to say that the story begins where the comfort zone ends, but this feels different. Dangerous. But then I look at him, and he’s so beautiful and wild. And I think how he’s been treated—he’s never met anybody who doesn’t want to hurt him.

Most of all, I’m starting to question any story about him.

I don’t want to use him like those other reporters did—I won’t fucking do that. But what does that leave me with? The idea of doing his story for his own good? To help him gain economic independence?

This guy doesn’t need economic independence any more than the wind needs it.

I could figure out why he’s being pursued like he is, though. I could arm him with the information about who his enemies are and why. That’s still important. Or is it?

I own this, he said.

This wilderness area is as large as a small state. Maybe he really can get lost in it. Maybe he doesn’t have to literally own land. Maybe I don’t know jack shit about anything.

We head down a river that’s bounded by massive rock formations like a giant baby’s blocks, piled haphazardly. Pines along the sides stretch heavenward, as if to create a cathedral ceiling.

Times when I’ve been deep in the tropics I had this feeling of being somewhere exotic and otherworldly. I never thought about the far north as being exotic and otherworldly, but the wildness of this place is every bit as intense.

What the fuck am I doing out here?

But then I look at Kiro, and I know what I’m doing here. This is the man who reached his hand out to me, who protected me from Donny. And our connection sizzles. It sizzled every time I walked into his room, and it sizzles now.

And I’m seeing him home. It’s just a longer trip than I thought.

He carries the canoe from one waterway to another like it weighs nothing. When I ask to stop, tired, he humors me. I eat a few energy bars. I’ll need to make the food stretch out a day or two longer than I’d originally thought.

I want to take pictures, but I decide to wait. Conserve my battery. We end up back in another stream at dusk. He pushes us off. So much water up here. The stars overhead are bright.

“Can’t we stop? I’m so sleepy.”

“Sleep.”

I resist at first, but finally I give in and curl up with my head against a pack, telling myself I’ll just close my eyes. I drift off to the soft sound of the paddle.

When I wake up, he’s carrying me in his arms.

“Kiro?” I whisper.

“You don’t have to whisper, Ann.” He lays me down on something soft. The sleeping bag. He zips me in and stretches out beside me.

A strange shriek echoes through the dark forest, sending a shiver down my spine. “What is that?”

“Predator and prey,” he rumbles. He draws a finger down my cheek. “You’re safe here. Nothing can get you here.”

“Is this your place? Are you home?”

“It’s an island. Sleep.”
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I pull out four slim packets of Starbucks instant coffee the next morning and set them on a log near the fire. Four slim packets from Starbucks. “I need to heat water. You’re lucky I brought extra of these. I’d be a monster without my coffee.”

“You need coffee every day?”

“Hell yeah. Don’t worry. I have four.”

He looks concerned.

“I’m a total addict. What can I say?”

“What happens when you don’t have your coffee?”

“You don’t want to know.”

“You would survive it, right?”

“No.”

He draws nearer and takes a strand of my hair. “Tell me what happens.” It’s kind of a command.

“Why?”

“I just need to know.”

I narrow my eyes. “Exactly how far is your place?”

He winds a curl around his rough, sinewy finger. “It’s far.”

“How far?”

“I can make thirty miles a day.” He watches my face, all-seeing eyes rimmed in rich, chocolatey lashes. “Four more days, I would say,” he adds casually, unwinding the curl now.

“Wait—what?” The air goes out of me. I’m sure he’s joking…except Kiro doesn’t joke. “Four days? You mean two days in and two days out?”

“No, I mean four days in.”

“A hundred twenty miles into the wilderness? That’s where we’re going? We’ll be in Canada.”

He shrugs.

“And then you’re going to bring me back? All that way?”

He observes me curiously, as though he’s waiting for something.

I get this sense that the shifting sands I’ve been feeling really are shifting sands. That things are no longer solid. That I’ve sunk into a different world.

“It’s a long way just to…bring me to your place…”

The birds sing around me. Water laps at nearby rocks.

“It’s a long way just to turn around,” I add.

The way he watches me now, I have this crazy flash of insight—that he’s the predator and I’m prey.

“A long way…”

He drops his voice. “You’re not going back.”

“Seriously, Kiro. Come on.”

“You’re coming home with me.”

“And then I’m going back. I have to go back. You know I do.”

“You won’t go back.”

Something flips upside down in my belly. You won’t go back. He’s serious. Dead serious.

Even so I smile, because it’s so preposterous. “No, Kiro. That’s not going to happen.”

He studies my eyes. We’re awash inside a moment of truth, a strange pivot point between two universes. It’s not a question for him. Maybe it never was. “You’ll be my mate.”

My mouth goes dry. “You can’t just make me come with you and be your mate.”

He observes me with those fathomless golden eyes, waiting to see what I’ll do, thinking maybe I’ll try to get away. Knowing he can stop me.

Because he’s the king out here.

My heart pounds. Is it possible he imagines us growing old together in some cave or something? I hang out the wash on a tree branch? Woodland animals frolicking in the background?

Why not? Kiro’s in control here.

How stupid I was! So blinded by this man’s heartbreaking beauty, so consumed with affection for him, with getting his story, that I let him lead me miles into his world. So deep that I have no way of finding my way back.

Yes, he melts my panties. Who am I kidding? He inspires confusing, aching feelings in me that run way deeper than lust. But I’ve also seen him kill men with his bare hands as easy another man might open a jar of pickles.

“It’s not happening,” I say.

“It already happened.”

“What, you’ll just drag me by my hair?”

A flicker of pain in his eyes tells me the comment stung. “I would never drag you by the hair, Ann,” he says softly, touching my hair again. Watching my lips. “I’d carry you, though. If you forced me to.”

“Are you fucking serious? Listen to yourself.” I push him away. “You would deprive me of my freedom? After the hell of your confinement and the way we fought out of that place, you’d seriously turn around and do the same thing to me?”

He crouches by the small blackened pile of wood and starts working on making a fire by twirling a stick. Because he’s fucking Kiro. “We’ll start out soon.”

“And you don’t tell me until now?”

“I knew you wouldn’t like it.”

“I can’t even believe you. You would trick me and take my freedom? Can you get how fucked up that is? How fucked up on every level? You of all people should understand how wrong that is.”

The fire springs to life. “Yes, it would be wrong, wouldn’t it? To deceive a person. To trek with them for miles, never revealing their true purpose.”

I stiffen. He knows.

He glowers up at me, all brutal beauty, wilder and hotter than the fire he made with his bare fucking hands.

My heart pounds as I think about that phone conversation I had in the motel room with my editor. Is his hearing as advanced as his smell? Of course it is! And oh my God, the way I talked to my editor in the truck…

“To trick them,” he continues. “To make them think you just want to help.”

My blood races as he rises, as he comes to me. “All you ever wanted was to have the savage’s story. To get the pictures of him that nobody else could get. For your news story.”

“You’re misunderstanding this, Kiro. I’m not one of them—I swear.”

He fingers the collar of my jacket. “Then why didn’t you tell me your true purpose? Your true identity?”

Fuck. “So this is my punishment? To be your conquered woman?”

Another flicker of hurt behind his eyes. I feel like shit.

“Kiro, listen—it was an accident that I figured out who you were. I was there for a different story. And I did want to help you—I still do.”

“Like those other reporters?”

“I’m not like them.”

His eyes are beautiful and golden and totally feral—how did I never see it? He uses the collar of my jacket to pull me to him. He slides a hand down the lapel, and I think he’s going to strip it off—strip me.

I pull the sides together. But instead, he reaches into my pocket and draws out the baggies that hold my phone parts. My lifeline. He pockets them.

I grab for it, but he takes my wrists.

“I thought we were friends.”

His voice is a velvety rumble. “We’re not friends.”

“Why would you want somebody not your friend as your mate?”

He brings his lips to the crown of my head. “You don’t need to be my friend to be my mate.”

“Kiro, think. I’m on your side. You’re being hunted. Why? You need to understand what’s happening out there. You live in the world, and whether you like it or not, you need means, you need knowledge of your situation—I can help you with all of that…”

“I have all I need.”

The gravel in his tone makes me think about the dressing room. He’s thinking about it, too—I can feel it.

Four or five days of travel.

The deeper we go in, the more helpless I’ll become. And he has my phone, though it’s not like I’d have a signal out here anyway.

I really am alone—with Kiro. He’s utterly in charge of my destiny now.

I look over at the canoe. What if I jumped in and just paddled away? I could backtrack…maybe.

He seems to read my mind. “You think you can paddle faster than I can swim? You think you can run faster than I can? And even if you could somehow disable me or lose me, which would not happen, but even if…do you think you could find your way back?” He slides a knuckle under my chin, lifts my head.

He touches me now because he can. Because I’m his. Heat fills me.

He lowers his voice. “Even if you knew your way back, do you think you could make it? I’m not the only predator in these woods. There are bears, bobcats, wolves, of course. Massive ground-wasp nests. Unstable cliffs. A hundred ways to injure yourself.”

“I’d survive until I found a camper.”

“This isn’t an area campers like to come to, even in the high season. The maps warn them away. That’s something I learned in the professor’s cage. This is the wildest territory. And not a season for campers.”

“It’s not happening,” I whisper hoarsely.

He lets me go and turns his back, digs around in the pack. It’s almost like a taunt—run, go ahead. Try it.

He takes the tin cup from the pack and goes to the shoreline. He dips it in and drinks. If I run, he’ll catch me. We both know it. He dips it in again and brings it to the fire, extending the retractable handle.

“What are you doing?”

“You like your coffee hot.” He holds the thing over the fire.

Coffee. How could I forget? Being a prisoner of a feral man is a lot to comprehend before I’ve even had my coffee.

“It’s one thing I can’t provide you with indefinitely. Would you prefer to drink it all up or try to make it last?”

“How about neither? How about a nice big cup of not in your dreams is this happening?”

“Out here, you want to make things last,” he says thoughtfully. “I’m going to make you a small amount. I want you to have it for a long time, but then you’ll be without it. You won’t die, I don’t think. I’ll find new things for you to enjoy.”

“I don’t want new things to enjoy.”

“I’ll find them anyway. I’ll care for you, Ann. I’ll give you everything.” He looks up. “I’ll protect you. I’ll even die for you if I have to.”

My pulse whooshes. Kiro only ever says what he means.

“You’re mine now,” he explains. Like that clears it all up.

You’re mine now.

He splashes a bit of the water onto his finger. “It’s ready.”

I look over at the canoe. “I think you won’t like swimming after me in the icy water. This water is coming down from the glaciers or something, isn’t it?”

“The human body can adjust to a far wider range of temperatures than seventy to seventy-five degrees, Nurse Ann.”

His calling me Nurse Ann has this edge now. Like he’s calling attention to my deception.

“I didn’t tell you about what I was doing because I knew you’d hate it. I didn’t have evil motives. I only ever wanted to help.”

He waits with my heated water.

“You can’t keep me.”

“I think I can.” He puts down the tin cup and grabs one of the slim foil packets that contains my coffee, one of four. Four servings left.

“Go ahead, then, put it all in,” I say. “Because this shit that you have in mind? It’s not happening.”

He puts it all in.

I grab a trail bar and rip into it. “And I’m eating as many of these as I want, because there is no fucking way I’m doing Clan of the Cave Bear with you.” I stir my coffee. It’s stronger than it needs to be.

I gulp a bit down and instantly start feeling more rational.

He rolls up the sleeping bag. My sleeping bag. He didn’t use his sleeping bag. I guess that one was for me, too. All of this camping stuff is for me, I realize.

Kiro’s like one of those wilderness guys who can be airlifted into the middle of nowhere naked and survive, no problem. And there I was in that camping store, picking things out like a fool. No wonder he was so interested in my opinions.

I wander to the shore, savoring my coffee, trying to think. What if I did disable him? He might be right about how hard it would be to get back. But surely if I trekked far enough south, I’d get a signal with my phone or run into somebody. And if I had the canoe? It’s not like I’m in a desert with no water or food surrounded by scorpions and rattlesnakes. I need the canoe and a head start, I decide. And my phone.

It’s foolish to try to run—he’s probably right about that. But isn’t it foolish just to go with him? The foolish ledger seems pretty evenly balanced between my two options.

I sip, looking out at the craggy, rocky shores. I spot one of the slick black rocks Kiro warned me about. I’ll avoid those.

He comes up next to me. “I missed this so much. This beauty. The sun. The silence. The scent of live things. You can’t know what it is to be home.”

“And I don’t get the same consideration? I don’t get to go home?”

“You said you didn’t have a home.”

“I’m between homes. It doesn’t matter. The point is, I like to pick my home.”

He goes to pack up the canoe. I watch him, mind racing in circles from one option to another. He kind of has me checkmated. Even if I knocked him out with a boulder and took the canoe and phone, I don’t really think I could get back. I need a map. Campers. Something.

I spot a deer grazing on the shore, and all I can think is, fuck.

“Are you enjoying your coffee?”

“I always do.”

“Finish it. We have to set off.”

“Aren’t we having breakfast?”

“Later.”

His hair catches the light as he puts our stuff into the canoe. His plaid shirt looks soft, tightening over his huge muscles. His canvas shorts cup his ass as he bends to bungee cord the stuff in.

He’s my captor. He shouldn’t seem hot anymore.

I turn away and take another sip. I’m not stupid. I know I can’t make my move now—this is exactly when he’ll be expecting it.

“Ready?”

“Part of having coffee in the morning is enjoying it.”

He comes up behind me and smoothes my curls. My pulse races as he touches me with that strange mix of tenderness and domination. “I like your hair like this.”

I stare into the last bit of my coffee, cooling in the tin camping cup with its fancy retractable handle. The coffee doesn’t help much with my ability to wrap my mind around the fact that beautiful, savage Kiro has me in the middle of the wilderness under his total control.

Because you’re my mate. The words make my belly feel melty.

He pushes his lips to my neck. “You can finish it in the canoe.”

I stay there. It seems foolish to consent to going even deeper into the wilderness now.

“If I carry you to the canoe, do you think you’ll spill your precious coffee? I think you might.”

Pick your battles.

“Fine.” I go over. He stabilizes it as I get in. He has the packs arranged differently now, so that the only place for me is a little nest right in front of where he sits to paddle.

“You want me to sit between your legs now?”

“I don’t know what you might do.”

“I liked where I sat before. When I was in the front. Like the Queen of Sheba.”

“And now you’ll sit in a different place.” He urges me forward.

Pick your battles, I think again. Though it occurs to me he’s winning every one.

“Fine.” I settle in and stretch out my legs over the plank of the canoe bottom, back against the bedroll. He shoves us off, and we begin to move. His long, powerful strokes move us silently up the stream.

I sip my coffee and watch the scenery go by, thinking about where we are, where the sun is. I need to pay attention now.

“What are you thinking about?” he asks.

“How I’m going to escape.”

“Mmm-hmm.”

It’s common for freelance journalists to wade too far into danger in the course of digging up the real story on something. You just keep going further and further, because that truth you need, that nugget you need, is just up ahead—you’re sure of it. And you need it so bad for this story that you’re going to write, this story that will make some fucking difference in this twisted-up, tangled-up world.

You see a lot of us dying to get a story. You see a lot of us quitting once we get married and definitely once we have families. The last thing you ever want is for your kids to see your beheading video. Or for your partner to get a hundred pieces of you in a body bag.

I always figured I’d quit.

This isn’t what I had in mind, though. I was thinking more along the lines of writing a book or a blog. Not being a captive in the wilderness.

I lean back, bracketed by his thick, muscular shins, which are lightly covered with hair. His muscles flex with every stroke, thick and powerful. I tear my eyes from them, force them down to the boots we bought him.

“How are the boots?”

“Fine for now. Once I get my feet used to rough ground again, I won’t need them. You won’t need shoes eventually, either.”

I snort. “And if you look out the tour bus window to your right, folks, you’ll see a massive rock formation as we enter utter and complete motherfucking fantasyland.”

“Tour bus? What?”

“Nothing. Never mind.”

“Don’t you want to be strong?” he asks. “How can it be a bad thing for your feet to be so tough and strong that you never need shoes? To be so free and wild you don’t need anything, and this is your home, and all of this beauty is yours? Out here, you’re richer than the richest person in the world.”

My heart pounds like it does whenever I feel the edge of another person’s reality. We all see the world so differently from one another, but every once in a while, you see through the eyes of another. And it never ceases to blow me away.

Kiro definitely blows me away.

Abused and lied to all his life. So he makes his own damn life out here—fuck all the people and phones and cars and insurance plans. The sky is his. The river is his. With everything he tells me, I want more, more, more. Not for the story, but just…to know him.

“King of the forest.”

He says nothing. He is king of the forest. Master of everything he sees. It’s madness.

And way hot.

I crane my head back to look up at him. Our eyes meet. “King of the wolves.”

He glares down. Massive pines stretch up into the blue, blue sky behind him. The ever-changing cathedral ceiling. And Kiro, the high priest.

“Not like I’m going to run off and tell it, right?”

He paddles steadily, all scowly at me. It’s quiet out here. The only sounds are the wet swish of the paddle and the whisper of breezes high above.

“Did you really run with the wolves?”

“A man can’t run as fast as a wolf.”

“But you were leader of them?”

He snorts.

“It’s cool. I know why you won’t tell me—because you know I’ll get away. I’m so out of here, and you know it.”

“You won’t get away.”

“Yes, I will. That’s why you won’t tell.”

A long silence goes by. “I know what you’re doing,” he says.

“You took over a wolf pack. King of the wolves.”

“It’s not how it was.”

“Tell me how it was. Please. I so want to know.”

He glances down at me, and my reporter’s antennae zing to attention. He’s thinking about it—I can tell. Kiro very much doesn’t want me to think he was king of the wolves. He wants to set me straight.

“The professor always used the term ‘superalpha,’” he begins. “About me and the pack. He thought I took over the pack in some feat of strength, but he had it wrong. It wasn’t a feat of strength. It was bribery. Desperation.”

“Who wouldn’t be desperate? An adult would be desperate. You were eight.”

He seems to consider this. “When I was first out here, I was frightened of people, because of the threat of police.”

Which didn’t exist, but I don’t argue. “Right,” I say.

“But I was lonely. I spent a lot of time in trees, and I’d watch the wolves below. They looked like dogs to me. I’d had a dog I loved. I thought maybe the wolves could be friends with me like my dog was. So I made a plan of winning their friendship. That’s how it started.”

He dips the paddle into the velvety-looking water and pulls it back with strength and skill.

“I started by robbing campers. I’d take their meat and bring it to the wolves and scramble up a tree while they ate it. I didn’t want to lead them or take them over. I wanted them to be my friends.”

“Like with your dog back home.”

He nods.

“Did you have other friends back home?”

“I had adopted siblings. None liked me, except my little sister—for a while, anyway. She came to hate me eventually, too, but at least I wasn’t alone. Alone and lonely is harder.”

“So you fed the wolves.”

“Yeah. I stole meat mostly. Those bars and dried things for myself, but the meat was always for the wolves. I wasn’t even thinking ahead to winter,” he says. “There was this tent that I stole, and I figured the tent would be enough. I was a kid, what did I know? Minnesota winters never seemed like a big deal. When campers started getting scarce, I’d lure and trap rabbits for something to give to the wolves. It was hard to kill those rabbits at first, but I got better. Eventually a few of the wolves would let me feed them by hand. It was such a small victory, but it was okay. My life was so simple. Just survival. These small victories. I felt…happy. I thought, ‘As long as I keep going, they’ll let me be a friend.’ I wanted…just one friend.”

“And it worked?”

“Two of them began to approach me when I didn’t have food, sniffing. Nipping. But not the rest. The leader, who I called Brutus, was always growling at me. Teeth bared, fur puffed up. Wolves are like people. Different ones have different ideas about things.”

We’ve gotten to a shallow part of the river. Kiro uses the paddle to shove us out of a muddy patch and back into clear water.

“Then came the first cold snap of winter. It was so cold—far below freezing after being warm for all those months. And there was no snow for tracks—just the bone-chilling cold. I tried and tried to catch anything, but it was too cold and windy for me to move around outside. I knew where the wolves stayed—it was this dry place near a rock under a mammoth fallen tree, but I didn’t dare go there. I’d moved to a cave by then, so I would sit in there and wait out the night, shivering, covered by the coats and sleeping bags I’d stolen. I’d make fires, but they kept being blown out by the howling wind—it had shifted for the winter. At one point, the cinders burnt my warmest blanket. All of the lighters I’d stolen were out of fuel. No more campers came around.”

I’m stunned that an eight-year-old boy could keep himself alive even that long. He’d been out there for months by then.

“Two of the wolves came by. They were used to me feeding them, and I thought for sure that when I didn’t have food for them, they would kill me. And I was curled up, so cold, I almost didn’t care. They sniffed around for food, and I just cried, ashamed.” He pauses, and I wonder whether he’s feeling shame now. “And then the brownish one who was the first to let me feed him from my hand came to me and sniffed me. I thought he would bite my hand—I really did. I was willing to let him. I was pretty fucked up by then.”

He pauses for a long time. I can tell by Kiro’s eyes that he’s back there, thinking.

“I waited. He smelled my hand, and I saw this flash of teeth. Then he curled up next to me with his big warm body partly on me…” His voice drops to a whisper. “It might sound like a fairy tale, but it’s what he did—he kept me warm. And the other one curled up next to him. They were just so warm. I shivered there, crying and talking to them. Petting them. They were kind to me even though I had nothing to offer them. It was the most amazing experience of my life.”

Shivers come over me.

“I never told this to anybody.”

“It means a lot that you would tell me.” Does he believe me? I want badly for him to believe me.

“You’re my mate now. You should know these things.”

I don’t reply.

“Snow came, and it aided in my hunting. I would play with the brown wolf—Brownie, I called him. My first friend. The other, Beardy, would play, too. I would get wounded a lot—wolves aren’t like dogs; they are really rough. But I got strong fast. There were seven in the pack, and they would disappear sometimes, and I’d feel so sad, thinking they wouldn’t come back, but they always would. Off hunting—that’s where they were. I worked harder on being a help to them after that. It was getting colder, and it wasn’t even winter. I understood then that I’d die if they wouldn’t let me stay into their den. I started making traps—mostly pit traps. That’s what the professor called them. He’d show me pictures, trying to get me to talk. Wanting us to share a vocabulary about the wilderness—that’s what he always said.”

“But you didn’t talk to him.”

“No. I only ever wanted to kill him,” he says. “I would wait so silently at my pit traps. I was so small then, but I knew how to wait. One night I had five rabbits, and I made my move—I brought them to the den. The wolves ate the meat. And I stayed the night, curled up at the edge, right up against the rock, making myself as small as I could. Brutus, would snap at me when I’d get near the group, so I shivered by myself. It wasn’t so cold as that one night I almost died. The next night I did the same thing—I brought two rabbits and stayed. But I was so cold in the middle of the night, I approached the group. I knew it was dangerous, but I figured that if I was dead, at least I wouldn’t be cold anymore. Brutus was on me immediately. He had me on my back, snarling, jaws on my throat. I whimpered. I thought he would kill me. And then he licked my face.” Kiro looks down at me with a happy light in his eyes. He looks so young. “That was the first time I really felt…like I belonged.”

“It must have been amazing.”

“It was the best feeling in the world. Brutus never liked me, I think. But he didn’t kill me. But with the other wolves, things were good. It was…amazing.”

Amazing. He’s using my language, trying not to be the savage.

He looks out at the trees like he sometimes does. “I’d always been fast and clever, strong for my age. Active. Energetic. It was something the family that adopted me hated about me. It saved my life with the wolves, though. They saw me as a fellow hunter.”

“Your family hated that you were strong and energetic?”

“They liked to sit and watch TV, and I had so much wildness and savagery in me—I never liked to sit still.”

“That’s normal boy behavior—not savagery.”

He gives me a look. “You say it because you don’t know.”

I do know—I know he’s wrong, but it’s not an argument to start now. “So they didn’t like your…energy.”

“Out in the wilderness, nobody hated me for being what I was. The wolves never let me actually hunt with them—they were too fast. Too good. But they would bring me food. You can’t imagine how it made me feel. They moved for summer. I didn’t understand that’s what they were doing. I thought they’d abandoned me. But I followed their voices and found them. They accepted me right away.”

“So that’s what you’d eat? Just…flesh?”

“There’s a lot to eat out here. Raspberries, seeds. Walnuts. Some plants have sweet leaves. Fish. I started growing things in our summer place—potatoes and beets. Those I got from the campers. It got even easier as the pups came. The pups saw me as one of their own from the start. I was there for over two generations. Sometimes when the wolves left for hunting and I sensed it would be a long, lonely time before they were back, I’d trek out to the camping areas and take clothes. Or food. I’d talk to the campers sometimes and make up stories that my family was nearby. I’d steal comic books. I still remembered how to read. As I grew older, I took books. Sometimes they’d invite me to smoke and drink and fuck, and I would happily do that.”

An unpleasant feeling fires up my spine. “Yeah?”

“I stole radios sometimes. When I started roaming farther, I’d steal cars. ATVs sometimes.”

“From the campers?”

He nods.

“That explains the driving skills.”

He gives me a look. “I enjoy driving.”

His paddle strokes become hypnotic—stroke, stroke. I watch the tree canopy move by overhead. It’s strangely relaxing. I have to remind myself I’m being kidnapped. “It means a lot that you trusted me enough to tell me.”

“I don’t trust you at all,” he says. “You’re a reporter. You want to show the world I’m a savage.”

“God, Kiro, I’m not like those reporters. That’s not at all my interest.”

“It makes no difference now.”

“It makes a difference to me. Telling your story the way I would? It isn’t about you as a savage. It’s about you as a human. That’s what I’m interested in. I don’t make people into objects. That’s the opposite of what I do.”

He watches my lips. My words mean nothing to him. Just more lies, like everyone who’s lied to him. He points out a tall peak. He tells me how to spot where a bear hibernates.

“I could use all of this information to get away.”

A rich brown lock of hair falls over his slash of a cheekbone as he looks down at me. There’s a brutality to his beauty that sometimes renders me breathless. Like now, riding below him like this, on a cushion of packs between his legs. “You won’t get away,” he says casually.

Shivers go over me. I’m angry, of course. Offended. But I’m a little turned on, and it’s this fact that scares me the most.

I was turned on in the dressing room by his caveman treatment. Now he’s gazing down at me, lord and master of the wilderness, and I’m feeling that same heat. What is happening to me?

“Well, you’re wrong,” I say, mouth dry. “I’m so out of here.”

He stops paddling and smoothes my hair. It’s a tender movement at first; he seems to like to touch my hair almost as much as he likes to stare at my lips. After a while, he clenches his fist around it, as though suddenly remembering he should probably be harsh when I say such things. He jerks it, making me turn my face up to him. “I suggest you don’t try.”

He’s all savage fierceness on a dizzying background of blue, blue sky.

He slides his other hand up my exposed throat, then cups my chin, keeping my head turned up to him. Blood thrums through my jugular, and I know he’s feeling it with his fingers.

It’s like we’re communicating on some primal level.

Like he’s figured out about my caveman kink.

It’s so fucking wrong. But we’re drifting under the blue, blue sky, and he has his massive hand on my throat, and he’s vowed to care for me and protect me with his life.

It’s strangely powerful that he said that.

Kiro doesn’t lie.

It’s kind of amazing considering how people have lied to him and let him down, but Kiro won’t let me down. It’s a strange thing to think about your kidnapper.

My pulse drums under his huge hand…his huge hand that I don’t want him to move.

I wanted the savage story.

Now I’m in it.


Chapter Twenty-Eight


Kiro

I let go of her hair, but she doesn’t snap her head forward right away.

She lets me have her neck a little while longer. I slide my hand along it again, so smooth and soft. She lets me touch her freely, unaware of what she’s telling me by exposing her neck like this, like a submissive wolf.

Sometimes I can’t believe she’s mine. Not that I don’t think she wants to get away. I know she does. But if she stays long enough, I can help her come to love it here. And she’ll see I can be a good mate to her. She’ll see that I’ll protect her, that I’ll do anything to make her happy.

Except let her go.

All night on the island, I watched her sleep, dozing only now and then. I enjoyed the feeling of watching over her. I didn’t want it to stop. I didn’t want to miss any of it.

I would watch over the pups now and then, but it’s nothing like watching over Ann. Pups have teeth and claws for fighting, and fur to keep them warm. Left alone, they could find food and fight off most predators. But not Ann. She needs me out here.

I let her go and resume paddling. There’s a stretch of land ahead. “We’ll walk soon.”

I can feel her come to attention with this. Will she really try to run?

I land us on shore and pull the canoe up. I pull out the pack and sling it over my shoulders, then I hoist the canoe. “I’ll walk in front of you. You’ll step where I do.”

Her attention is elsewhere. She’s looking around, weighing her options. My heart sinks. It shouldn’t be a surprise, that she wants to run—I knew she would.

It makes me feel sad, though.

Telling her my story made me feel close to her. I want her to feel the same way about me.

I put down the canoe and shake off the huge pack and unzip it and dig around. I pull out the rope.

“What the fuck? What are you doing?”

“You want to run.” I advance on her.

“What are you doing?” She takes a few steps back, but I lunge and grab her, quickly binding her wrists. Trying to be gentle. I hate that I have to tie her. Maybe if I’d been less pushy with her…less savage with her.

She tries to pull and twist. I grasp her hands in mine. “Don’t. It just makes the knots tighter.”

She stills, eyes glowing with shock and anger.

Please, I think.

I loop the other end of the rope around my wrist and put the pack back on, then hoist the canoe on my back. “The rope will tighten the more you pull.”

I begin to walk.

“Are you fucking kidding me? Like I’m a pet now?” She grabs the rope and pulls back, but she’s not strong enough to do much.

I pull and let her stumble along. I’m trying not to be too hard on her, but we need to make a certain spot by nightfall.

I cross a stream, balancing precariously on a rock.

“Fuck this!” She digs in and jerks back, putting me off balance, nearly putting me in the water.

I stop and turn.

Her eyes widen, but she stands her ground.

I put down the canoe and go to her, stalking slowly. She backs up, but I have her leash. I reel her in as I approach. “I should let you get away just so you see how dangerous it is. But I’m not that kind of man.”

“No? Call the neighbors and wake the kids.”

I don’t know what she means by that, but I know it’s not the time to ask. I wish I understood her better.

I kneel and tie her ankles with the length of rope I’d hoped not to have to use.

“Hey! What the—” She kicks.

“I’m sorry.”

“I don’t think you’re sorry at all.”

I’m sorry to be distressing her. I’m sorry she doesn’t want to go with me.

I can’t live without her. The slide of my hand over her bared throat was the most powerful thing I’ve felt in ages. Or maybe it was the feel of her writhing in the dressing room under my hands and tongue. I’ve told her my secrets. I’ve vowed to protect her. I can’t let her go.

I hoist her over my shoulder.

She squirms, and I tighten my grip. With one arm, I get the pack back on and then I get the canoe over my head, much as she attempts to prevent me. I nestle it on my shoulders and partly against her, using her to balance it. This will not be easy going.

“Ow! It’s cutting into my leg.”

“We have to make this crossing.”

She kicks. “Come on. It’s cutting off my circulation.”

“You’ll live.”

She does her best to make the walk hard. It is hard. Walking like this is the last thing I want to do. Going up hills is especially hard.

“I’ll walk on my own.”

“You’ve shown you won’t,” I say, hoping to hide how thankful I am to hear that she wants to walk. I’m not good at hiding the truth of things from her. Maybe she can tell; I don’t know.

“This hurts. It’s stupid.”

“That I’ll agree with.”

“Fuck you. Come on.”

“How can I trust you?”

“I’ve never lied. Have I? Have I ever lied?”

I grunt. It’s true, she’s never lied. She’s left things out, but she’s never lied.

“I’m telling you. I won’t run. For now.”

“You’ll walk with me? And you won’t jerk the rope?”

“For now.”

I put her down.

She holds out her wrists. “Untie me.”

“You’ll prove yourself first.”

“You want a relationship with me? This is not a good start.”

A relationship.

Relationships are for the shiny people on the TV at the Fancher Institute. They’re for people who went to school and have jobs and families that loved them. “What do I want with a relationship?” I growl. “Show me you can walk, or I’ll carry you again.”

I unbind her ankles, but not her wrists, and I go on, carrying the pack and the canoe. She follows.

It’s wrong to tie her, but it’s my job to protect her.

We trace along a ridge above a stream. From here you can see the streams split off and flow, and then split off again, like veins in leaves. I spent a lot of time pulling apart leaves as a kid. Not like I had much else to do out here.

I point it out to her. She grits her teeth and averts her eyes, but I know she’s listening.

With horror, I remember how I was with the professor, how I’d soak up his words, how I’d love when he read to me because it cut the boredom, but I’d never let him know it.

A sick feeling comes over me as I think again of her bitter words—You would trick me and take my freedom? Can you get how fucked up that is? You of all people should understand how wrong that is.

I tell myself I’m not like the professor. I remind myself how she betrayed me, how she wants to use me. But the sick feeling just grows.


Chapter Twenty-Nine


Ann

Savage Adonis leads me by my tied wrists, deeper and deeper into uncharted wilderness. He carries a canoe on his head. He’ll carry me, too, if I misbehave. Yesterday morning he pinned me down and made me come in a shopping mall dressing room. Today he informed me that I’m to be his mate. He pauses and points out how the streams fork and split apart. He tells me rivers are the same as blood veins, and that blood veins are the same as veins in leaves. He seems to see the forest as a body, a system. Needless to say, leaves and streams and forest systems are the furthest things from my mind.

Would that be a fuck of a hook or what? It sounds like an honest hook, but it hides what’s really going on for me. Sure, we’re journeying deeper and deeper into the wilderness where I may never find my way out. But I feel like I’m moving deeper and deeper into a kind of forbidden craving for him, with his king stuff and the way he handles me. The way he makes me come with impunity. There’s the rush of pleasure I get when I think about him holding me down and fucking me.

Kiro is beautiful and powerful, and he takes what he wants. And I’m the one he wants. It’s wrong. It’s scary. It’s intoxicating.

I tell myself I’m just weak right now, that’s all. I’ve been tired for so long and so fucked up about the kitten. So the peace of this place and his hot dominance and his intelligence and beautiful inner strength, of course it’s powerful. Of course I feel conflicted.

We stop at midday. Maybe it’s later. I suppose it doesn’t matter. Another reason I seriously have to get away.

This man could suck away my soul.

“I’m going to catch some fish,” he says.

“Okay.”

He looks down at the stream, maybe ten feet down a rocky gulley. “Trout down there.”

“Knock yourself out.”

He grabs the rope that binds my wrists. “Are you going to run, then?”

My pulse races. “That’s for me to know you and you to find out.” In truth I don’t plan to. Him being down at the stream doesn’t give me that big of a head start. He would catch me. And my hands are bound. Bound hands will slow me down and mess up my balance. I don’t want to go deeper, but I don’t want to be stupid.

But I smile at him just to make him nervous. I like it, even as I realize what I’m doing—taking the power of the powerless. Meaningless little rebellions.

He pulls me to him. “It would be foolish, even without your hands bound.”

I put on my most defiant smile, just to make him feel out of control. Because he makes me feel out of control. “Maybe you should’ve thought of that before you decided to adopt me as your forced mate.”

The air between us seems to crackle as he shoves me down, making me sit on a boulder next to a tree. He backs up and lays my leash along the ground in a line some seven feet long, eyes on mine the whole time.

“The ol’ leash doesn’t quite reach down to the trout stream, does it?”

He twists his lips.

“Whatever will he do?” I ask playfully.

His lips twitch. Sooner or later he has to see this whole scheme of his is crazy. He crouches down and grasps either side of a boulder.

What is he doing? He’ll never lift that thing. It’s so caveman.

I snort. “It’s called lever and fulcrum. Look into it, dude.”

He looks up at me, eyes crinkled, lip quirked. He grasps the sides of it. The veins in his neck bulge. His face hardens into a grimace. He lifts it, heaves it over a yard, and drops it onto the end of my leash with a thud that shakes the ground.

I shoot up, tugging at it. Trapped. “What the hell?”

He looks up at me. And he smiles.

Smiles.

And I forget to breathe. His smile lights his features, softens everything. Something flops in my belly.

“What the hell,” I say, pulling on my rope. He’s laughing.

I should be mad, but I’m having…fun. It’s the weirdest realization. When was the last time I had fun? Maybe before the kitten. Fuck, I forgot about the kitten.

I forgot about the kitten?

I yank on my rope. “This is so crazy.”

“I can’t let you run off. It’s too dangerous.”

“Don’t you see how ridiculous this is?”

“You’re my mate. I care for you. You don’t like it now, but you will.”

“I very much doubt that.”

He brings me closer. “Do you? Do you really doubt that?”

“Really,” I say, belly melting. Fucking caveman, I tell myself. Not into cavemen.

Softly, gently, he takes hold of my hair. He pulls down, as if he wants my throat fully exposed. I shiver as he presses rough lips to my tender neck. The entire surface of my body lights up with nerve endings, fanned by the brush of his lips, up, up toward the edge of my jaw.

Heat simmers in my belly.

Not…into…cavemen.

I tell myself it’s the crisp outdoor air. The exercise. The fact I forgot about the kitten.

He slides his lips over my pulse point and up, then whispers all rumbly into my ear, “Here’s what’s going to happen. I’m going to catch a nice fat fish for us down there.”

“How?”

“With my hands.”

“What are you? A bear? You can’t catch a fish with your hands.”

“I can, Ann. Then I’ll make a fire.”

“By rubbing sticks together again?” I ask inanely. Because the rumble of his voice is doing something to my mind.

He lets my hair go. “I’ll use the lighter.” His tone is a dirty promise. “But if we didn’t have that, I’d rub sticks together. I’m home now. This place is mine. Everything here is mine.”

I swallow.

“Then I’ll cook it. It’ll be delicious and juicy, and you’ll eat it.”

“O-kay,” I say sarcastically.

A glint appears in eyes. I’m paranoid that he’s smelling my arousal right on my skin, like it’s misting out of my pores.

“I’m going to feed you.” My heart pounds as he slides his hands over my arms, looking down at me, feral and hot with those kissable lips. “Then I’m going to bend you over and fuck you.”

My belly drops through my shoes. “Um, excuse me?”

“You heard what I said. It’ll be best if you make yourself ready for me.”

“What? That’s what you think will happen here?”

The savage light in his gaze makes my skin heat more. “It’s what I know will happen.”

“And I’m going to make myself ready for you. That’s how you think this will work.”

His voice lowers. “You’re aroused already. I feel it in your throat. See it in your eyes. And your scent…”

Shivers slide over me. “You’re dreaming.”

He puts a hand to the center of my chest and backs me up to the tree. He takes my hand and guides it toward my crotch. I pull, trying to reroute us, but he’s too strong. He grabs two of my fingers and moves them for me. I hiss out a breath as everything between my legs comes alive.

A few strokes, and I could totally get off.

“Don’t resist me.”

“I get the idea. Make myself ready. I don’t need your demo.”

He keeps on, guiding my fingers between my legs. “Shit,” I breathe, closing my eyes.

“Open your eyes. Open them.”

I keep my eyes closed. There’s not much he can do about it, being that he doesn’t have a third arm and hand.

He growls and bites my cheek. My eyes fly open. “Better.” He continues on, getting me off. Slowly, surely, I’m about to come.

“Feel it,” he says. “This is how you’ll make yourself ready for me.”

“For somebody who’s so sensitive about being as a savage,” I gasp, “you’re acting like one.”

“I think you like it.” He presses me more firmly to the tree. Bark gouges into my back as the pleasure rises between my legs. “This is how I want you. Ready for me to take you when and where I choose.”

I’m moving my hand on my own now, angling into all the best parts, because fuck it feels good. My breath heats up.

His breath tickles my ear. “This is how I want you getting ready for me, for when I bend you over.”

I’m angling to hit a certain spot, panting, mad with the buildup of pleasure. This is not me, turned on by a caveman like this. Mind and body taken over by a possessive brute.

His breath is velvet on my cheek. “There’s nowhere you can hide from me. No part of you can hide from me.”

Suddenly he’s off me. I’m 98 percent of the way to an orgasm, and he lowers me onto the forest floor, onto a bed of sticks and pine needles. I lie trembling at his feet like a piece of meat for the savage, a virgin sacrifice for the beast.

He stalks away in a wake of power and glory and man.

My face goes hot with shock. “What the hell?” I call after him. This was a power play—Kiro, showing how he can take over my body and mind. He’s going to feed me. Then he’ll bend me over and fuck me. And the worst thing is that I’ll like it. And then we’ll go deeper into this wilderness, into this insanity.

Caveman and captive is a good role-play fantasy, but this role-play is moving into reality with alarming speed, and cavewoman is not my preferred lifestyle. Lying at his feet, I would’ve given him anything. Everything.

It’s as if he’s predator and I’m prey on some deep soul level.

I lost myself once already.

I have to get away.

He has his knife with him, but I realize he didn’t bring the lighter. I eye the pack, just out of my reach. The lighter’s in the pack.

I don’t see him, but I hear the babbling water. I know he’s down there…catching fish with his bare hands—supposedly. Is he messing with me? People can’t do that.

But I know he thinks I’m trapped. The leash under the boulder is effective—or would be if I were a four-legged pet.

Luckily I’m a human woman with opposable thumbs.

I rip a branch from a young tree and use it to snag the pack. Soon enough, I have the lighter. I hold the flame under the rope, grateful the breeze is flowing away from the stream where he’s down fishing, so that he can’t smell it so easily.

Or maybe he can smell it. He basically has superpowers out here. Still, I have to try.

He’s master of the forest, that’s for sure, but it’s his superpowers over me that really have me worried. The dark pull of belonging to him tugs at my belly. The sensation of being at his mercy is as intoxicating as any drug.

The rope blackens and fries.

I use my teeth to rip it the rest of the way, spitting out the charred, bitter threads.

Freedom.

I can do this. I’m resourceful. I’ve survived in all kinds of dangerous places. If an eight-year-old boy can handle this wilderness, I sure as hell can.

I pocket the lighter and nab my phone, which is still in two parts in the baggies.

Quiet as a mouse, I creep off the other way—the direction from which we came. We’ve been heading pretty steadily north and northwest. I’ll go south and southeast. I’ll keep going until I get a signal.

Guilt twists my belly as I move through the trees. I’m surprised by how bad I feel, leaving the man who’s depriving me of my freedom.

But then, beneath the captive thing we have going, there’s a friendship. Maybe even something deeper than that.

I care about him. I don’t want him to be lonely.

But taking a woman captive isn’t the answer.

I move at a steady pace. I make good time. I’m not a complete idiot about moving with stealth; I’ve been in contested areas. Hot zones. I avoid sticks that might crack. Piles of leaves. I veer off the path and break random branches to fool him. Or at least try.

I come to a fork and take the wrong direction, thinking to circle back. Hopefully he won’t expect it.

I go for maybe twenty minutes. Up ahead, I see a thicket of pine trees. I’m thinking I could get into there and climb one. He won’t expect that, either. People don’t look up. I’m really doing it. Part of me wonders whether it’s a little foolish, but I have water, fire, and enough clothes to keep warm. A person can go two months without food. I grab a pine frond and rub the needles between my fingers, releasing the pungent juices. Like perfume to cover my scent. I rub it on my pulse points.

I step it up. I crunch over some leaves, and then I crunch over something that gives weirdly. I think I’ve stepped into a hole. Until I feel the rush of tickles on my ankle.

Up my pant leg.

And then the stinging, like needles, jabbing bone-deep.

My leg is covered with black wasps.

I scream.

Mud wasps are swarming my pants. I shake my leg, screaming, flailing, but keep stinging me through my pants, my jacket.

With wild motions, I brush them from my face and hair, whirling, trying to get them off of me. Then I just start to run, waving my arms.

My leg feels like it’s on fire. I feel pricks on my back, my arms.

I run like crazy, batting them from my face. They’re in my hair, everywhere.

I crash through the forest. I trip and fall. I bound up and keep going.

I run for what seems like forever, hysterical. They don’t let up.

Hands grip me, stilling me, batting off the bugs. I’m crying. Screaming. I’m lifted up off the ground. Something goes around me. A coat, a blanket.

Kiro.

He’s carrying me, running hard. I cling to him as the world jolts and shakes. His cheek is dotted with black bugs, all along the strong ridge of his cheekbone.

He’s moving fast, not trying to be gentle. He himself is wriggling around. Fuck—the wasps must be stinging the hell out of him.

“Don’t look at me,” he says through his teeth as he wipes them away by rubbing his cheek against the blanket around me. “Put your face to my chest. Take in a deep breath—through my shirt! Now!”

The last thing I see is his beautiful face, dotted with a new round of black wasps, before I press mine to his shirt and suck in a breath.

“Another breath,” he commands, speaking through his teeth. “Hold it.”

I’m barely able to comply before I feel us flying through the air.

And then a rush of cold as we plunge into icy water.

I cling more tightly to him. I wait for us to come up, but we don’t.

I feel him pulsing us through the water—underwater—using his powerful legs to propel us. The ice cold feels good on my stings, but I need air. I pull my head away from his chest. I need air!

He holds me tightly.

I try to push away. Through the blur of the water I see light up above, but he’s moving us to the bottom. I panic, fighting him. He grabs a few rocks and suddenly we’re going up, up, up to the surface.

He’s going too slowly! I need to breathe! I need to get up there!

I struggle as I see the light above, pushing, pulling. I feel like I might pass out. Like my lungs might collapse. Or maybe explode.

He squeezes my shoulder, as if to urge me to calm. I try—I really do. He grabs my hair and pushes my head down, keeps me down while he’s above the surface. Why won’t he let me breathe? Is he trying to kill me?

I kick and fight. I can see him breaking the surface. He’s doing something up there—throwing rocks? Suddenly we’re heading down again.

No! I need to get back up there! My lungs burn!

He drags me down, down to the rocky lake floor again. I fight him as if my life depends on it. It feels like it does.

He has me tight against him. Black spots crowd the edges of my vision.

I’m no longer paying attention to what he’s doing. All I know is that I need to get away from him, to breathe. When I see the light above, I thrash more wildly.

Air.

He palms my head, keeping me under while he breaks the surface. Then, finally, he guides me up—slowly. He seems to be communicating something to me. What, I don’t know, don’t care. I need air.

I break the surface and gulp in great mouthfuls of air, sputtering, coughing.

“Quiet,” Kiro whispers. “Do not splash!”

I can’t stop sucking in air—loudly. I push away from him and tread water. My boots are heavy, weighing me down. I try desperately to focus.

“Shhh!” He points at a dark cloud at the far end of the lake not a hundred yards away.

A chill comes over me when I realize it’s the wasps, swarming out there. “Oh my God,” I breathe.

“Shhh. Stay still.”

Quietly, and with balletic grace, Kiro somehow heaves the bulk of his body up out of the water, throwing a rock high into the sky. He sinks back down and pulls me next to him.

We’re two heads, bobbing at the surface, watching the rock he threw sail up past the trees into the blue dome above us. It make its lazy arc down, plummeting down, down toward the dark swarm. It splashes.

The swarm darkens, pulsing furiously near where the rock went in, seeming to attack the water itself.

A chill comes over me. That would be us.

They were waiting for us, searching for us.

If we’d come up for air near where we went in, without being sneaky and smart, they would’ve killed us.

Fuck.

I turn to meet his golden gaze. Giant welts glow red on his cheekbone.

And then he smiles. I can’t believe he’s smiling at a time like this. “They’re dangerous,” he whispers. “But so stupid.”

And suddenly I smile back. We’re in this horribly freezing water hunted by angry wasps, and I just grin like a fool. I can’t stop smiling at him. I can’t believe how badass he is. How young. How beautiful.

His beauty rips at me.

“I’m going down again,” he says then. “Okay?”

“We can’t stay in here,” I say. My limbs feel heavy, and it’s not just because I have hiking boots on—the water is freezing. My fingers feel numb. So do my lips. We’re at risk for hypothermia.

“Keep moving,” he commands.

“This cold is dangerous, too.”

He says nothing. He knows it’s dangerous. “I’m happy to see that my mate can swim.”

“I’m not your mate.”

He smiles. He’s fucking with me. Keeping my mind off them. “They’re stupid, but they hunt well,” he breathes. “I’m going down again.”

An unspoken question—Can I last?

I nod, teeth chattering.

He studies my eyes, and then he disappears below the surface.

I tread water, keeping a watch on the swarm, ready for them. My bones feel brittle, like the cold is turning them to threads of steel. My breath comes in gasps, an effect of the cold. Everything constricts. It’s not good.

After a ridiculously long time where I start to worry, Kiro breaks the surface soundlessly.

My heart does this flip as our eyes meet. He hurls a series of rocks, one after another, seeming almost to defy gravity, the way he can get his body out of the water to make his throw.

He’s directing the swarm away from us, moving them away.

“I’m cold,” I whisper. “This isn’t good.” Does he understand how vulnerable we are to hypothermia right now?

“Soon,” he says softly, watching the swarm. “Once we’re out, believe me, we won’t want to jump back in.”

I try for a smile, unsure whether my lips actually form it. “Voice of…” My lips feel too cold to form the word “experience.”

“Yes.” He dives under and comes back up with more rocks, throwing them farther away. He’s landing them in the forest at the far end of the lake now. He’s getting a lot of fucking distance. I think he could’ve been a baseball player. He could have been so many things.

“They’re gone,” he says.

We swim toward the rocky shore. He helps me out.

I’m shaking like a leaf. I curl up on the ground, pulling my knees to my chest. It’s a cool day, maybe in the fifties, hazy sun sparkling in the treetops. “We have to get warm,” I say through violently chattering teeth.

He wrings out the blanket I discarded—I can’t believe he had the presence of mind to grab our only blanket. He thinks of everything, knows everything that’s happening at any given time. He wrings the fuck out of it.

“I’ll get you warm.” He picks me up and wraps us both tightly in the damp blanket. I don’t know how he’s walking; I don’t know that I could walk on my frozen limbs. I just cling to him, arms around his neck.

He watches my eyes as he carries me, looking so fierce and strong. He’s like nobody I’ve ever known. Not even close.

“Thank you, Kiro. I’m so sorry. If you hadn’t found me…” I can’t even finish the sentence. No words can capture the horror of death by stinging wasps.

This softness moves over his features—more than softness; a kind of sweetness comes over him. “I’ll always come for you,” he says. “Always, as long as my heart beats, I’ll come for you. Protect you.”

I know right then that it’s true. I hold on to him tightly as something inside me unwinds, unclenches. It’s something so deep, so hidden, that I wasn’t even aware of it.

I’m so tired of fighting. I think I haven’t relaxed since the Fancher Institute. Or maybe before that. Kabul. The hospital collapse. When did I last relax?

I’m thinking about that kitten. I’m remembering it on the street. The need to save it. The way saving it fucked everything up. The way my world crashed down. It’s a familiar treadmill of thoughts that always ends in me condemning myself and hating myself for grabbing it and fucking everything up.

My life imploded the day I saved the kitten.

But a new thought creeps in. Not everything imploded. The kitten’s world didn’t implode. It was scared and dying. I rescued it, and I made it safe.

I hated myself for saving that kitten. Like it was the wrong thing to do. But was it so wrong? Something loosens inside me. Like maybe I forgive myself a little bit.

I catch Kiro looking down at me. “Don’t worry, Ann. I will always protect you.”

I stare up at him in a kind of shock. I’m like the kitten. Somebody out there cared enough to come for me. Not just anybody—this guy.

“Move your toes around.”

I move my toes around.

We trek forever. Every time I go still, he chastises me to move.

Before I know it, I’m on the cold, hard ground surrounded by our stuff. He gets a fire going. He’s untying my boots, big fingers moving clumsily; he’s not unaffected by the cold, either. I don’t want my clothes off, but I know he’s right. I help him, wriggling out of my coat and stripping off my layers.

“You should, too,” I say, lips still clumsy.

“I’m fine,” he growls, undoing the snap of my jeans.

“I got it.” I stand and wriggle out of them, stripping off my bra and panties. I sit near the fire, utterly naked, holding out my hands and feet, barely covering myself.

He’s fussing with the tin cooking pot over on the other side of the fire. Is he going to make something warm to drink? It seems like a low priority. He’s stirring something with a stick.

The day has become overcast, not that it matters under the thick forest canopy. “You need to get out of your clothes, too, dude.”

He grunts. Well, some things are back to normal.

After a bit, he rises and walks around to my side, holding the little tin pot. He gazes down at me. I don’t know what he’s thinking or if he’s angry or what. I suppose he should be.

“Are you getting feeling back in your toes?”

“Yeah,” I say. “I’m okay. What about you?”

He crouches, stirring the pot with the stick. “I’m fine.” He puts the stirring stick aside, shoves two large fingers into the tin, and dabs something cold onto the large, angry welts that cover my calf.

“Aagh!” I pull away my leg.

He clamps a hand around my ankle. “Be still!”

“What are you doing? What is that?”

“Mud,” he says. “It’ll draw the poison out. Soothe the pain.”

The mud feels cooling, and medically speaking, he’s probably right—it’s a form of poultice. Probably especially effective if there’s a lot of clay in there. “That’s smart.”

His motions are slow, big fingers gentle. How did he learn to do this? Is this what animals do when wasps sting the fuck out of them? They go into the clay?

“So many stings right here. Your calves will feel stiff for a day or two.”

“My muscles already feel weird.”

“Stand,” he says after my calves are half-caked with mud.

I stand, and he dabs the mud onto my thighs, my ass. I’m freezing and I almost died a horrible death, but there’s something weirdly sensual about him painting me like this. He stands, holding the tin. “Raise your arms.”

I comply and he paints my midsection with the cooling mud, strokes slow and sure. He gets every sting. I can feel his hands trembling. He says he’s fine, but he has to be freezing.

“Get those clothes off, Kiro. I can finish.”

He ignores me and moves around to my back, pushing aside my hair. His touch is strangely nourishing. He dabs mud on my neck, lastly my cheek. Then he gets the dry sleeping bag and wraps it around me.

Only then does he peel off his own shirt.

I sit, covered in the sleeping bag, but keeping my toes and fingers exposed to the fire.

“Don’t let it catch fire,” he warns.

“I won’t.”

He strips off his pants. His body is shockingly covered in red. More stings than not.

“You must feel like you’re on fire.”

He says nothing. Yeah, he’s on fire. Because of me.

He grabs the stick and stalks back over to make more of his mud stuff, his thighs and ass pale curves in the firelight, dotted with red.

He dabs the new mud stuff all over himself, smearing it on his neck and chest in the firelight. He’s a warrior, ancient and fierce in the fire glow.

This shit is way beyond competence porn. It’s no wonder he could beat the Fancher Institute system.

“Let me get your back.”

He squints, like he doesn’t entirely trust me in this.

“I am a nurse.”

Our hands brush as he gives me the small pot. He turns.

I loop the sleeping bag around my shoulders in the chilly air, shivering as I paint the thick, cold mud over the lumps that cover his muscular back.

I finish and he turns to me. Kiro has a way of staring shamelessly into my eyes long past the point where civilized men would look away.

“What?” I ask.

He wraps the sleeping bag around me. “Sit.”

“You need to be in here with me!”

His lips quirk.

“For body heat. Come on—you need to be in here. It’s dangerous for you to be exposed to the air after being in that water.”

And I want him with me. I want to huddle together. To hold him. To care for him the way he cared for me.

He kneels in front of me. “I’m not like you.”

I don’t know what he means. Is it a warning? A sad fact? He smoothes my hair, gets some tangles out, and then he sets his fingers on my chin, light as butterflies under the towering pines.

How can a man so fierce be so tender?

It’s all just so surreal, us out here alone in this utterly wild place. And then a horrible thought comes to me. “My phone!”

He pulls away. This expression I can read—it’s unhappiness. He hates my phone. But it’s my only lifeline to…everything. Precisely why he hates it, I suppose.

“It’s in my jacket pocket. I have to…” I start to peel out of the sleeping bag. The chilly air stings.

He grabs my shoulders and forces me back down. “No.”

“I need it, I just need it. I need to know it works, that’s all.” Emotion seizes me, like a fist around my chest at the thought of losing it, this one link I have to my life. “If I could just see that it works…that’s all. If it got wet, I could set it out to drain. I just need to know.” Fuck, am I going to start crying about my phone?

“You no longer need your phone.”

“My life is on it. Pictures. My family. My whole…” Tears heat my eyes. I feel like an idiot, but it represents everything. Not just my past, but not giving up getting away from him. Not giving up who I am.

He holds the ends of the sleeping bag tight around me. “I’ll do it.”

“You will?”

His brow is furrowed. It seems his need to keep me from crying is stronger than his hatred of my phone. He stands. “In the pocket?”

“Yes.”

He retrieves the wet jacket.

“Carefully.”

He unzips the pocket and pulls out the baggies. One piece of my phone in each.

“Is there water?”

He holds them up. There’s a tiny bit of water in the bottom of one. “I should throw it in the fire.”

“Please. No.”

He regards it darkly. Of course he would’ve heard me talking to my editor. How could he not have? This is a man who knows everything that happens all around him. Fuck, he probably heard it every time I snapped a picture.

I wouldn’t blame him if he stomped on it and threw it into the fire. Considering what he went through with that pack of rabid reporters.

My phone is the thing I would use to destroy him. He knows it.

“Please?”

It’s such a sight, him naked with mud smeared on him like war paint. Hair tangled with it. His muscles huge, cock half-hard, or maybe that’s just the size of it. He’s brutally gorgeous—that’s the only way to put it. Holding this phone of mine, a greater foe than the wasps.

“At least don’t tip it anymore.”

His scowl darkens his face and makes him look all the hotter. A man shouldn’t look so beautiful when he’s scowling. “Do I look like I’m tipping it?”

“No. Just…be careful.”

“You want me to piece it together and turn it on?”

“No—we’ll make sure it’s fully dry first. Take the pieces out carefully, let the water run out of them, and set them out on rocks with the plastic housing up. You know what I mean?”

He gives me a dark look that tells me he does. He takes the pieces out like they’re precious jewels and sets them on the rock, not too near the fire, but not so far. Because I want him to. Need him to.

“Your precious phone. You want to make sure it’s dry and warm even before you are.”

“I just need it.”

He grunts as he wipes the battery and sets it out. My only connection. My only lifeline.

In a weird way, I think this phone thing is more painful to him than the wasp incident. It makes me love him a little.

“Thank you, Kiro.”

He comes and stands over me, fierce and fucking glorious. “I’ll always take care of you, whether you like it or not.”

My blood races as he reaches down to where I hold the sleeping bag around my chest. He fits the sides together even more snugly. His abs are face level, lightly furred, but it’s his cock that’s consuming my attention. His cock is beautiful like him—dusky and rough, but probably soft to the touch.

He takes my hair in his fingers. He grows harder as he touches me. Harder and huger. “You should make yourself ready for me.”

“Wh-what?”

“I want you to spend this time touching yourself and making yourself ready for me to fuck you instead of running this time. You understand?”

“We’re back to that plan? The feeding and fucking bit?”

He regards me as if I’ve lost my mind. Like, what else are we going to do?

He disappears. I pull the sleeping bag around me. Is he fishing again? Were the wasps just another day at the office?

I shiver in front of the fire, surrounded by our wet things draped over trees, covered in wasp-sting-curing mud, and Kiro is down there fishing naked with his bare hands.

I’m a journalist who started life as a nurse. Not a lot of things surprise me. But Kiro does. No, scratch that—he doesn’t surprise me. He fills me with awe.

I’ve never truly respected what he is—actually wild.

A few minutes later, he stalks back with a fish in each hand. He’ll feed me, and then he’ll fuck me. That’s the plan here.

He crouches in front of the fire, working the fish with his knife, chopping off the head and tail and carefully slicing it in half. He places it on the grate I’d made him buy, and then he turns to me with his usual dark scowl. And I get butterflies in my stomach.

Butterflies.

“You like it cooked a great deal, I suppose,” he grumbles.

“Don’t you? Aren’t you glad we got that grate?” I say inanely.

He crouches there, naked and powerful and gorgeous, arranging the fish over the fire.

“Right? How would you cook it otherwise?”

Casually, he shifts the fish, poking at it. He pulls up the whole network of bones and tosses it aside, then does the same for the other.

“I wouldn’t cook it,” he says finally.

“What?” I ask. “You’d just rip into it like a bear? Like rarr-rarr with your teeth?” I’m joking around.

He frowns. It’s here I realize that it’s precisely what he would do.

“I don’t mean that like—”

There’s no sound but the sizzling of the fish. “Yes, I rip into it like a bear. Very much like a bear.”

I hurt his feelings. Fuck.

He twists some weedy leafs between his fingers. Seasoning the fish.

I realize the bandage I put on his shoulder gash is long gone. “I should look at your shoulder wound.”

He gazes up at me like, really?

“I’m just saying.”

“You should be making yourself ready for me under there.”

“What if I don’t? You can’t just be like, ‘I fed you, now I fuck you.’”

He studies my face, expressionless and savage. “You’re mine now, Nurse Ann.” He says it like this all is a concept I’m not grasping.

“Kiro—”

He turns back to his task. “If you don’t make yourself ready, then I’ll make you ready.”

He concentrates on the fish. I can smell it cooking. It smells good. I suppose I’m hungry, somewhere deep down, but all I can do is look at his cock. Big and wild and beautiful like him.

And he’s painted in mud. This beautiful, feral youth. I look at him, and I feel awe. Gratitude. Heat.

I look at him and I think, mine. Like he’s mine.

He sets two chunks of fish to the side to cool while he cooks another two.

He goes through the same process with this piece of fish.

When he deems the fish done, he stacks the pieces on the pie-sized tin that goes in the set with the drinking tin. And stalks to me, gaze hot, massive chest rising and falling.

The fish smells unbelievably good.

“Stand.”

I stand, wrapped up tightly in my sleeping bag.

He sits down on the rock I was on and simply pulls me down onto his lap, nestling me into him. My arms are pinned inside the sleeping bag. But mostly I’m aware of the stone of his cock at my ass. I squeeze my thighs together, feeling it…really a lot.

“I need my arms.”

He puts his mouth to my ear. “I’ll feed you.”

“I can hold the fish and feed myself.”

He tightens his arm around me, keeping me cocooned in. “All you have to do is stay warm.”

He holds the fish with one hand and rips off a morsel. “Open.”

I turn my head. “I can feed myself.”

He holds the piece in midair.

“Dude, I’m not a giant doll. I can feed myself.”

He puts a morsel nearer to my lips. “Open.”

I hesitate, then I open. He puts it in.

I chew. It’s delicious. And suddenly I want to cry. It’s crazy, but I just do. Nobody ever cared for me like this. Not for years, anyway.

“What is it?” he asks softly.

“I don’t know,” I sniffle. “I guess I always did want to try the paleo diet.”

“You joke when you’re upset. Another.”

He feeds me another.

“Aren’t you eating?”

“I will.”

I open my mouth. He feeds me.

It’s most delicious fish I’ve ever tasted, and suddenly I’m starving. I want more, and he feeds me more, his arm an iron band around my torso. “Is it good?”

“Yes,” I gasp.

He eats some himself. Grunts. He doesn’t give a fuck about the food.

He feeds me more. “Nothing will hurt you as long as I’m alive.”

I’m about to say he can’t make that promise, but he can. He almost died saving me today. Because I belong to him, a savage in the woods.

The word “surreal” comes from French, meaning “beyond real.” I never understood the full weight of the word until now. With Kiro. So surreal.

I’m a captive wrapped in a sleeping bag on the lap of a naked, half-wild man who’s covered in mud. He won’t let me go. He says I belong to him. He risked his life saving me today. He hunted for me, and now he’s feeding me. His cock is a stone at my ass crack. It feels good. I’m thinking about the French derivation of the word surreal.

Fuck. Where am I even going with that?

He brings his lips close to my hair. His voice is deep and rumbly. “Open,” he commands.

I open my mouth, and he feeds me another morsel. He watches me chew, arranging my hair around my shoulder. Because he wants to watch me eat the food he made for me. Because I belong to him.

The next piece is done. We eat it. Or more, he feeds it to me and himself. Eventually I feel full. “No more,” I say when he tries to feed me another.

He continues to eat. “Are you making yourself ready for me under there?”

“Excuse me? No.”

“Why not?” He sounds annoyed. “I told you I would fuck you, didn’t I?”

“That’s not how it works.”

“You know nothing of how it works.” He puts down the fish and presses a finger to my lips. I turn my head.

He grabs my hair and forces my head to turn back to him. “Suck it,” he says. “Make it clean.”

“I’m not your finger cleaning crew,” I say.

He touches my bottom lip with his pointer finger, holding me tightly. My belly feels animated with energy. Fuck—this is not turning me on. It can’t be.

He traces a finger around my lips. “Open.”

I stare into his amber gaze. His dark curls are caked with mud. It’s a fabulous look on him. Of course, everything’s a fabulous look on Kiro. He waits patiently, fingers at my lips. He’s willing to wait. He knows he’s in charge here.

I keep my lips zipped, heart pounding. It’s not that I don’t want to let his fingers invade me. It’s not that I don’t want him.

I want him too much. He’s too much—he’s too much man, too sexy. I’m too grateful. He’s too much in charge here. The balance of power is way too skewed.

He brings his face to my cheek. I stiffen. Will he bite me again? He can do anything he wants to me out here.

But instead, he presses his lips to my cheek. He kisses me softly. I didn’t even think he knew how to do that—to kiss not in a bruising, wild-man way.

His voice feathers my ear with heat. “I know when you’re aroused. I hear it in the tone of your voice. I see it in the way your gaze changes, as if you see everything and nothing. The taste of your skin. And your scent…”

I let out a shuddery breath.

He presses his fingers along my lips, asking for entry. “Take me, Nurse Ann.”

It’s the need in his voice that gets me. The need tells me he’s a little out of control, too. I open.

He pushes his fingers in. “Suck.”

I comply. His finger tastes mostly of…some spice. Thyme, I think. Maybe it grows wild. Maybe that’s what he used to season the fish. For me. He’d eat it raw, of course. And not in that sushi way.

I feel controlled, invaded. Wildly turned on.

“Take two.” He pushes in two, sliding them in, invading my mouth, exploring it, breath speeding. Then he puts in three. It’s a dress rehearsal to sucking his cock—we both know it.

I imagine him holding me down and shoving his thick, dusky cock into my mouth, taking his pleasure. And I would get a hand free and squeeze him at the root and make it feel really good. Has anybody ever sucked him really nicely and made him feel good like that?

Panting, he pulls out his fingers and slides them down my neck, leaving a cool, wet trail.

He pulls the sleeping bag sides from my grasp, exposing my naked body to the cold air.

“Hey!”

He ignores my protest and explores my body tenderly, pausing at my right breast. He traces a finger around the bottom of it, lifting it slightly as he goes.

I’m quivering, a naked captive on a half shell, pulse banging like a jackhammer. His fingers are magic on me. He plays me like a strange instrument, but instead of sound, he’s creating wild electricity.

The feeling is so intense, my skin feels tight. I think I can’t take any more of him touching me, but I don’t want him to stop.

“I smell your arousal already.” He hooks his feet inside my ankles, nudging my legs apart, exposing my bare sex to the cool late-afternoon air.

My heart pounds even harder.

One hand has reached my belly. “You like when the air is on your pussy. I remember from the store. You came alive when I held you open. Do you remember?”

“Um…”

“You see that flat limestone slab over there?” he asks, touching my nipple worshipfully, reverently. The way he touches me isn’t just about turning me on, though it’s definitely turning me on. It’s as if he needs to be touching me, sliding his hand over me, skin to skin.

“I didn’t know you’d be so soft here,” he says. “Your breasts are the softest things I’ve ever touched. And right here…” He scissors two fingers over a nipple, squeezing—hard.

I gasp at the sting of it, and he stops.

I’m panting.

“Too much?”

“Just enough!”

“Put your head back. Show your neck.”

I put my head back, unsure about this move. He puts his mouth over my jugular vein, kisses me there, utterly dominating me, enjoying me.

He traces his rough fingers down my belly, lingers there.

I squirm, but he doesn’t let me go. My pussy is bare to the endless wild, dark around us. Somewhere up above, the sun has come out. The forest floor is dappled with splashes of light.

“I asked you a question—the flat limestone slab, lighter than the rest. You see?”

“What about it?”

“It’s a little bit warm from the fire, but not too hot. I’ll hold your hair and press your cheek to that rock while I fuck you. It’ll feel good on your cheek. A little rough, but it won’t mark you.”

I swallow.

He slides his hand to the top of my mound. My entire soul curls and unfurls from sheer anticipation. I want him in me—his fingers, his cock, his tongue, whatever he’ll give me.

He slides his hand down, hitting my drippingly wet core. “You’re ready for me,” he whispers as he slides my juices around with two fingers.

His fingers are blunt and thick, like finger-sized caveman clubs, but he plays me like a maestro. He’s a master hunter, this guy, with superhuman physical skills.

“I’m going to have to fuck you hard,” he says. “I can’t help it. We almost died, and something gets in me when that happens.” His breath sounds a little ragged. “I’m making you very ready, though.” He applies two fingers to the job of getting me off now.

The more I twist, the more tightly he holds me.

He’s like one of those Japanese finger traps, tightening the more you try to escape—except in addition to tightening his hold on me, he strokes my core with more concentration, more keen resolve. More wicked technique. I twist on purpose now, enjoying his harsh hold.

“I want to enter you, Ann, and feel you tight around me.” He’s stroking me, panting. I’m fighting not to come, clenching my pussy, but really, that just makes the feeling more intense.

“I’m going to hold you by the hips. I’m going to hold you hard.”

He’s moving his fingers. Or maybe I’m moving around them.

“We almost died, and it makes me need you so much.”

He removes his hand from my sex and returns to my nipples, anointing them with my juices—gently this time.

My pussy throbs with need in the cold air. “Kiro! Touch me there again,” I beg. “Or let go of my hands and I’ll…I make myself ready.”

“Now you’ll make yourself ready? You’re already ready.”

“God, yes,” I gasp. “So ready.”

He hauls me up by the wrists and drags me to the flat rock he’d pointed out to me.

He lowers me down to my knees, standing behind me. I’m naked in the cool air—a naked, mud-covered warrior princess, kneeling in front of Kiro.

“Put your cheek to the place I showed you. Ass in the air for me.”

He doesn’t wait for my compliance, or maybe he’s just as crazy into the caveman thing as I am right now. He grabs my hair and forces me facedown, presses my cheek to the rock. Then he caresses my butt cheeks, like this is a new thing he wants to get into exploring. “You are so beautiful.”

He holds open my butt cheeks and drags a finger up my seam. My asshole jumps and quivers as he brushes his wicked finger over it.

I nearly implode from arousal. “Kirooo…”

This pleasurable feeling spreads through me as he presses a hand to the small of my back, pressing me down. It so turns me on, I feel crazy.

Fingers of sensation move all over my skin now, even where he’s not touching. My body is a topographical map of craving. I almost died today, too. And now I’ve never been more alive.

He jabs his fingers into my hips, positioning me for his pleasure.

I’m completely debased, this animal for him to fuck. I’ve never wanted it more.

I feel him position the head of his cock at my entrance, and all I can think is, yes. I want him to fuck me. Not just fuck me, but like this.

I feel him at my entrance, rough fingers positioning his head for me. They hit my clit, and I squeeze my pussy, trying to stave off coming. But that just makes it hotter. The feeling of him effervesces through me and he’s not even inside me.

“Relax for me. Open for me,” he grunts, working himself in.

My sex throbs, needing, wanting whatever he’ll give me. He starts out slow, pushing, filling. Then he shoves in, slamming mercilessly into me, filling me, filling my body, filling my mind.

I can feel him all up to my eyes.

He stays deep inside me, pressed flush to me. Then he reaches around and touches me, finding my pleasure, taking it like prey.

I come, shattering in a thousand pieces. A sound tears from his throat, and he begins to move, stoking me higher, taking me higher, taking everything from me.

He comes with something between a groan and a cry. He comes forever, sliding his hands around my lower back, coming down raggedly.


Chapter Thirty


Kiro

We set back out and make excellent time. I allow Ann to go without her hands bound now. I carry the canoe, and she follows me without objection.

She seems…different. I ask her what’s wrong, and she says nothing’s wrong. Still, she looks at me differently now. Like she’s seeing new things in my face that she didn’t see there before. She’s a little wary of me, I think.

Having her bend in front of me and beg was the most amazing thing I ever experienced. No, being inside her was the most amazing thing. Or maybe it was just touching her. Listening to her breathe. Or having her on my lap and listening to her enjoy the way I learned her and touched her. Maybe that was the best.

It was all the best.

Several hours and many miles later, I set the canoe into the fast-moving water. I want her again already. If we didn’t need to make good time, I’d stop to fuck again.

Instead we go. We’re heading west for a time. The current will be with us. The water is nice and high for this time of year, thanks to a rainy summer. It’s good; the trek was tiring. I still feel the poison of the wasp stings in my body, though the mud I found was good. Light in color, best for stings.

In the boat I ask her about her life growing up. I want to know everything about her.

She tells me about walking to school. ‘A shitty little school,’ she calls it. Her face softens. Stories relax her.

She went to high school, which I didn’t do—I stopped in third grade. She tells me about high school. She studied subjects I don’t even recognize.

She assures me that I’m as smart as anyone who attended high school, but I know my knowledge isn’t the same.

I ask her about one thing I’ve really been wondering about—the kitten.

“I don’t talk about the kitten,” she says.

The kitten experience wounded her somehow. She doesn’t trust me enough to tell me. I wait, but she doesn’t relent.

I die a little to realize she doesn’t trust me, still. But why should she? I’m her captor. I tied her up and carried her. It was wrong to do that—so wrong. I always hated when it was done to me. I can’t do it again—I won’t. I’ll find other ways to make her come with me.

I ask her about her sister and her parents. She enjoyed family dinners instead of dreading them like I did. She told her parents things that were important to her instead of hiding them like I did, for fear they’d be somehow destroyed or taken away. She loves her sister, too. She talks about how proud she is of her sister, the actress in Hollywood.

I listen, seized with so many emotions, I can barely paddle. This is what the people on TV have—their families love them, and they love them back. They want to see each other and tell each other things. Help each other.

I would have loved such a family.

Is this what I’m taking away from Ann?

I try not to think about it. I’ll make her happy—I know I can.

Sometimes she pauses and stares up at the trees, and I know she thinks it’s beautiful. It gives me hope that I can make her happy. I have to make her happy. I don’t want to be without her.

We make good time. We stay overnight on another island. I bend her over and fuck her after she’s good and ready, which means begging. I decide to only fuck her if she begs me. She seems to like that best.

We share the sleeping bag. I want to be near her, but I also need to know if she gets up.

The next morning, we push off the shore, under the shadow of towering rocks. She sits on the seat in front of me, facing forward—away from me. She seems to want her own space at times.

I allow it.

She won’t jump out because of the icy water—I’m sure she had more than enough of swimming out here, and the water is even colder now, being that we’re getting farther north.

I imagine her paddling around on her own someday and coming back to me—not because she can’t survive or doesn’t know her way home, but because she wants to be by my side. It’s a dangerous thought, yet I can’t help but have it. I want so badly to trust her, to think she’s my partner, my ally, my pack, like when we were back at the institute.

Back then she felt like a true ally. A true friend. So much more.

I paddle us forward, under soaring rocks and trees. With the current behind us, it feels like we’re flying.

Three days until we get there. On my own I could make it in two.

My heart pounds when I think about seeing my pack again. They’re not the original ones I met: they’re more. These are the wolves I grew up with. I describe each one to Ann and tell her their names. I tell her exactly how they’ll greet me in exactly what order.

First Red will leap on me, nip at me. My closest friend, like a brother. Pack leader by the time I left. I’ll grab his scruff, gray and black, a slash of reddish fur along his back. And Snowy. Wild and playful. She’ll come next.

I tell Ann about the different things they do. Like snapping—they’re not trying to bite you; it’s just about making that sound with their teeth to warn you off. Or when they bow, chin near the ground, eyes up. It means they want to play.

Red and Snowy and I were a unit in the pack. They stayed with me when I was injured and couldn’t move. They slept with me and protected me from unfriendly wolves. They only ran when the campers came with guns. My heart pounds to think of seeing them again.

Now and then I hear other wolves howling. Not mine—we’re deep into another pack’s area. But soon. Every smell feels like home. Like family.

I can almost feel Red’s rough scruff in my fingers, the cool wetness of his nose.

They’ll accept Ann if she’s with me. I’ll keep a close watch until I know things are right.

“Wait,” she says. “Where’s that keychain? Wait.” She pulls it out of the pack and examines it. “This is like your friend. Red. The reddish back. Is that why you like it? Because it looks like him?”

“Yeah. But I don’t need that thing anymore.”

She beams at me. “You’re going home to your family. You so can’t wait to see them.”

“I so can’t wait,” I say.

She smiles. She smiles when I say things the way she does.

She wears her brown hair in a braid, exposing her pale neck. I think she’s more beautiful than anything out here. More beautiful and still more painful.

She could have died so easily. She would only have had to swallow one wasp.

She’s paying attention to her surroundings, memorizing the way back. I hate that she’s doing it.

“Until you’re really used to this wilderness, all the trees and rocks look the same.”

“We’ll see.”

I put extra muscle into my strokes, as though I can glide over her words, hating her, hating this. I’m in utter control of her out here, so why do I feel so helpless? I want to fuck her again so badly, I can’t think straight.

“Don’t worry, I’m not planning on running off and stepping in another wasp nest if that’s what you’re worried about.”

In truth, I’m worried about everything.

“But I am going to leave. And I’m going to find out your story—not your forest story—that’s yours, and I won’t invade it. But Kiro, your story with the mafia. What the fuck. I can’t stop thinking about it. No matter how deep we go, I feel like it’s dangerous. Have you ever heard the saying ‘you can’t run forever’?”

I sigh, weary of the story talk.

“I get it, you don’t trust me quite yet. But you should trust my journalistic instincts. I wish you knew I only ever wanted to help you.”

The emotion in her hits me. She really wants me to believe it.

“Anyways, the point is, you don’t have your power until you know your story. More knowledge is always best. More light is always safer. If I were you, I’d do anything to understand what the fuck was happening.”

“Knowing my story won’t stop them from hunting me. My story isn’t the reason—”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah. They hunt you because you’re different.” Her eyes shine. “It’s such total fucking bullshit.”

Her ferocity takes my breath away.

“You are being hunted, and you have no idea why. I know you think it’s because you’re different, but trust me—you’re wrong.”

She sounds so sure of herself. I love her like this. “So you say.”

“So I know! They know your name from before you were adopted—this name of yours. Kiro. Why do they need to kill you so badly? I can’t believe it’s not driving you crazy. Because it’s definitely driving me crazy.”

The moon has risen, a circle in the sky, a pale, shimmering splotch on the water.

“I get that you hate that I’m a journalist, but guess what? I know when there’s something big. I have instincts. I can’t recognize one pile of rocks from another—it’s true. But you don’t know shit about stories. Light is better than darkness. Knowledge is better than ignorance. It’s true for you just like it’s true for everyone else. You think you’re so fucking different.”

“You don’t understand. You can’t understand unless you’re me.”

“Ugh!” She flops back, frustrated. I want to kiss her, but I think she wouldn’t like it right now.

We enter a narrow stretch of river. Familiar bird sounds echo in the trees—night birds, starting to hunt. The terrain rolls out like a map in my heart.

I close my eyes and imagine the howls of my pack, each voice utterly distinct. I imagine the relief of hearing them and calling back. I imagine falling into them.

My heart hammers. Even Ann wants to get away from me, but Red never wanted to get away. Snowy never wanted to get away.

“Why did the wasps go after me?” she asks after a while.

“Because you stepped on their hive. You became a threat,” I explain, surprised she doesn’t understand something so obvious.

“Maybe they attacked me because I’m a human.”

“They would only bother to attack you if they saw you as a threat.”

“Maybe they didn’t like me because I’m different.”

I growl. The professor used to do what she’s doing—questions and answers designed to teach me things. “Talk to me normal, or don’t talk to me at all.”

“You need to ask the question, Kiro. Why are you a threat to the mob? You’re clearly not after them, so why is your very existence a threat?”

I push us on forward. There was an island near here. Always so much better to stop on an island for the night. I’m hard already thinking about her.

“You have to ask the right questions to get the story.”

“The professor used to say, ‘If all you have is a hammer, everything looks like a nail.’ You’re a reporter. All you think about is a story. Everything is the story. Let them come after me. If they get too close, I’ll rip their throats out.”

She continues on, undeterred. “It costs thousands of dollars a day for a mob boss to have soldiers after somebody. And to send them on trips like what they did? There’s a big reason they want you dead. I’ve been thinking about it. You have either power or people.”

The island comes into view. I point. “We’ll stop up there.”

We pull up the canoe. She unpacks while I make a fire.

“You could have assets of some sort that you don’t know about. I wonder if that’s it,” she says.

“I’m tired of this talk.”

“I’m not. The more I ponder, the more my money is on family. You have a family. A true family. Maybe your enemies want to hurt this family or usurp some territory…”

“I have a true family. The wolves are my family.”

She sits and warms her hands near the fire. “You’re not a wolf.”

Not a wolf. Not a man.

I take her hair in my hand and pull her up. I put my lips to her ear. “The wolves are my true family. And you’re my mate, so they’re officially your family now, too.”

“Repeating it a lot doesn’t make it true.”

I jerk her softly, to remind her who is in control. Her pulse begins to hammer in her throat. “You’re mine to feed. Mine to care for.” I’ll smell her arousal soon. “Mine to fuck,” I breathe into her ear.

The moon catches her hair, giving it a soft glow.

“Mine to make come.”

“You can make me come,” she says breathlessly. “Congratulations. You think that makes us mates? A relationship is mutual. It’s about mutual trust and respect of what the other one knows and says.”

Miserably, I twist her hair, wondering if there is some man out there she has that with. Mutual trust and respect. Love. A man who’s not a savage.

“Like a fucking caveman. You don’t even know—”

I jerk her hair to stop her from talking, feeling so hopeless. She wants to leave and figure out my story. I know how to make her stay, but I don’t know how to make her want to stay.

She looks up at me, all fire and defiance. I don’t know how to behave like one of the civilized men she prefers, but I know how to make her beg.

So I do it—I make her beg, and then I put her on her hands and knees and fuck her, lose myself in her warmth and softness.

Afterward, she collapses on her back and stares at the sky, sated. “Kiro. Fuck.”

“What is it?”

She says nothing.

“Maybe you’re hungry. I’ll get us food.”

“Yeah, that must be it. Great sex and food. That’s all I need.”

I go to catch fish.

When I get back, she’s riffled through our things. Looking for her phone. She didn’t find it; it’s in my pocket, along with the wolf keychain.

I cook the fish, and we eat in silence.

The meal is good, and there are roasted hickory nuts and berries, too. “You’re still unhappy,” I say.

“There’s a shocker. You fed me, and I’m not happy. Maybe I’m not a pet hamster.”

I frown. Everything with her hurts.

“Can I have my phone?”

“No.”

“I’m not going to call anybody. It’s not like I can get a signal out here. I just want to see if it still works.”

“Something tells me not to,” I say.

“You can watch me. You’ll see the little bars not firing up.”

I don’t know how the phones work. What if she signals somebody? But the phone would make her happy—I know that. I can’t let her go, but I can give her the phone.

“I promise,” she says.

She’s a reporter, my natural enemy, as much as she says she isn’t. I can’t see how it can be otherwise. She doesn’t trust me—not even enough to tell me the secret of the kitten.

But then she turns her pleading eyes to me and my heart melts.

I want to make her happy.

I force myself to hand the plastic bag to her.

“Thank you.”

My pulse drums in my ears as she takes the parts out of the baggies and fits them together. She moves over on the log and pats it. “Come here. You can see.”

I sit. The thing is just a black rectangle. She presses something. Nothing happens. “Please, please, please,” she whispers to her phone.

A white apple appears. “Yaasssss.” She turns to me. “Thank you. Thank you for trusting me.”

Something warms in my heart.

“I know it wasn’t easy,” she says.

“It was worth it.” I catch a brown curl in my finger. I watch her watch her phone. I enjoy making her happy.

“Look,” she says. “There’s my dog. Bernard.”

I look down at a large black and brown and white dog with a boxy nose. He has a stick in his mouth.

“Bernard?”

“He was a St. Bernard dog. Big. Friendly. He was…such a good dog.”

She flicks the photos by, one by one. She stops on another one with her and Bernard. Bernard’s licking her face. She’s smiling, laughing.

She flips on and stops at an image of her with an older couple. “My mom and dad. That’s our porch. Ten years ago. And here’s me and my sister, Maya.”

She shows me the house where she grew up. She shows me herself standing next to a dusty Jeep in front of a sign that has strange squiggly writing on it. Then her and four smiling men crowded around a table, all holding tall glasses with leaves stuffed into them. “That’s a café in Beirut,” she says. “We drank a lot of mint tea there.” The men are all journalists like her, doing pieces, she says. She shows me a picture of the desert. She stands next to a camel.

I sneak glances at her face as she moves through the photos. She seems so alive when she looks back on this life of hers.

This is how she looks when she’s happy, I think with a start. A way she’s never been with me. A way she might never be again. Because I’ve taken her away from her life.

I bite back the despair.


Chapter Thirty-One


Tanechka

Viktor glances over at me from the front seat of the car. He’s not used to me dressing as a nun. I’m sure he hoped I never would again. But this outfit will help us get close to the man who can give us information on Kiro. We hope.

It is very much like old times in Moscow when we worked as assassins together. Waiting outside a man’s home. Two hours we have been out here, but the man will come now—we both have the sense of that. We share the sense of it.

It feels good.

“Soon,” I say.

He doesn’t smile, but small dimples appear on his cheeks. Something that comes before a smile. A flash of happiness, I suppose you would call it.

I feel it too.

We’re together again. Dangerous like old times. We’ll find his brother.

This man we pursue—this Gregor—is a Russian mob techie who defected to Lazarus, and he’s quite religious. I know how to move like a nun. How to speak like a nun. He’ll be easy to fool.

We have to take him off the street and make him help us get ears on Lazarus—that’s how Viktor’s brother Aleksio likes to put it. Get ears on a man. Hack into his communications.

Somehow, they’re tracking Kiro. We need to know everything.

Lazarus isn’t a stupid man. Kiro beat him once at the insane asylum. The next time Lazarus goes at Kiro, it will be with an army. Aleksio thinks he’s already chasing him.

I feel as fierce about finding Kiro as Viktor does. As Aleksio does. I want to find him as if he’s my own brother. He will be once Viktor and I are married.

Viktor passes me a pear. “If he comes with more than one, I’m going out with you.”

“There will be no killing, pryanichek.” I slice off the fat side of the fruit. “If there are more than one, I’ll handle them all, and if you come out with me when I don’t need you, I’ll put you back in the hospital, perhaps right next to them.”

“I’ve never wanted to fuck you more than right now, Tanechka.”

I hand him over a slice and smile. I will very much like him to fuck me.

“I’m not letting you fight a group,” he says.

“I tire of this discussion.” The plan is for me to separate Gregor from the herd. “This one respects nuns. His friends too.” I slice off another bit of pear. I hold his eyes and slip it into my mouth. With this I make him think many things.

I no longer strive to be a nun. I can’t be true to Jesus in my body like a nun should. And there were my years of being an assassin; it was easier to aspire to be a nun when I didn’t remember those years. But still Jesus is in my heart. Viktor doesn’t understand, but it’s okay.

My love of Viktor is deeper than it ever was. My concentration is deeper. Even my aim is better. Things are better now that I have this peace.

Viktor and I have made a new home together. The home Viktor made for us before was very much a museum of our old life. I’m glad it burned. Our new home has things from our new life in America, like a giant painting of a fish from IKEA. We have named it “Guppy.”

They let him out of the hospital four weeks back. Gunshot wounds to his midsection. It was mostly his spleen. He hides his pain. He’s not supposed to move around violently. A difficult thing to enforce.

A car slides by—too slowly. Our intelligence is that Gregor will walk home from his dinner at the restaurant, but the car doesn’t move right. We both mark it. A minute later we both ignore it. Texting.

“I should shoot his phone from his hand,” he says.

I slide my gaze to the side mirror. A group of three men. One of them Gregor. “Hey.”

“Gotcha.”

I shoot Viktor a warning look. “No killing.” He puts up his hands in pretend self-defense as I slide out, prayer rope in one hand, switchblade in the other.

I wander up the street, appearing lost.

Gregor needs to approach me. This is the hard part, what to do if one of the others approaches me instead.

I make eye contact with Gregor, willing him.

He addresses me in Russian. “Sister? Can I help you?”

I clutch my rope, so humble. I move in a way that he recognizes, a way that is deeply familiar to his bones. He reads me as real. This is something the sisters gave me when I had amnesia.

“It’s okay,” he says in Russian to the other guys. He flicks his fingers, an order to stay back. “It’s okay.”

I go to him and show him my map.

“Let’s see now,” he says.

Out comes the blade. “My pika is two inches from your beating heart. It is not good.”

He stares at me, mouth agape. He thought I was real.

I am real. Not in the way he thinks, perhaps. “You will tell them to leave you. You’re troubled. You want to talk to the mother alone. You will walk me back alone. Tell them this.”

He complies, telling the men he’d like to walk me to the address I seek. “Go on without me.”

The men amble away. There is no trickery—they really are leaving.

“That is good. Maybe you will live.”

“Did Dmitri send you?”

I smile a small smile. “I’m with Viktor.” My heart swells as I say this.

Gregor, however, goes white. As he should. Viktor Dragusha is crazy—everyone knows it.

“Help us and you won’t die,” I tell him. We walk down the street and around the corner, and then another. Viktor drives up, and I shove Gregor in and get in.

We’ll get a lot out of this one, I can tell. I pray he can lead us to Lazarus, to Kiro.

Kiro has no idea what’s coming at him.


Chapter Thirty-Two


Ann

We share a sleeping bag again. I wake up first and watch him sleep. It’s nice. I feel safe next to his big, warm body and I wish he was awake. I want to talk with him and hang out with him. Joke with him. Fuck him.

Not that I don’t want to get away. I have to get away—there’s no other rational choice, right? But still…

I don’t just feel safe with him, I feel relaxed in a way I haven’t for a long time, and I’m finally caught up on my sleep. Trapped out here with Kiro, exactly where I don’t want to be, I feel…almost human.

And I don’t have nightmares of the kitten anymore. I still have nightmares, but they’re of the collapsed hospital. Which actually was nightmarish. It always seemed suspicious that I freaked about the kitten and not about being trapped in that hospital.

Like maybe my mind has decided it’s strong and safe enough now to freak out about something that was actually scary. Out here in the peace and quiet.

With Kiro.

I reach out and smooth a beard hair, getting it into place alongside the others. He’s a beautiful study in browns. His wasp stings are still visible as lumps along one cheekbone, but they only seem to accentuate his rugged hot-guy looks.

Him giving me the phone was huge. He doesn’t trust technology, but he trusted me. I wish he’d trust me about his story. He needs to know what’s going on out there.

Little furrows appear on the insides of his eyebrows, then they disappear.

Softly I whisper, “Are you awake?”

The side of his mouth quirks.

I press my finger to his lips. “Freak.”

He keeps his eyes closed.

I touch his chin.

He grabs my wrist.

I laugh, surprised, and something softens in his face, as though he likes the sound. Hearing is everything to him. He opens his eyes.

“Take a picture, it might last longer,” I joke.

He furrows his brow, like he does when he doesn’t quite understand something.

Suddenly everything that was soft and beautiful in him goes hard and feral. He tightens his hold on my wrist. His gaze shifts to the side.

He hears something.

All I hear is the wind in the treetops. “What—”

“Shhh.” He sniffs the air.

“Ow.”

“They’re here.”

“Who?”

He glares at me.

“What?”

“You alerted somebody. With your phone.”

“I didn’t alert anybody! There was no signal. We’re not near anything—”

“There’s no way anyone could’ve tracked us. It had to be your phone.”

“I didn’t alert anyone. I swear—”

He sucks in a breath. “They’re the ones from before. They’d kill you as easily as they’d kill me. Why would you signal them?”

“I didn’t! I wouldn’t—I don’t even have anyone to alert.”

He studies my eyes. He wants to believe me. Finally he takes my hand and pulls me up and away from the small encampment. Maybe he half-believes me.

“You won’t call out to them if you know what’s good for you.”

“Why would I? What’s happening?”

He regards me warily. “We have to get off the island.” He pulls me across to the far, swampy edge. We’re surrounded by cattails and scrubby willows.

He listens. I still don’t hear anything, but from the way he moves his head, I can tell he hears and smells things. Maybe he’s even zeroing in on the location. Because Kiro is fucking magic.

“Take off your boots.”

“Excuse me? Should we get the canoe?”

“So they can see where we are?” He points across the channel to the woods.

He wants us to muck out there and swim for it.

“No,” I say. “Fuck no.”

He turns to me, glowering. “Do I need to drag you?”

I swallow, knowing he would. I gather myself. If he says they’re here, they’re here. I untie my boots and step out of them, sinking even deeper into the freezing muck. “Let’s go.”

He points. “My footsteps.”

I follow him out, sinking knee-deep in the cold, slimy muck, holding my boots above my head until we hit clear water. Kiro’s in bare feet, of course. He’s been going more and more without his boots, like he’s reverting back to his wild self the deeper we go.

I swim quietly after him through the painfully freezing water, copying his movements, staying quiet, aware. There’s more muck on the other side. I’m chattering my teeth off.

We trudge up to the shore. I follow him in. The terrain hurts my feet. “Wait. Let me put on my boots.”

“No time.” He picks me up, carrying me through the woods—fast. He doesn’t quite follow a straight line; he seems to choose his course by the terrain, and he gets some serious loft as he goes, his movements more animal than human.

He slows at the base of a huge pine tree, looks up, then goes to another and another, and then he stops.

“What the hell, Kiro?”

He puts me down. “You’ll climb.”

“What?”

“There’s no time.”

I feel the blood drain from my face. He senses danger. Whether he trusts me or no, he senses that the danger extends to me.

“Maybe I can help you.”

“I’ll fight better if I know you’re safe. I won’t have to listen for you.”

“How do you know I can’t help?”

“I know. Please,” he grates.

It’s so unusual for him not to simply issue a command that I’m taken off guard.

“Let me see you get up there. High up. You’re safe up there—nobody will look up there, nobody will shoot up there. Wait for me to call to you. If I don’t call…don’t trust the silence. Stay. Wait it out.”

I rest my palm on his beard. “Okay.” I mean the touch as a comforting gesture, but there’s a tightness in his brow; it seems almost to hurt him more than anything. Like my kindness hurts him.

And I realize something about him: This is a man who doesn’t know what to do with kindness.

Kiro knows what do when people hate him. He knows about being hunted and trapped and confined and beaten. But he’s never known kindness.

He’s never thought to expect anything like that from me. Why should he?

It makes me want to put my arms around him and pull him to me. I want to tell him he’s amazing and fierce and brave, and surprising all the time. I want to tell him he deserves kindness. That he’s worthy of love.

Very worthy of love. My heart pounds. “Kiro.”

“Please.” He hoists me up to the lowest branch. Kiro needs me to do this now. I catch the branch and scramble up, shivering, channeling my inner monkey, making sure not to look at the ground.

Up, up I climb. My hand slips at one point, but I catch myself on my arm and keep going. I find a place that’s good and high. I cling to a branch, waiting, hoping he doesn’t think it’s me who alerted them.

I peer down through the branches. My vision of the forest floor is mostly obstructed by tree limbs, but I can see stretches here and there. I don’t see Kiro. But I’m thinking he’s made himself invisible, hunting in the shadows.

Kiro. Caring for me. Feeding me. Protecting me. I tell him that’s not how it works, but it’s more than anyone else has done for me for a long time.

He suspects I signalled for them to come, but he protects me anyway. He made a vow.

I wait for forever, thinking about what it must have been like for him, a boy, really and truly alone. Maybe hiding in trees just like this, frightened of what roamed below. Trying to make sense of the world. Always on the outside looking in.

Kind of like me—alone, always watching. Peering in from the outside at other people’s stories, but never a part of them. Living life, really, in service to other people’s stories.

And when you fall apart, nobody is there.

I try to think how anybody could track us so deep into the forest. Kiro thinks the phone is the only way, but…

A sick feeling comes over me. My editor, Murray, sent over that phone.

Fuck.

Did he put something in there? He’d know I’d disable the GPS if I didn’t want to be found, but could there be a tracker? Fuck. Of course. Activated by firing up the battery, I’m guessing. It would have to be, way out here. A small enough one to fit into the phone, anyway.

Fuck!

How could I be so stupid? Murray’s motivated by money. Once I took control of the story, it was less scintillating. Less exploitative. Much less valuable to him. The Albanian mob would pay way better.

Kiro’s right—I alerted them. He knows it was me, and still he tries to keep me safe.

I need to explain, but not now.

I track the shadows of the branches on the forest floor, watching them move. I suppose it would be a way of marking time if I knew anything whatsoever.

The shadows move a good long while before I hear the vehicle. No—two vehicles. Maybe more. ATVs? How did they get them here—choppers? Motorized boats? Motorized vehicles aren’t legal in this wilderness area, but then again, neither is the hunting of humans.

The faint timbre of male voices carries through on the breeze.

I make myself small. Still. The canoe is back at the island—that’s where they’ll look for us. I suppose it gives Kiro the opportunity to observe them.

The breeze shifts, and the talking fades. How many?

Shouts, then nothing.

I wait a while longer. I hear rustles now and then, but that may be animals. Or Kiro.

A voice is raised. They’re calling a name. There’s confusion. Something’s happening. I squeeze my eyes shut.

Kiro. Please be okay.

A sharp blast rips the silence. A gunshot. Another.

Craaack-craaack-craaack.

I smash my palms over my ears, a vice grip that does nothing to muffle the blasts of semiautomatic weaponry. The firing intensifies. I imagine them strafing the woods.

I hold on to my head, like if I cringe hard enough, I’ll keep out the guns, keep Kiro safe.

My legs are looped around the branch so hard, I think I’ll never pry them off. The shooting seems to go on forever.

And then it stops.

I grip the branch and listen. The wind shifts.

Nothing.

I press my forehead to the rough bark, willing for Kiro to be okay. The idea of a world without Kiro seems…unbearable.

The shooting starts up again. I clap my hands around my ears again. I tell myself it’s good they’re still shooting—it means Kiro’s alive. A threat to them. But then, one bullet could end him, so how is that good?

Footsteps underneath me. I stiffen as I see guys in camo with South African street sweepers pass below. You get to know the makes of assault weapons out in the hot zones. You need those details for your pieces. The men down there are being stealthy, which I suppose is a good sign. It means they’re scared. Another group goes past.

One man follows them from a distance; he turns now and then to walk backwards. There’s a slight movement to his side—I see a flash. Hear a soft oof.

Rustling. Snap. That’s a bone breaking.

I stretch to the side and catch sight of Kiro, face bloody, rising from the broken heap that was the man. Kiro wipes his eyes again and again. A cut on his brow is bleeding into his eyes.

Head wounds bleed like a motherfucker, even when they’re not serious. A head wound. Does he have a concussion? At the very least, it’s fucking up his vision.

He can’t fight if he can’t see!

He’s gone in a flash. I hear more commotion. Somebody goes down. There’s a shot. Yelling. The guttural cry of a man dying. Frightened voices.

Kiro’s out there, hunting and killing them one by one. One unarmed guy against dozens of armed men.

Awe shudders through me. Kiro.

I want to help him, but I need to trust what he told me—that I’m more of a help if he doesn’t have to worry about me. I rub my thumb over a little rough patch of bark.

More of the men pass under me. They’re talking about his bloody face. They sound confused, like there’s something they don’t understand.

I hear the words “Savage hearing…how he’s doing it?…fucker doesn’t need to see…”

Of course. Kiro’s tracking them through sound and probably scent.

His words trail off. Suddenly a shrieking alarm pierces the air. A key fob alarm.

No! He won’t hear them coming now.

I panic, clinging to my branch. There are more shots. Yelling. I’m really torn about going down there, now. Suddenly it all stops.

Utter silence.

Movement below. “Ann.”

“Kiro?”

“It’s okay.”

I scramble down into his arms. His shirt is off, tied around his head to stanch the flow of blood.

“Are you okay?”

He touches his forehead. “A scratch.”

“You’re bleeding. You might need stitches.”

“I’m fine. Unlike your friends.”

“I didn’t signal them. I figured it out, Kiro—I got played.”

Warily, he searches my eyes. “You put your phone on, and it brought them.”

“But I didn’t mean to. I thought it was okay, but my editor who sent my phone put something on it that I didn’t know about. I swear I didn’t know. I was fooled…”

I trail off. The hopelessness in his face is fucking killing me.

It’s all just words, and Kiro doesn’t care about words. My actions make me a liar. I brought them. I said it wouldn’t happen, but it did. “Kiro,” I plead.

“We should get the canoe and go.” He takes my arm and leads me to a tree at the shoreline. The canoe is still there, across the stream. “I’ll get it. You’ll wait here.”

“I don’t get it. You don’t trust me, you think I’d send people after us like that, but you want me to stay with you?”

“You’re my mate.” He reaches out to take my hair in two bunches, like two ponytails, and pulls me to his chest. He kisses the top of my head. I think he’s relieved I’m okay. He pulls away. “We have to go.”

Fuck.

He never expected anything better from me. He doesn’t think to ask for more for himself. Not trust, not affection. Certainly not love.

I look up into his beautiful, bloody, bee-stung face. The world sees a savage, but I see a man so achingly alone that he’ll have me even if he can’t trust me.

It breaks my heart.

I slide my thumb along his cheekbone. “You have blood here,” I whisper. I urge him to the water’s edge. “Come here.”

He comes with me. I pull the shirt from his head and bend over to dip a corner of it in the water and clean his face. He stands still as I do it, eyes shut. It’s as if he doesn’t want to scare me off from this small act of caring.

I inspect the cut on his forehead. It’s small. Only an overzealous doctor would stitch it.

“It looks okay,” I say.

I wet the cloth in the river and use it to clean his face a bit more. He sucks in a breath as I swipe a bit of mud off his chest. So many scars. I find I want to kiss the scars of this beautiful, wounded, savage boy who thinks he’s not worth loving.

I scrub a little harder. I can feel the enjoyment in him. I love the enjoyment in him. I love caring for him like this. Being a team.

“We have rubbing alcohol in the first-aid kit. That would be good for your head.”

He nods.

Words mean nothing to him; he said as much before. But my caring for him means something. My giving a shit that he has blood and mud on him means something.

Nobody ever gave a shit about him. Maybe that’s why he felt so fiercely toward me in the institute. It probably seemed like I was acting as his mate.

“Close your eyes.” I wet the cloth again and clean a streak of mud from his temple. A warm glow spreads in my chest, lighting dark corners, like tendrils of warmth and light, connecting the disconnected cold, dark bits that I had hidden away.

I press my other hand to his cheek, but this isn’t a clinical touch at all. It’s affection. It’s me not getting enough of Kiro. It’s me maybe never getting enough of Kiro.

He opens his eyes.

“Didn’t I tell you to close your eyes?”

He closes his eyes. “Yes, Nurse Ann.”

I slide my hand across his whiskers. The warmth spreads deeper, hotter.

My wild affection for him exists the way a mountain does—it’s just there, damn everything else.

“We should move on,” he rasps.

I touch the spot next to his eye. And then I get up on tiptoes and kiss his nose.

His eyes fly open, a bolt into my soul. I slide my palms over his arms and chest, dirty and sweaty.

I kneel and dip the cloth into the water and clean him some more. I want to clean him. I want to do everything for him. This is Kiro’s language. His pulse thrums in his neck. I slide my hand over his neck, feeling the way desire builds in him. In me.

I want to do everything for him.

My eyes rest on his cock, hard through his pants. I press my palm over him. He hisses out a breath. Maybe he’s hard from the fight, maybe from the way I’m caring for him, or just the kiss.

I kneel before him and put my face to the place where the bulge strains most tightly against the rough canvas of his pants. His cock jumps under the fabric.

I turn my eyes up to him. He’s watching me, half-wild. Words mean nothing, but actions mean everything to him. I set aside the shirt and hold his gaze as I unsnap his pants. I shove them down, partway down his legs.

His chest heaves.

Panting.

I’m stricken with awe at the sheer wildness of him, hair tangled and dirty from battle, breath heaving in and out. He’s like a medieval warlord, nostrils flaring with every breath.

“Ann,” he grates out.

I wrap my hand around his cock, wild and beautiful and foreboding as he is. His hand goes to my hair. I hold him around the root, barely fitting my fingers around his massive girth. I set my lips on his head, licking off the gleaming droplet at the end.

He strokes my hair, breathing ragged. His clumsy movements tell me he’s as turned on as I am.

I wet him with my lips, take in more of him, sucking, squeezing. He tastes of salt and sweat and man. He tightens his hand in my hair and begins to move, fucking my mouth gently.

I squeeze him and jack him off as I suck. I know the hand feels good, but it’s also a little bit of self-preservation—a stopper from him shoving his crazy Kiro hugeness all the way down my throat.

His hand snags on my hair. He’s covered in sweat and the dirt of battle. I love him like this. I want him to make me dirty.

I look up into his face as I suck him. I show him by my actions that I’m with him. It makes no sense to my brain, but utter sense to my heart. The affection I have for him is strange and real and true. Does he feel it?

He makes a little sound, eyes glued to mine, fixed on mine.

He’s all I see. All I hear. Until the explosion rips out from behind me. I pull my lips off him and turn.

A man on the ground. With a gun—pointed up at Kiro.

Hands clap down on my shoulders. A heavy weight. I turn and meet Kiro’s eyes. My first thought is that he’s unhappy I disengaged.

Then I see it—his eyes awash in pain. Shock. Accusation. Blood drips down the side of his neck.

“No!” I burst up to steady him.

Blood flows from the side of his head—a wound in the side of his head. That man just shot him.

“Oh my God! No!” I get him to the ground. I kneel at his side. There’s so much blood. “Kiro!” My hands shake as I wipe away the blood. Shot in the head.

A noise right behind us. I look around. The bloody man is on his belly, gun shaking in his hand. He’s going to shoot Kiro again, or at least try.

I go to him and slam my boot down onto his wrist. There’s craaaack as he releases the gun. He’s pale. Sweating. Respiration failing. Lots of blood on his shirt.

He’s alive but bleeding out. “Help me,” he says.

He has the look of a man beyond help. It would probably be best to kill him.

I take his gun instead and rush back to Kiro.

“Kiro, stay with me!” I brush his hair back with shaking hands, trying to assess the wound, keeping the man’s gun by my side, alert for any movement, any sound.

He’s losing consciousness.

I dab at it and determine that the bullet didn’t go through. It grazed his head. I heave a sigh of relief, though a bullet doesn’t have to go in to do a hell of a lot of damage. It’s a blow to the head, just like a baseball bat could do.

He’s mumbling.

“Stay still.” I tie a makeshift bandage around his head like a headband, then I tear off my jacket and tuck it around him. I pull his pants back up and tuck his cock back in and button him up.

A rustling sound. I grab the gun and stand. The one who shot us stares sightlessly at the sky. I watch him for a while, just to make sure he’s not faking it. I’ll shoot him if I have to.

More rustling—from another direction.

I back up to the shadow side of the tree.

A squirrel.

Deep breath.

I go back to Kiro. He tries to get up, then sits back down. Dizzy.

“You’re okay, you just need to keep still.”

Except this is a dangerous place to stay. Dead men all around. Are they all even dead? More could just be injured.

I examine the gun in my hand. I’ve had firearms training, but I’ve never shot anybody who wasn’t made of paper. That’ll change if anyone else goes after Kiro.

Think, think.

I turn my senses to our surroundings. Handle immediate danger first—that’s the rule at times like this. I creep around, find another body. Another. One that looks alive until I toe him and see the amount of blood that’s run out of his mouth.

I spot a pack near a tree and go to it, carefully, like something might jump out.

There’s some kind of radio walkie-talkie device in the outer pocket. Inside a small Styrofoam pack are several baggies of dried food and beef jerky. Money, first aid, two guns. I hear the voice—faint. Hello? Come in.

It’s coming from the radio walkie-talkie thing. The connection is open.

I put down the pack and take it out, holding it like it’s alive, like it might bite me.

Come in, motherfuckers, the voice says.

Nothing.

Who’s out there? We’re fifteen minutes out. Keep your lines open—we have your location. You copy? You out there?

I stare at the thing.

Last time I send boys to do a man’s job, another voice snarls.

Fifteen minutes. Keep the line open. Can I get to the canoe and get us out of here in under fifteen minutes?

Then I get an idea. I open the pack and take out the Styrofoam. I break it up and shove the walkie-talkie in a baggie and wrap the thing up with medical tape. I run to the nearby river and set it off.

I collect a few other walkie-talkies and quickly do the same thing. Then I set my phone off in its own Styrofoam raft. My whole fucking life.

I hear the drone of engines in the distance, but it could be my imagination.

I check Kiro again. Groggy. “You can’t fall asleep.”

He grumbles. He’s really dazed.

I take off my boots and jump into the freezing water, cursing and swimming madly for the canoe. I stuff our things into it, but I don’t even get into it, I just turn and swim it back. I pull it up onto shore and urge Kiro in.

I should really be keeping him still, but we have to get the fuck out.

This might be a shit plan, but it’s my plan, and I’m not second-guessing it. I get in and shove us off.

I take a quick look downstream—none of my Styrofoam vessels are around, none caught on the rocks or reeds. Hopefully that’s what’s making the signal. Hopefully the mob guys will follow it and not us.

Okay.

I start paddling upstream, keeping to the shady west side of the shore. It will be dark soon.

Kiro’s watching me. He’s trying to focus. “Ann,” he says. “Was I out?”

“A little. How do you feel?”

He doesn’t answer. Just squints around.

“Kiro? Tell me how you feel.”

“Dizzy,” he says. “Like a hammer is inside my brain.”

A bullet graze can be a serious head trauma. “What else? How’s your eyesight? Move your feet.”

He complies.

“Looks like systems online. But you probably have a hell of a concussion.”

He grasps the sides of the canoe, squinting around. “Where are we?”

“I don’t know. But being that I’m a way faster paddler than you are, we may be all the way to Canada. Possibly Alaska. What do you think?”

Nothing. I need to get him talking, get a sense of how he is.

“What do you think?” I ask.

“I think you’re a good mate.”

I keep us going, around one bend and then another. I go for an hour, getting him to answer stupid little questions. He’s not sitting up and not insisting on paddling. Not great signs.

An hour into our trip, he growls.

“What?”

“They’re coming. Hunting. Helicopters.” I don’t hear anything, but it doesn’t mean they’re not there. Kiro sits up and grabs the other paddle. “Hurry—” He points at a swath of brown way off across the waterway.

“What?”

“We can hide there.”

We paddle like hell for the spot. He maneuvers the canoe under a fallen tree at the river’s edge and ties it up between the branches. It’s great cover.

“What are you going to do?”

He climbs out, using the rotting branches as a bridge to the shore. He slips a few times—I can’t tell whether it’s the instability of the branches or his dizziness. When he gets to shore, he straightens, sways a bit, and then reaches out to hold onto a tree. Definitely dizzy. It’s not good—it could be something with his inner ear. But then he withdraws his hand from the tree and takes a few more steps. He’s stable. Or maybe it’s willpower.

He comes back to the canoe. “We’ll sleep here until light,” he says.

I snuggle him into the blankets and stretch out by him. I poke his ribs. “Hey.”

He stirs.

“You hear that?”

He gives me a look. Stupid question. Of course he hears it. The chop-chop-chop of a helicopter. A spotlight slides around the landscape. Luckily, the Kevlar of the canoe isn’t reflective like metal would be.

Kiro closes his eyes and traces my lips. We’re two peas in a pod in the slim canoe and he’s feeling my lips.

The moon comes out from behind a cloud, lighting his features. “Look at me,” I whisper.

He opens his eyes. “I’ve been looking at you for days, Ann. I’ll never be tired of looking at you.”

“I mean look at my eyes. I want to see your pupils.”

I place my hand on his beard and pull up his right eyelid, then the left. The left pupil is bigger, but only slightly.

“Does your head still hurt?”

“No.”

“Liar.”

His pause tells me everything. “I’m feeling better. I’m almost home.”

I slide my thumb along his unwelted cheekbone. “Almost home.”

“I can’t wait for you to meet them. Especially Red and Snowy. They’ll be older now, but they’ll remember.”

Home is all he ever wanted. “I’m looking forward to meeting them.”

“I’m surprised they’re not here already. They’d be here if the helicopters weren’t up there.”

“What if they never give up on finding you?”

“They always give up on finding me,” he whispers.

There’s this silence where my mind spins with all of the sadness of that statement.

He pulls me to him more tightly. “I can hear you thinking.”

“No you can’t.”

“Your breathing changes when you’re thinking in dark pictures. It always has.”

He’s right, of course. “You think you can read minds now?”

“No. I can read your body. Even at the institute. All I had was to watch you. Think about you. You know when I first knew you were special?”

“When?”

“It was The Hulk. When you made a joke about The Hulk.”

“Oh my God. I knew you tracked it. Your lips moved, and your eyes were like, so there for a second.”

“You surprised me.”

“Yeah, and you pretty much gaslighted me. I knew you were aware. God, everyone made me think I was crazy. Including you.”

The helicopter comes over again, flashing its light down the shore. We still; we don’t even speak, like the helicopter might hear us.

“The Hulk and I go way back,” he says after a spell. “When my dad would lock me in the root cellar, The Hulk kind of saved me. The villains would hurt Bruce Banner and put him down so much, and then when he’d get mad enough, angry enough, he’d turn invincible. It was a powerful tale to a young boy in a root cellar.”

I know he’s probably only telling me more of his story because he knows that hearing stories calms me, but I listen eagerly.

He talks about how he’d imagine scenarios of himself as The Hulk, bursting out of there.

“It came true a little bit,” I say sleepily, nestled into his chest.

“I’m nowhere near The Hulk.”

“In comparison to others, you are.”

A rumble in his chest. He’s not like The Hulk right now. He’s badly concussed. Probably dizzy, judging from the way he looked on shore. He takes a curl in his finger, the way he loves to. “And then you came like a beautiful angel, and you asked if I turned into The Hulk to escape. And I wanted you more than anything.”

More than his freedom, even.

The drone of the helicopter fades away, and it’s just the soft waves lapping at the bottom of the canoe, and us alone under the stars.


Chapter Thirty-Three


Kiro

The next morning, we trek through the forest. Midmorning. I should feel happy. Every turn is familiar. Every view. I’m nearly home. But everything’s wrong.

I told her the helicopter scared off my pack. But if Red or Snowy or the others were anywhere near, they’d scent me. They’d come.

“Our den was just over that hill,” I say, with a mixture of excitement and dread. “It’s possible they’re not here for the winter yet, and that’s why they’re not out to greet me.”

A lie. They should be here. They would be here.

My heart pounds as we get to the peak of a hill overlooking a valley that’s lush with reds and oranges. A stand of green pines pointing up to the sky like feathers.

“It’s beautiful,” she says.

It is. And it’s all wrong.

My eyes aren’t on the panorama. They’re on an outcrop of rock and two huge downed trees midway down the hill. You wouldn’t mark it as a home by looking. But it’s a home.

Or was.

I feel her eyes on me. “Kiro?”

The world sways. It’s not my head.

I start down toward the den, then break out in a run, not wanting to get there, yet needing to get there with every fiber of my being. I stumble once but keep going. I round the boulder and duck in under the massive downed trunk like I did so often, so deeply familiar.

I move into the cool shade and protection of the den. A wide space. Not so tall. Not tall enough to stand.

I scent him before I find him. I go cold. No.

With shaking hands I slide aside the leaves and decay, and there it is—a slash of white that shouldn’t be there. A half-buried skull. Red—I know it’s Red by the scent. Bones still carry the scent of the animal.

I unearth it a bit more and press my hand against what would have been the side of Red’s head, breathing hard, unable to believe that this bump of bone was once my friend.

I press my forehead to the side of his head, like I used to when he was alive. When we would sleep side by side. Red. So loyal. All the misery and loneliness of those years of being trapped crashes through me.

It’s then I scent Snowy. I’m heaving in gulps of air. I scent Ghost, another of the older ones.

I scrabble around in the dried leaves and dirt, finding the bones.

Three dead. Shot in the den. Or maybe outside of it, and they crawled in. Were pursued. Two years of dirt layered over them. It would have happened soon after I left.

My family. My only true family.

I collapse in the gloom of the enclosure feeling as dead as the dirt. These wolves weren’t just my family, they were my anchor, my sanity. Bright spirits in a dark world.

I lie there drifting, lost in a sea of misery, pulled under by it, unable to breathe, to see, to think beyond this moment.

I’m only dimly aware of Ann’s hand on my back.

When did she come in?

She stretches out next to me, rubbing my back.

I’m not sure how much time passes. It’s possible that I sleep. Maybe I pass out. That has happened since I hit my head. The next thing I hear is Ann’s voice. “Tell me about them, Kiro. Tell me another story about Red.”

I turn to her, there in the den, in the bed of dry leaves next to the half-buried bones. Something wells up in my chest, like a bubble made of stone, filling me, choking me. I can’t speak. I don’t want to speak. I rise up and heave myself against the side of the enclosure. Years of debris falls onto our faces. I kick open the side.

“Hey!” She scrambles out as I smash the den apart, pushing the accumulated branches and leaves and debris this way and that. I go up on the top and stomp on it, smashing it. The years of stuff trapped and cemented in by snow and moisture and sun breaks apart. I destroy it all, flattening it, crushing it into a heap.

When it’s utterly destroyed, I collapse on top of the rock outcrop next to it, face wet in the sunshine.

Again Ann is there.

She doesn’t fool me. I’m her captor. She’d leave if she thought she could. She only truly wants to be with me when I make her beg, or when there’s danger.

My pulse races. The world seems to spin. “He was family. They were my family. Even at the darkest in the Fancher Institute, they were there with me.”

“You loved them,” she says.

I reach up and touch her cheek.

She searches my eyes like she does when she’s trying to understand things about me.

And right then I think, I love you. It fills me with even more despair. She, too, will leave.

“Tell me about him.”

I tell her one thing, simple and small. About how upset Red would get when I’d climb a tree. He’d be at the bottom, jumping.

She soaks up the story. It’s always stories with her. I’m a story. It seems dangerous to love her when I remember that.

“The other,” she says. “Tell me about the other one. The female. What was her name?”

“Snowy.”

She makes me tell stories. She urges me to move away from the den and up onto the sunny part of the bluff. We sit in the sunshine in the tall grass. She has some sort of dried meat that she shares with me. “What about the rest of the pack? Are you so sure they won’t come back?”

“The three strongest, oldest wolves were shot,” I say. “It would have left the younger members vulnerable, in disarray. They would’ve scattered. They could be dead. They’re probably dead. If the hunters got the older wolves, they would gotten the pups. Red’s pup…” I close my eyes, remembering him, a nipping ball of fur. “Those pups would’ve been too vulnerable to survive being hunted after something like this.”

I imagine the pups out there alone without the elder wolves. A few were almost a year old, but still. “If we looked hard enough, we’d find the bones of the younger ones.”

The idea fills me with despair.

“Hey,” she says softly, sliding a finger over my beard the way she likes to.

The sun has been climbing. It’s afternoon.

“I imagined them so fiercely when I was lying there in bed. They felt alive. I can’t believe they were dead all that time.”

“You kept them alive,” she says. “You’re keeping them alive now.”

“Just words.” I shove my hand in my pocket and pull out the wolf keychain. Something flip-flops in my stomach. The little wolf looks so much like Red.

I tighten my fist around it, like it’s my last link to my old friend. But it’s just plastic. Not real. I throw it into the grass.

“Hey!” She starts after it, but I grab her arm. I don’t want her to leave me.

She stays half standing, searching my eyes. “They’re not gone, Kiro. They still live inside you.”

Words. I hold her arm, feeling so alone. I need to not be alone.

I know what I am to her—I’m her captor, her enemy. Still she feels like life to me, and I hold on to her.

She gives me a strange look. Gazes into my eyes. She kneels on the grass and pushes me back, coaxing me to lie back on the rough warm grass. “Just lie there. Stay like that.”

I allow it, keeping hold of her.

She climbs on top of me, sits on top of me. Her peanut butter-colored hair hangs down on either side of her head. The brilliant blue sky behind her is dotted with cotton-ball clouds.

But nothing’s so beautiful as Ann.

She places her hands on the grass on either side of my head. I let her go, unsure what she’s up to. Then she lowers herself down and she kisses me.

Her kiss is tender. Her tenderness breaks something in me.

She sits upright and moves backward down my legs so that she’s sitting on my thighs. I watch with amazement as she presses a hand over my cock, making it harder. She leans over and kisses it through my pants.

I shove my hands into her soft hair. I’m her captor, her enemy. Her actions make no sense. “You want me to fuck you?” I ask incredulously.

“No.” She stands over me and takes off her shirt, unbuttons her pants, and pulls them down. I watch in wonder as she steps out of them, out of her boots. Naked. She looks like a goddess.

She kneels back down and frees my cock, bares my groin, eyes holding mine.

I can barely breathe.

She crawls back up over me. She takes hold of my cock and guides me to her hole.

“What are you doing?” I ask. It’s obvious, but I don’t mean it that way, and she knows it.

“You’re mine,” she says.

I clutch onto her and still her. I don’t want her like this if she doesn’t mean it. I don’t mind words that are lies, but I can’t take this if it’s a lie.

She grabs my hands and threads her fingers into mine, holding my hands and my eyes as she lowers herself down over me, guiding me into her. It seems like a dream. Another reality. She’s fucking me, fucking all of me. I hiss out a breath as she takes me into her, warm and tight.

Ann is with me. I grab her hips and begin to move, needing her like I’ve never needed anything.

I look into her eyes as she fucks me. Because she wants me. Because I’m hers.

She says something I don’t get. I don’t care. This is everything—her coming to me.

I’m lost inside her. The whole world is spinning wrong. But she’s right. She’s the still point at the center.

“I’m here,” she says.

And I know that she is. I fuck her and watch myself inside her, watch the way her eyes change as we move.

I get enough of her on top. I roll us over, roll on top of her. I push into her, fucking her, kissing her sun-warmed face.

She rolls off me afterwards. We lie in the sun, watching the sky.

“You’re a good mate,” she says.

“I didn’t even feed you.”

“You don’t always have to feed me.”

“I should feed you. I should fish before dark.”

“That would be good. Can I come along?”

“I’m faster without distraction.”

“I want to go with you,” she says. “And I still kind of can’t believe you catch fish with your bare hands.”

“You’d question me at a time like this?”

“Who catches fish with their bare hands?”

“What do you think I use?”

“I don’t know. Sticks? A net made from a sock? I’d believe almost anything before your hands.”

I frown and rub my face. “Come on, then.”

She trails along behind me to the stream, a speck of light at the edge of my dark world.


Chapter Thirty-Four


Ann

The river flows through a bed of rocks and boulders in the shade of a huge limestone ridge, which stands like a dark sentry above us. Kiro leads the way, picking along stones and spots of dry ground until we hit a downed tree whose fat limbs stretch out over the river like a giant’s hand.

“This was always the best place. This tree. This shade.”

“It’s beautiful,” I say.

He regards the mighty downed tree for some time.

Kiro has a powerful imagination for putting himself in the past—he told me that he’d lie in that institution bed imagining himself free and wild. I know he’s thinking about his pack.

I don’t want him to stop thinking about his pack, to stop honoring them with memory, but I hate seeing him in pain. “What now?”

“I catch the fish. This is going to be boring for you to watch.”

“Oh, I don’t think so,” I say. “Considering it’s pretty much an impossible feat.”

He climbs out onto the tree over the water and stretches out on his belly. Then he sticks a hand in the water. And waits.

And waits.

“That’s what you do?”

“Shhh,” he scolds.

“Are you shitting me?”

“They think my hand is part of the tree. I grab them.”

I cross my arms. “You wait for them to come to you. Like the rabbit.”

He turns his gaze to me. Yes. He doesn’t have the speed or claws of other animals. But he has stealth.

I see a silvery flash go by. I point. “Kiro!”

He gives me a look. “You scared it.”

There’s another. It’s kind of exciting.

He pulls his hand out of the water and comes back to shore. “I’ll teach you. Come on.”

Part of me wants to say no—I won’t learn. I won’t live here—surely he’s not imagining it anymore. But he’s teaching me things, starting to trust me. It means something. “You think you can teach me to fish with my hands?”

“It takes patience, that’s all.”

He leads me out, helping me balance on the massive trunk as we go a ways over the rushing water. He shows me where to stretch out, shows me a limb to hold on to. I go onto my belly and lower my hand in. It’s cold.

He goes farther out on the same limb and lies in the opposite direction, so that we’re facing each other, our hands dangling in the cool flow of water. “If your fingers get too cold, pull them out—slowly. Or switch hands.”

You can see all the way to the gloomy depths. Fish flash by. Sometimes big ones—trout, maybe? I have no idea.

“Is this how bears catch fish?” I whisper.

“They more scoop. They have speed and claws.”

“How are you doing?” I ask.

His hand is a sinewy blur in the water. “The dizziness is gone.”

“I don’t mean that.”

He’s silent for a while. Then, “I can’t stop thinking about them.”

“I know,” I say. “It’s hard to stop thinking about a thing.”

His gaze meets mine. “Like the kitten.”

The cold water gurgles by, flowing through my fingers like cool velvet. “Yeah.”

“I spent a long time puzzling about the kitten,” he says. “When I was lying there.”

I actually stopped thinking about the kitten for a while. Free of the fucking kitten. I don’t want the kitten back on my mind.

“You said it cost you everything. I spent a lot of time staring at the ceiling, wondering what it meant.”

“The kitten isn’t important.”

“Did it die?”

“No.”

“You always said you lost everything because of it.”

He remembers. Of course.

“Why did the kitten cost you everything?”

I’m about to remind him I don’t talk about it, but I look up and meet his gaze.

Kiro. He acts like such a brute, such a savage, but at this moment, he’s more achingly human than anyone I’ve even known. Needing to connect. Like his life depends on it.

“What did you lose?”

Am I really going to do this? To tell him? “Just my career,” I say. “I guess it shouldn’t be that big of a deal—”

“Your career is a big deal for you.”

“It is. Was.” I swish my hand in the water, and suddenly I’m telling him how I used to be so badass. I tell him how I was on top of my game in the journalism trenches. “It’s different from the kinds of reporters you met. You know what long-form journalism is? It’s where you write articles that are way longer than…they’re just long and hopefully thoughtful. Anyway, I’d pitch stories to good publications, and they’d bite, sending me to far-off locations. They’d know I’d get the story I promised or a better one. I have a nose for a story.”

“Like with me.”

“I was right, wasn’t I?”

I feel the quicksilver slide of a fish against my fingertips, and I grab for it. I have its tail for a split second, then it slips through.

“Hard to keep hold of the tail,” he says. “You learn that pretty fast.”

“Yow.” I switch arms. My right hand needs to thaw.

“As a woman, I gained access to realms that guys couldn’t get into. I also had nursing skills, which made me valuable in a crisis. I could sometimes stay long after they were shooing the civilians out. War zones. Or refugee situations. Disasters.”

“You’re also resourceful, Ann. I saw you at the hospital, the way you were. You never gave up. You kept fighting no matter what.”

I rest my chin on my non-fishing arm and look into his eyes. Some men, when they look at you, it’s like they’re taking from you. But Kiro gives. He looks with his heart.

It makes it easy to tell him the hard things. I tell him about the hospital bombing. “I was working alongside Worldcorps Medicale, doing this long, in-depth NGO story, when the hospital we were in was shelled. I’d been shelled before, though I’d always been in bomb shelters. This was like nothing I’d ever been through. The building groaning like a monster. Metal girders screaming. I pulled four kids from the unit into a stainless steel meds cooler just as everything collapsed around us. We were trapped, the five of us. In near darkness—just a tiny sliver of light. The smallest boy was badly injured on the way in, and by the time the chaos quieted, I knew he was dead. The other kids were hysterical from the collapse alone. I couldn’t let them know, so I pulled the dead kid into my lap. I said he was sleeping. Sometimes I pretended he was moving around. We were in there for thirty-nine hours, trapped, listening to people—”

“You held a dead child for nearly two days?”

“The other kids would’ve freaked out. The kids and I sang a lot of songs. When we got out, everybody was really amazed at how I kept my famous cool.”

He just lies there. Fishing. Listening.

“My editor at the time wanted that story instead; obviously it was better than the NGO story I’d gone to cover. That means nongovernmental organization. Like an aid group. It was a coup to have an actual journalist trapped in rubble with kids. But every time I tried to write about it, it was chaos in my mind. I couldn’t find the story. I couldn’t find my way in. I couldn’t find the right detail.”

I describe how she held a feature space open for me and I blew two deadlines and they had to run something from the can. I couldn’t handle even a Q&A with another reporter. I wasn’t sleeping anymore.

“I felt so numb in those days after, and there was this sense I had suddenly that every single detail from those thirty-nine hours weighed exactly the same. That maybe doesn’t sound important, but it really is. When you’re a reporter, you’re always sifting through the pebbles of a story, looking for the one detail that weighs the most, that means the most. I couldn’t find it. And every time I’d go near a hospital, the antiseptic smell would seriously fuck me up.”

“Oh,” he says.

“Right.” I tell him how I had another gig lined up after that, also in Afghanistan. “It was a glorious story—an interview with a notorious and nearly mythical female warlord from out of the Hindu Kush mountain range.”

“The one you missed. You were two hours late.”

“You were listening.”

“Every word.”

“Everyone was jealous I landed it. A career-making story. And the kitten incident made me miss the only chance at this interview. Made me trash months of legwork by a very major publication.”

“You saw the little paw. You got men to move the rock slabs,” he says. “That’s what you said. You talked about your…fixer. I wondered what that was.”

“A fixer is a helper, often in places where the order has broken down. Sometimes just a driver.” I swish my hand around. “So yada yada yada, I’m supposed to be this pro, and I’m kneeling in a road with a kitten. I suppose you remember that part.”

“I do,” he says, listening intently, chin on the rough bark.

“That’s when you held my hand, Kiro.” I grin. “Fuck, do you know how much that shocked me? You nearly sent me through the ceiling.”

“I’m sorry.”

“No, it was beautiful…I felt…not alone.”

There’s a beat where he just watches my eyes. “Me too.”

I feel so close to him right then. Us lying on the logs. Fishing with our hands.

“Tell me the rest, Ann.”

“Well, fixers talk, journalists talk. I suddenly had myself a reputation for zero objectivity. Overly emotionally involved, the kiss of death. There are plenty of other hungry journalists to send for a story. I was also out of money, so I couldn’t even freelance it, which means going out and doing a story on your own dime in hopes of selling it to somebody. And the biggest thing was that I couldn’t think straight. It was like, the kitten was the biggest detail. A detail as big as the sun.”

I go on. Me coming home career-less and more or less friendless.

“You saved the kitten.”

“I got it to this mountain village.”

“Did it make you feel better?”

“No,” I say.

“Does telling it make you feel better?” he asks.

“Not really,” I say. “You listening makes me feel better, though. The way you look when I tell you. Everyone in the world thought it was sad and fucked up, including me. But you don’t.”

“I don’t,” he says softly.

Something cool brushes between my thumb and forefinger. I grip and pull. A fish wriggles in my hand. I’m so startled I let it go. It splashes back out, back into the water.

Kiro is laughing.

“It’s not funny!”

“You caught a fish with your bare hands, Ann.” He grins. “Who’s the savage now?”

I dangle my hand back in the water.

Kiro stretches back out in front of me, facing me.

Birds sing above—long, elaborate calls. Animals rustle in the leaves up and down the bank.

It’s peaceful. I pull my hand out of the water now and then when it feels too cold. I flex my fingers. Shake it out.

And it comes to me that that’s probably what hurt him the most with the reporters at the hospital—not their aggressiveness or the lights and flashes, but the way they made him less than human. A bizarre object for the consumption of the nation.

I don’t know what to say. I want to apologize on behalf of all journalists, to tell him he’s amazing, but I know it won’t mean much to him. Words never do.

So I reach out to him. I hook my pointer finger to his.

He looks into my eyes in that honest, unselfconscious way he has. Something wild and good sparkles through me.

The connection of our gazes feels more intimate than fucking. More dangerous than the mob. We lie there like that, fingers hooked, hands trailing in the water.

He smiles. “You remember when I was lying there and you said, ‘oh fuck you, you fucking faker’?”

“Oh my God. That was such a jerky thing to say.”

He stares at my knuckle where our fingers hook. He stares with that fierce intensity of his, then he leans forward and brushes a kiss onto it.

Shivers go over me. He looks up into my eyes. Kiro needs no words.


Chapter Thirty-Five


Kiro

I catch three fish. She manages to touch another one.

I bring her to the cave. The place where I nearly died. Where I would’ve died if it hadn’t been for those first wolves. I picture Red and Snowy. It feels like there’s a hole in the world.

“It’s…nice,” she says, walking into it.

It’s not nice, not when I look at it through the eyes of a woman who’s used to furniture and a dry bed with sheets and blankets. I kick aside the dirt and leaves, showing how it can be made clean. I point. “That’s the good side for sleeping. We’ll make a fire here on this side.”

She looks out at the hillside. Her eyes are a dazzling green in the setting sun. I start the fire, but we need more wood.

“Go on,” she says. “I’ll be fine. I’ll unpack.”

I go to her and kiss her, then I grab the small hatchet. “This is good. It’s good that we brought it.”

She smiles, but it’s not a real smile.

I set off toward an area of downed trees just over the next hill. They’ll be nice and dry for a fire. I slam at the largest log, hacking and hacking. It feels good to slam the hatchet against something, to do this violent thing, to stop myself from thinking. If I tire myself out enough, maybe I’ll stop thinking about those wolves suffering and dying out here at the hands of hunters.

And maybe I’ll be able to stop thinking about how much I love having her out here, like a window into a life I’ll never have.

Because I know now I have to bring her back. It was wrong to take her the way I did. It was wrong to tie her up. Wrong to make her beg just because I could. Wrong to keep her.

She belongs to me. It’s the best thing in the world to feel like she belongs to me, that she’s mine. Mine to care for.

Ironically, that means I have to let her go.

We’ll set back out tomorrow, back to the truck.

I’ll say goodbye.

I’ll let her go.


Chapter Thirty-Six


Lazarus

I’ve always hated nature.

Especially the shrubberies. Are they even called shrubberies when you’re in the wild? Or would that be bramble? In any case, they’re annoying, and they block your way from every direction.

Nature.

Like they say, you don’t have to taste much to know it’s cottage cheese.

My wilderness guide finishes tying down the canoes and scolding my guys to stay silent. He’s extremely eager for us to catch Kiro unawares.

He’s a rugged specimen of a man in hiking boots and purple Gore-Tex and the kind of sunglasses that have a leather band keeping them attached to your head so that they stay on no matter what peril you encounter—with the possible exception of a beheading, one would suppose.

I got him at a resort at the edge of this wilderness. I asked for the best guide money can buy, and he was it. He was booked up until I paid a few thousand bucks to his handler.

We got here by helicopter. Our Gore-Tex-clad guide put together an idea of where Kiro’s home might be from the anecdotal intel we provided him and from reports that filtered down through the years.

We landed six miles away from where our guide thinks Kiro is. Out of hearing range, he explained. “Who are we hunting here? The Bionic Woman?” I joked.

“You never know,” he said simply.

We went with it. He’s a real high-performance type and highly motivated, thanks to the live feed of my men sitting in his living room, threatening his wife and kid.

We went by foot and boat after that. He climbed a peak not an hour ago—scrambled up there just like a monkey with binoculars. He saw smoke. He thinks he knows where they are.

An hour later, we’re stepping out of our canoes.

My guys and I have sprayed ourselves with deer piss. This is something you get in a bottle when you’re a wilderness guide. It’s a way a hunter masks his scent. If Kiro is out here somewhere and really did live wild all those years, our rugged leader theorizes, it could help mask our approach.

My guys gear up their rifles and adjust their night-vision goggles. We’ll be underestimating Kiro exactly zero more times. An orderly named Donny out at Fancher Institute gave us a lot of good intel on the man.

Sir Gore-Tex-a-Lot finishes tying down the canoes with a bungee cord. I stand over him, watching while the men spray more deer piss on themselves.

“What time is it when your favorite hobby involves spraying yourself with deer piss?” I ask him.

He looks up at me, confused. “Are you asking me the time?”

“No, I’m asking you, what time is it when your favorite hobby involves spraying yourself with deer piss?”

He gives me a stony look.

“Time to get a new hobby.”

He doesn’t find it funny.

Garrick the journalist snickers.

Garrick and his clipped British accent accused me earlier of not holding up my end of the bargain with his editor, Murray. He informed me that the idea of an embed is to be where the action is, where Kiro is, not hanging back with the man directing the action. He’d accused me of scuttling the deal.

“You still feel like I scuttled that deal, Garrick?” I asked when we found the bodies of my forward team, buzzing with flies. “This the kind of story you were looking to be embedded in? Would certainly give new meaning to the term ‘embedded.’”

He had little to say to that. In fact, I wasn’t entirely sure he got the joke, though admittedly it was a stretch. Our guide wanted to radio back about the bodies, but I put him off of that idea easily enough.

Garrick took a few photos. He even shifted a body to get a better shot, much to the disgust of our guide.

“They’re dead,” Garrick informed him clippedly.

We make our way through the forest and around a bluff. Our guide has a topographical GPS that tells us there’s a cave system to the south, and between that and some sort of triangulation involving the wind and the smoke, he has their location.

I find it dubious until we actually get the cave in view and see the smoke puffing out the entrance.

We trudge nearer. When we’re quite near, he steals up and scopes it out with a mirror on a retractable rod, then returns to inform us that there is one person in there—a woman.

“No man?”

“I’m sure.”

“Thank you, Santa,” I say.

It’s the girl—it has to be. Orderly Donny has informed us that Kiro would do anything to protect her. That’s the mistake my first group made. Not going for the weakness.

We tie up our guide with his precious bungee cords and head up to the cave, picking around the trees and boulders.

“Kiro?” she calls.

It’s not the smartest for me to head in first; she could be armed, after all. Garrick has a passing acquaintance with the girl, and he assures me that she’d know perfectly well how to shoot. But a leader who stops taking risks becomes brittle; that’s something that Valerie likes to say.

And I really, really want to see her face when I pop in.

I whip on a tie for the occasion. You never get a second chance to make a first impression. I walk in casually. “Why, hello,” I say. “Haven’t we met someplace?”

It’s every bit as rewarding as I imagined it would be. The color literally drains from her cheeks.

I snap my fingers. “Oh, don’t tell me, I have it—the insane asylum. You were trying to keep us from finding Kiro.”

She stands, eyes wide, as my guys crowd in. Her eyes go even wider when she sees Garrick. “What the fuck?”

“You didn’t want to do the job.” Garrick takes a few pictures. “Is this where he lived?”

“Garrick!”

“Where is he?” I ask.

She turns to me. “He’s gone. He’s not coming back.”

“Not buying it, sister.” I press the business end of my Ruger to her forehead and back her up to the cave wall.

“No need to hurt Ann,” Garrick says.

He couldn’t be more wrong. There is a great deal of need to hurt Ann. “Hands knit on your head, Ann.”

She complies, eyes wide.

My guys crowd in. They’ll have left a few in the bushes. Sharpshooters, but we want Kiro walking in alive. Walking out, not so much.

“Kiro’s not here.”

“No, but he’ll come for you. I’ve learned the Dragusha boys tend to come for their mates. I’ve learned that the hard way.”

“I’m not his mate.”

“Should we test that? Garrick, are you rolling?”

“I’m just here to get the Savage Adonis story. Ann should be kept out of this.”

I nod, and my guy puts his piece on Garrick.

I say, “The answer I was looking for, Garrick, is, ‘Yes, I’m rolling.’ You’re going to get this on film, and most of all, you’re going to get when Kiro comes through that opening. You are going to keep filming no matter what happens. We’re going to kill Kiro, and you’re going to record it.”

Garrick stiffens, looking affronted. “That’s not something I’m willing to do.”

“No? Do you want to guess what happens if you don’t get the footage I need? Do you want to take a guess on that?” I wait. Only serious footage will put the prophecy to rest once and for all. I need serious proof.

“Kiro! It’s a trap!” she calls.

One of my guys puts a light on her. Garrick apologizes to her and films.

“What the fuck, Garrick?”

“Call out to Kiro again,” I tell her.

“Fuck you,” she spits.

I slide a glance at Garrick, who’s holding his camera on her with a resigned look. He was a war correspondent. He knows how to film fucked-up things. Probably already running through his defense, too. Under duress and all that. It’ll hold up in a court of law. The legal system gives you a lot of leeway when your life is in danger.

I’ll edit myself out of it later.

“We can do this so many ways,” I say to her, backing up. “You call to him, or I kill you and guess what? He’d still come. When these brothers get emotional, they get stupid. It runs in the family.”

“He has a family?”

I narrow my eyes. She doesn’t know who he is?

Interesting.

She glares. “What’s his family?”

I can’t believe she’s still going for the story.

Garrick regards her wistfully. “The Dragushas. Albanian mafia. There was some kind of coup when the boys were babies.”

“He has a family,” she whispers.

“Does that mean you’re going for the killing option? Because I haven’t heard you call out.” I pull out my piece and aim for her belly.

The look of a woman who thinks you’ll shoot her is radically different from the look of a woman who thinks you’re bluffing. Ann thinks I’m bluffing.

Garrick knows I’m not. He’s spent a bit more time with me.

“Come on, man,” Garrick says.

I back up a bit, leaving her standing against the cave wall, and I level the piece at her kneecap. “You’d think it’s the kneecap that would produce the loudest scream,” I say to Garrick. “In fact you’d be wrong. It’s the foot. You want to know why?”

He’s not answering.

I sigh.

Ann tries to make a run for it.

I aim. Squeeze the trigger.

Crrrrack! I shoot her foot.

The blast echoes through the cave like a motherfucker. It’s almost as loud as Ann’s scream.

“Fuck! Fuck!” Garrick calls out. “Fuck!” He’s still filming, through. He gets that his life depends on it.

Ann’s down, though much to her credit, she doesn’t scream again.

“Come on. That’s all you got?”

It’s surprising. Admirable, even. She needs another hole in her. Nothing that will kill her right away. The last thing we want is a beast like Kiro with nothing to lose.

Crrrrack! I get her in the gut. She crumples. That does it—she screams. Nice and loud.

It’s then we hear the roar. It’s loud and anguished, echoing through the hills.

I exchange glances with Garrick. I point, meaning, tell me you fucking got that audio. He gives me a grim look, camera steady. That’s a yes.

I signal my guys to drop back into the shadows. “We let him get to her, got it? He’s not coming for us, he’s coming for her.”

They get way the fuck back in the shadows. They’re all feeling pretty fucking nervous. I can hear the chopper now. My guy moving closer, ready for the evacuation.

“I probably don’t need to tell you, Garrick, to concentrate your camera on the shootees instead of the shooters. I don’t want a lot of footage I can’t use. You understand what I’m saying?”

He looks like he might throw up.

“Watch out, Kiro! It’s a trap!” she yells. “You can’t do anything!”

You can almost feel him coming. Even the air seems to change.

“This tension is unbelievable,” I say to nobody in particular. I go up next to Garrick and check the little window in his camera that shows what he’s filming. “The theme I’m going for here is straightforward and unambiguous.”

“Kiro,” she calls, holding her belly. “Don’t fall for it! Stay out there!”

Oh, this is good. Better than I imagined. Death, like porn, needs a bit of a story. Not a lot of story, but a bit, and these two are going to deliver.

Kiro in his last moments holding his dying beloved in his arms before they’re both gunned down. Nobody will doubt his death with this kind of performance.

Aleksio and Viktor will go wild.

I’ll get this footage to them and put every resource out looking for them. Killing them after they see footage of their brother dying like this will be like taking candy from a baby. They’ll be fucking stumbling around on the streets like drunks.

I turn to my men, motion with my gun. It means weapons up. I’m taking the shot. Not them—me. It’s not just that I want to be the one to kill Kiro, but also, I don’t want to cut the scene too fast. I want this shit to spin as long as possible.

“You sure?” my number one says. He thinks I’m getting greedy.

I have only to raise my brows. He, too, puts up his weapon.


Chapter Thirty-Seven


Ann

I’m on the rough, cold cave floor on my side, holding my belly, legs drawn up. I can’t imagine moving.

Still, I yell.

“Don’t fall for it, Kiro! Leave! Run!” I take a momentary break, then: “They won’t kill me if you stay away!”

It’s a lie. No way will they leave me alive.

The pain is blinding. I press my palm to my belly, sucking in the smoke-tinged air, thinking about this last day with Kiro, and the way we connected.

I thought I was helping him feel less alone by reaching out, but he was helping me.

All my life, I’ve looked in from the outside. Kiro showed me what it was to be on the inside. To live my own story. Those moments when I looked into his eyes made me feel like we’ve been together forever.

I think to yell, to warn him off again, but I know it’s pointless.

Kiro will come.

Kiro has wanted one thing his whole life—to belong.

Kiro would rather die belonging than remain alive and alone.

And there’s that vow.

“Kiro, please…no.” It’s barely a whisper. He’ll come to die with me.

I hear the men talking. They know it. That leader knows it.

I hold my side, trying to keep my mind clear and objective as long as possible. I need to stay awake for him.

A wave of pain. Trauma to the liver, I’m thinking. Not good. The liver is the most regenerative organ. It can be 95 percent destroyed and regenerate itself. It’s more the internal bleeding that’s the problem.

I grit my teeth against the pain.

I think of the eyes of people I’ve treated with injuries like this. It’s like they can see you, but there is so much going on behind the eyes. I always thought it was a sense of the body, the animal taking over, slowly shutting down, preserving blood flow to the core. I’m thinking now it’s just fear.

I pull my legs in more tightly. I can’t imagine stretching my legs ever again.

I suppose I won’t.

The light they shine on me is bright, but not so much that I don’t see him burst through the opening to the cave.

Even knowing he’s doomed—that I’ve doomed him—my heart lifts. I feel him. He feels like happiness.

He stalks to me. There’s this wild look in his eyes, and I think he smells all the blood, and he knows I won’t make it. He knows he’s going to die by coming to me.

He doesn’t give a fuck.

He kneels in front of me.

“Kiro,” I whisper.

“I’m here.” Strong, warm arms circle around me. He puts his body over mine. His forehead to my cheek. “I’m here, Ann,” he whispers.

I wish more than anything that I could hold him, but I can’t move, clenched around my wound like a fist. But Kiro is here.

The man’s trying to get Kiro’s attention. He’s calling out to him. He wants him to turn to the camera, but Kiro is nobody’s bitch.

Kiro is wild and beautiful and utterly his own man. And we’ll never let go of each other now.

“Mine,” he whispers into my hair. His arms feel strong and good around me. I feel like the whole universe is around me, protecting me in Kiro’s embrace.

I can hear the sociopath saying mocking things in the distance.

His words don’t matter to us.

I turn up my head and kiss Kiro’s soft beard. Kiro is what’s real.

Kiro grunts softly. It’s a comforting sound that goes to my heart. We’re both more animal than human now, but our humanity has never been stronger. Clinging together like this.

Somebody approaches and tries to kick us apart.

Kiro snarls and throws the man into the cave wall with a horrible crack, and then he’s back.

Maybe they wanted to film Kiro’s face. Well, they got his face. I feel like I’m floating out of my body—like it’s all happening, yes, but to somebody else.

“Kiro,” I whisper.

Kiro grunts again, sounding more anguished. He feels like he’s losing me.

I tell myself to hold on. They’ll start shooting soon. They’ll have to kill him soon. He has to know that.

“Well, 34, what should we do now?”

He presses his forehead to mine. It hurts to remove even one hand from my belly, but I do. I don’t need to stanch the bleeding anymore. We won’t be getting any help out here, and anyway, I need to touch him. “I love you,” I say.

I stroke his beard the way he likes.

He holds me more tightly. Words never did mean anything to him. But they mean something to me.

There’s a yell just then.

Followed by a snarl. Not just any snarl, but an unholy snarl.

More than one snarl. Growls rip through the cave, savage and guttural.

Then the screaming starts. The place thunders with snarling and screaming. Kiro gasps. I can feel the shock and surprise in his body, in the way he tightens his arms around me.

Gunshots sound out, but that only seems to increase the snarling. The agonized cries of men echo off the walls.

I look past his arm and see the blur of fur and teeth.

Wolves!

There’s blood everywhere. The roaring in the cave is deafening. People are dying, being ripped apart.

I feel Kiro lifting me. My belly is on fire. I’m bouncing in his arms.

No! I want to say. But I know we have to get out of there.

He’s running. I’m gasping for air. My face feels wet—I have no idea whether it’s sweat or tears. Maybe blood.

I hear Garrick’s voice. The copter. Get in—get in, goddammit! Get her in…do it.

Kiro growls.

I clutch onto him. “Do it,” I manage to say.

Because fucking Garrick knows how to fly. Most of us covering the hot zones know the basics of flying, but he’s a high-performance asshole, and if he’s saying “get in,” he’s confident about getting us out of here.

I feel us getting in. I’m hanging on one moment to the next, powering through the pain.

I concentrate on keeping myself together.

I black out, or maybe time is moving at a different speed, because suddenly we’re aloft. Garrick’s giving Kiro directions. Battlefield bandage for my foot. I smell the first-aid kit.

Two clumsy fingers at my neck.

“You with us?” Garrick.

I force my eyes open. I focus on Kiro.

“We’re doing this,” Garrick says. “I’ve radioed ahead.”

We’re flying. I’m still conscious. My insides feel ripped apart, but consciousness is a good sign.

I grunt.

“Ann—I didn’t know what that guy was,” Garrick says. “I didn’t know.”

Fingers on my forehead. Gentle. Strong. Kiro.

“The wolves…” I say. “They came.”

“The younger ones came,” Kiro says. “They didn’t die after all. They stayed together. Red’s pup. They saved us.”

“The wolves.”

“Yes,” he says.

“Did they…get out…”

“Did the wolves get out of that alive? Is that what you’re asking?” Garrick says. “Did you hear the screaming in there?”

“They came out of it,” Kiro says. He’s saying something about guns. They don’t like anyone with guns.

I close my eyes.

“Stay awake,” Kiro says.

I stay awake. He talks to me. I hang on to his voice.


Chapter Thirty-Eight


Kiro

Duluth Memorial Medical Center is a place that I hate. It’s where they took me two years ago. I was on a different floor, but the smells are the same. The colors are the same. The sounds are the same, too. Worse, there are beeping sounds that are exactly like beeping sounds at the Fancher Institute, and they make me want to destroy something.

I stand in the waiting room just to the side of the double doors that they won’t let me through.

I could go through if I wanted to. I did it before, but the nurse, a man named Chris, pushed me out and told me that if I go through the doors again, they’ll stop helping Ann because they’ll have to concentrate on me. “Is that what you want?” he asked me. “Do you want the medical staff to have to deal with you instead of helping your girlfriend?”

I’m not good with words. I didn’t know how to tell him how badly I need them to help her, and how badly it hurts to be away from her. I don’t know how to tell him that she’s everything in the world to me.

And I need to protect her. Those men from the cave could still be alive. The wolves were there to protect us, not to slaughter our attackers. The wolves would have left as soon as we were gone.

The man named Lazarus could be coming. Garrick explained the situation to me—or as much as he knows, which is that Lazarus wants to kill me, and he thinks going through Ann is the best way.

It drives me crazy. So many entrances I can’t guard.

So I stand next to the doors, making sure not to block them. They’ve scolded me for that, too. I stand, fists balled, waiting for them to tell me when I can go to her.

Garrick comes to me. “Murray spoke with her family.” Murray. The editor. The boss of Ann and Garrick. “He’s keeping them updated.”

I can see a window. If I go to it, I’ll be able to look down to the edge of the parking lot far below. That parking lot was filled with reporters the last time I was here. “You were one of them,” I say. “Out there when I was here last.”

“Yeah,” he says.

“Not Ann.”

“Fuck no,” he says. “Ann would’ve never been down there. That’s not her style. She doesn’t do the money stories.”

“She looks for the humanity.”

“Exactly.”

The buzzing in my ears is so loud, it’s deafening. My woman. My mate. “You will not make a story of Ann.”

“I’m not making a story of her,” he says.

Is he lying? I don’t trust this one. “If you anger me in any way, I will rip your throat out.”

“How about you tell me what exactly will anger you so I can avoid that then.”

“I’ll know what angers me when I become angry.”

“Hey.” He nods at the pair of men in blue at the desk on the far side of the waiting room. “Cops,” he says under his breath. “You ready?”

Garrick warned me that they’d be coming. He told me to “act cool.” He had me memorize a fake name and phone number.

“I’m ready,” I say.

The pair of them come to us. An officer with a young, square face draws me away from the door and asks me questions.

I don’t trust Garrick, but he seems to hate and fear the police as much as I do, so I follow his instructions. I act cool, or at least I try. I give them the information Garrick told me to give. I suppress the urge to fight, to get away. Twice I tell the officer that I didn’t witness the shooting.

They’re much more interested in Garrick when they learn that he witnessed the shooting and has video footage of it. Garrick told me this would happen.

He talks with them for a long time while I wait. Then he sits in the chairs. He does things on his phone. He goes for food and comes back with burgers—one for him and one for me.

“I won’t eat,” I say. “Not until Ann eats.”

He brings his food back to the seats and does more things on his phone.

After another hour, Nurse Chris comes up and tells me I can visit Ann.

I follow him in, impatient for him to walk faster, to show me where she is. It’s not so easy to smell her with all of the smells coming off every surface and object, but as we near, I catch her scent. He tells me Ann’s okay, and that she needs rest now. I can barely hear it.

I burst in and fly to her side. They’ve put a tube into her arm. Her eyes are halfway open. She looks fragile. I take her hand.

“Kiro,” she mouths.

I put my finger to her lips. “They say you’ll be okay. You need rest.”

“You have to get out of here,” she whispers. “Everyone in the world is after you.”

I put my finger to her lips again, like a kiss. “I gave a fake name.”

“Kiro.” Her eyes drift closed. “That won’t work for long.”

I talk to her a little bit, even as she sleeps. I tell her things about the waiting room, the helicopter ride. I tell her how Murray has spoken to her family.

And then the door bangs open, and Garrick stalks in holding his phone, looking upset. He’s followed by Nurse Chris.

“You need to leave, sir,” Chris says. Chris is big and burly enough to throw Garrick out.

“Just a minute,” Garrick says. The look he fixes me with says everything. Trouble.

I stand.

He gets right into my face and speaks in low tones. “I’m still on a loop from when I was embedded. Lazarus and some others got out. He’s injured—I don’t know how bad. But they’re in the air.”

“They got away?”

“They scared the wolves off. Smoke bomb, I think. I don’t know all their lingo, but it sounds like a smoke bomb. They’re in the air.”

Smoke. Fire. That would throw the animals into chaos.

Nurse Chris informs us that he’s getting security.

“So the wolves got out?”

“It sounds like they did, which is kind of a miracle, considering they attacked armed men.”

“Men with guns freeze in the face of animal rage,” I say vacantly. “When they know the animal will stop at nothing.”

“Lazarus knows you’re here. He’s coming, or at least he’s sending people. Count on it. He wants you dead.”

“Go back,” Ann grates out. “Get out while you still can, Kiro.”

I turn to her. “It’s okay.”

“It’s not. It’s you he wants. Go back to your pack.”

I take her hand. Does she understand nothing? “You’re my pack,” I tell her.

She smiles faintly through the pain.

I squeeze her hand. I want to throw myself over her and never leave.

“You’re my pack,” she says.

Garrick swears in the background. Men fill the room.

“We’re leaving, we’re leaving,” Garrick says.

“I’m not leaving,” I say.

“You prefer to be arrested?” one of the guards says. “Noncompliance with staff wishes—”

“He’s coming.” Garrick takes my arm, gives me a significant look. “Ann needs you to leave.”

I don’t want to leave Ann, but I can’t allow myself to be arrested—she’ll be in even more danger then. What I really want to do is destroy this room. That helps nobody.

I allow Garrick to drag me down the hall, away from Ann.

“Lazarus will never stop going after her,” I say. “He knows now that she’s my weak link.”

“Why the fuck does he want to kill you so bad?” Garrick asks once we’re dumped back in the waiting area. “What did you do?”

“I don’t know.”

“You don’t know?”

“No. I just know she’ll always be in danger as long as we both breathe. He knows I’ll always come for her.”

“If you knew why they’re chasing you, that would be helpful.”

I go to the windows. So many roads in, so many entrances to the large facility. I can’t guard them all. I can’t guard Ann without getting arrested.

I don’t know how to give her the safety she needs. I have to hunt and kill Lazarus, but I don’t know where to start.

I stare down at the parking lot, remembering the flashes. The news vans. The fear and bewilderment I felt.

It reminds me of what Ann said, about light making things safer. Better. More knowledge and less secrets is always safer.

I realize with a deep shudder what I have to do. And it goes against everything in me.

Garrick comes to me. “You can’t take her out of here, if that’s what you’re thinking. She’s too sick to move.”

“You remember how it was the first time? How many of you were out there?”

“Well. Savage Adonis,” he says, like just that name explains it. “Feral teen idol,” he adds. “Everyone wanted a look.”

“How long would it take to everyone back here to see me? To take all the pictures they want. Ask all their questions.”

“Wait—I thought that’s exactly what you didn’t want.”

“I don’t want it,” I say darkly. “But it’s all I have left.”

“Making yourself a target? Is that what this is about?”

“No. Getting answers.” I turn to him. “You’re right to ask why they hunt me. Ann asked, too. I never cared, but I do now. If I had that answer, maybe I’d know how to stop them. Ann says there’s safety in light over darkness. Truth instead of secrets.”

“I see Ann’s been filling your head with ideas.” I don’t like the twinkle in his eyes, but I have to trust my mate now. I’m out of ideas that will work.

“More light is what Ann believes in.”

“Oh, I know,” Garrick says.

“She thinks I’ll get the answers that way.”

“You sure the fuck will. A story like this and everyone comes out of the woodwork. We’d have to leak out some of those pictures of you. Have you sign a blanket consent. We have the pictures.” He says something about her phone being cloned.

“I’ll do it,” I say, knowing what the world will see. Me on that patch of grass. Me eating like a savage. None of it matters anymore.

His fingers fly over his phone. “If I say I’m delivering Savage Adonis, I need to deliver Savage Adonis.” He lowers his voice, his tone very nearly sexual. “I’m talking about you turning on that growly thing. Giving the juicy stuff. You’ll hold back some details for my story, though. Deal?”

“Deal,” I say through gritted teeth.

He reaches up and messes up my hair. It’s all I can do not to break his hand. “We’ll let your shirt hang open so they can see the scars. And make that stormy face you do. Where you look like you’re lost and you want to kill somebody.”

My pulse races as he messes up my hair some more.

“That’s it, Kiro—that’s the look! Fuck—yes. Do that up there and you’ll be trending on Twitter and showing up on half the phones in America. Nothing held back. Paraded up there with that angry lost hot guy look…you have to have that look.”

“I’ll have the look,” I say.

“I’m calling BMZ Confidential right now. You sure you’re serious? You gonna fuck me?”

“I’m not going to fuck you,” I spit out.


Chapter Thirty-Nine


Aleksio

The desk in our suite at the Sky Slope Hotel overlooks the endless pine forest. But I’m not looking at the view; I’m examining the images from the cave again. A few of the bodies are impossible to ID.

Our guy got DNA, and he’s flying back. We’re hoping Kiro isn’t among the dead.

We got there just a few hours after the attack. So fucking close. We could’ve been there. We could’ve helped him. Instead it was just carnage.

Is Kiro among the dead? Is he wounded? Was he taken? He had a journalist, A.E. Saybrook, with him. Are they still together? Or is she dead, too? Some of the bodies are badly mauled.

I sent Viktor to his room to cool down. I’m hoping he doesn’t break anything. Mira’s on the bed, fucking around online.

I zoom in on a tattoo on one of the dead. I can’t imagine Kiro would have tattoos. And honestly, I can’t imagine that Kiro, a man who lived more than half his life in the wilderness, would be ripped apart by wolves.

There’s a tip that a gunshot wound went into Duluth Memorial Medical Center—something out of the wilderness area. I sent a guy to check it out. They’re saying it’s a hunting accident.

Probably is.

“Aleksio!” Mira screams. “Oh my God! Oh my God!”

“What?”

She’s off the bed. She’s shoving the phone at me. “Look!”

I take a look and the world drops out from under me. I’m staring into the face of Kiro. My brother.

His lips are moving. Talking. It’s a gossip website of some kind. Underneath him in a blaring red rectangle, it says, “LIVE REPORT: Savage Adonis is alive and well, and you won’t believe where we found him.”

“What the fuck? This is live? Where is this?” I fumble on the sound.

Mira grabs the laptop. The shot switches to a reporter asking a question about his feet. Something about bare feet in the snow. There’s a mob of reporters out in front of him.

The feed switches to a still shot of him with long hair in some sort of gloomy hotel room. Another of him in a store wearing glasses. All these weeks of searching for him, and now this firehose of information.

I grab my shit. “Get Viktor. Tell him to meet me at the car. Then you get the rest of everyone you can round up—”

“I got it,” she says. “Go!”

Five minutes later I have the SUV in front of the hotel. Viktor jumps in, and we peel out. There’s a load of automatic weaponry in the back, and I have half a mind to use it on the mob of reporters taking apart our brother.

Viktor has Mischa and some of his other guys on the phone. They’re on the road, too.

“Tell me they’re nearer to the hospital than we are.”

“No. They were at one of the park entrances.”

I gun the fucker. Nothing matters except getting to Kiro. “If we’re seeing him out there online, it means Lazarus is seeing him, too.”

“Bladny,” Viktor says. “All they need is a clear shot.”

“Not if we kill them first.”


Chapter Forty


Kiro

The lights are blinding. The questions don’t stop. How did I get the wolves to accept me? Is it true I went in bare feet even in winter? When I caught animals, would I simply eat them right then and there? Still warm and bloody? The reporters ask more about this. They want me to say that the animals would still be alive when I ate them.

“Sometimes,” I growl. “Sometimes they would still be alive, and I would rip out their throats with my teeth.”

Garrick tries to hold his mouth in a neutral line, but I see the smile in his eyes. They begin to ask about the professor. They want me to talk about killing him.

Now and then Garrick takes the microphone. “We’ll get the deeper details on this in the Stormline article—we want to get to as many questions as possible here today.”

Garrick wants me to show my scars.

I rip off my shirt. Nothing matters. I’m baring all. Allowing myself to be made into a thing. Their savage. Their circus spectacle. Blindly following her advice.

There’s a squeal of tires. Voices yelling to get out of the way. A commotion. The reporters part for whoever is coming through.

Garrick puts a hand on my shoulder, thinking about getting me out of there, maybe.

Uniforms. Somebody official.

The police.

I exchange glances with Garrick. We knew this could happen, that this is how it might end. Garrick has a lawyer. He says the lawyer will keep me free.

My heart pounds as they come. Reporters are getting footage of them now, though I’m sure they’re capturing my expression, too. Fear, despair—I don’t try to hide how I feel. This is like after the professor—a moment of freedom, then the police come.

Garrick’s lawyer tries to stop the cops, but they push him aside. Guns come out. Two familiar faces appear alongside the police. One is Dr. Fancher, head of the Fancher Institute. He would walk around with Nurse Zara every week, peering into the room.

The other is Donny. Donny grins at me.

I freeze.

The lawyer comes up to Garrick, says something about a commitment order.

Panic rises in my chest. I’m beyond hearing.

The instinct to fight surges through me. I imagine hurling myself at Donny. I could rip his throat out—possibly before I die of the bullets they pump into me. But cameras are rolling. And Ann’s out there. She’d say to trust the story. She’d say light is better than darkness.

I let the cops cuff me.

Garrick protests loudly. He wants to stay with me, keep a film crew on me.

Donny comes at me. Grinning. Something flashes in his hand. A needle. The police push me away as the Fancher director takes the microphone. The Fancher director makes an apology to the gathered press. As the police push me away, under instructions from Donny, it seems, I hear the Fancher director using words like “unstable.” And “mentally ill and dangerous.”

Yelling. Garrick is being cuffed and taken away, yelling about lawyers.

Reporters trail us as we head to the Fancher van. Cops bar the way.

The van.

I know that van. It’s more than a cage on wheels. It’s a fortress on wheels. Seeing it nearly breaks my spirit, and I think maybe I should’ve fought, that maybe Ann is wrong about trust and light.

A sharp bite on my arm. The needle. I feel Donny’s breath on the back of my neck as the numbness spreads.

I meet his eyes. He smiles as spots cloud my vision, as I’m pulled along.

I stumble, limbs sluggish. I’m unused to the drugs. Or maybe he’s increased my dose.

Probably both.

Donny oversees the orderlies who shove me down onto the padded bench. They chain my ankles to the ring on the floor. They chain my handcuffed wrists to the bar that runs along the side.

I yank in fury, desperately trying to free myself. They close the cage and then the outer door.

Darkness. Confusion.

We’re on the move. I focus on sounds. There’s a siren behind us, and one in front of us.

Taking no chances with me. The savage. Drugged and bound once again.

My limbs feel dead. It makes me want to give up. I try to remember the feeling of sunshine. I try to remember the feeling of Ann.

I remember about working against the drug. Vigorous activity.

I yank and struggle, clanking the cuffs and chains. My lips begin to feel fat. My thoughts slow. I fight on with everything I have.

I tell myself that if I don’t stop, the drugs will take over. It’s a big dose, maybe too big, but I fight like crazy, thinking about Ann. I have to get back there. I pull and pull, feeling the cuffs cut into my skin. My wrists feel warm. Blood.

I don’t care. Nothing matters except getting out. I have to get back to Ann.

I rail and bellow as we speed down the highway to the Fancher Institute. It’s where we’ll go.

Or somewhere worse.

I yank and yank. I know I’m wearing myself out. I just need my alertness back.

I think the hopelessness I feel makes the drugs worse. The hopelessness makes my limbs feel heavy. I tell myself to keep fighting.

I fight to exhaustion, and then I collapse. It’s just me in the darkness, breath heavy. The sirens have stopped. There’s only the hum of tires. The engine.

The van takes a violent turn.

Or maybe it’s my equilibrium.

I fold forward, head over the floor, arms stretched out behind me, shoulders nearly out of their sockets. It’s here I realize one good thing: Ann’s finally safe. My enemies surely know I’m away from her, that I can’t get to her. They have no more reason to go after her.

I press my forehead to my knees, hanging, swaying.

It’s me they want. So her plan worked, at least for her. It’s enough.

The other thing I realize, chained up back there, is that I probably won’t make it to the institute alive. My enemies need me to die. Donny needs me to die.

I hang there alone in the van, thinking about fishing with Ann. I’m back there on the downed tree with her, a pack of two. More than a pack. Back there with Ann was the first time I’d stopped being an outsider to people. It was the first time I belonged with another human being.

You’re not a wolf, she said once, and she was right.

She showed me I was human.

Complete with a heart that’s breaking. But for one shining moment, I belonged. I had somebody.

The tires hum.

The ride seems to last forever.

Alone.

The loneliness hurts more than ever. Because I know what it is to belong, I suppose.

In my mind, I’m back with her.

The van turns again—careens. I feel a little ill. It’s the drugs, the fatigue. The hopelessness is making things worse. The hopelessness can be worse than the drugs. Its fingers spread through me, deadening my soul.

And then a gunshot blasts out. There’s a pop below.

Tire. I sit up.

Lazarus—it has to be.

The ride’s bumpy, and it comes to me that the tire’s blown. The van turns and speeds up. The bumping is more pronounced. I’m bumping off the bench.

Donny’s up there—he’s either driving or directing the driver. What is happening?

More gunshots.

I can’t imagine why he’d try to get away from a man who’s trying to kill me. I’d think he’d be happy to see me gunned down and not have to answer for it. He’d fling open the doors himself.

For whatever reason, though, he’s running. We take another turn. The going is rougher. I grab the bar behind the seat. We’re off the road, maybe. Or maybe it’s the tires being shot out.

More bumps.

A crash jolts me forward, nearly pulls my shoulders from my body. It’s as if the whole planet comes to a stop.

Silence.

My pulse races. They’ll come now. I yank at my chains. I hear keys in the door. Bolts slide open, the cage mechanism unlocks.

I may be chained up for them, ready to be gunned down, but I sit up straight. I’ll meet my death head on.

I squint as daylight fills the space. Dark forms jump in.

“Bratik,” one says, coming to me.

He puts his hands on my cheeks.

More strange words—urgent, emotional. A language I don’t know. I cringe. Is he going to snap my neck? Gouge out my eyes? I could take him with just my legs if only they weren’t chained.

He pulls me into an embrace. “Bratik!”

Another voice behind him. “Fuck. Kiro. Fuck.” This one knows my name. He’s working at my chains, unlocking my bloody shackles while the first one hugs me like a madman, speaking that strange language.

Suddenly I’m free. I push the first one off.

The other grabs my shirt. “We’re your brothers, Kiro.” He pulls me up. “Can you stand?”

“Brothers?” I whisper, swaying, hardly grasping the meaning of the word.

He watches my eyes. “We’re your brothers.”

I blink, eyes adjusting to the light, lips still numb. “Brothers?”

The American’s eyes shine. He holds my shoulders, steadying me. His eyes are darker than mine, but his hair is the same, his face is the same. “We’ve been looking for you forever.”

My pulse races.

He pulls me to him, chest to chest. “Fuck, Kiro. We’re here now. We have your back.”

I feel numb. It’s not the drugs this time; it’s too much emotion. I pull him to me, bloody hands digging into him. A brother. My eyes feel hot. Brothers.

“Out of the way, brat!” the other one growls. The music of his growl connects to something inside me. There’s something so familiar in his voice. Then I realize it’s like my own. These are my brothers.

The other one claps a hand onto the top of my head, ruffling my hair. “Baby brother!”

The American one lets me go and nods at the other. “This is Viktor. I’m Aleksio. Fuck, we’ve been searching for you. They said you were dead, but I knew you weren’t.”

My heart thunders.

“We have to get out of here,” Viktor says.

“The reporter said they shot you up with something. Is it true? Can you walk? Run?”

“Can you shoot?” Viktor asks.

I scrub my face and take a deep breath. I have brothers.

Viktor is on the phone, telling somebody to hurry. A dark thought comes to me. “The hospital,” I say. “Ann. He’ll go after her now.”

“The gunshot wound victim?” Viktor asks.

“Yes, she has a gunshot wound. Room 363.”

Viktor instructs somebody on the other end of the phone to go to the hospital. “Tanechka,” he says. “Whatever it takes.”

“She’ll be safe,” Aleksio says. “We’re sending people.”

“Brothers,” I say him.

He grins. “For better or worse.”

“Worse right now,” Viktor says. “Our vehicle is toasted. This one, too. We have to get out of here. We’re vulnerable.”

My mind is beginning to clear. I feel happy. Then I spot movement outside the open van doors—out in the field, behind my brothers.

They turn.

Donny’s face is bloody. He holds a gun. “Lazarus is coming,” he says, swaying. “You’re not going anywhere until he gets here. One step out of this van and I’ll shoot you.”

Lazarus survived? I stiffen, wanting to fly at Donny. Aleksio seems to know it. He presses a hand onto my shoulder, holding me in place.

“Go ahead, Patient 34, make my day,” Donny says. “Come at me.”

“Fucking seriously?” Aleksio says. “Make my day?” He laughs and points at the road beyond the field. Way off far to the right. “And what about that? Does that make your day, too?”

Donny turns to look.

I look, too.

A blast to my left. I swing my gaze to Viktor. He lowers a weapon, grinning.

Donny’s down, crumpled in the weeds, a hole in his face.

“Do not threaten our bratik,” Viktor says.

A shiver slides over me. These are my brothers.

Aleksio squints at the road. “Goddamnit.” He pulls Viktor and me in. “They’re coming. It’s a fucking caravan.” He checks his phone. “Tito and Yuri and the guys are twenty minutes out. Fuck.”

Viktor speaks in his strange language. He’s not happy.

“Who’s coming?” I ask.

“Lazarus,” Aleksio says.

“Him again,” I growl. “He shot Ann. He’s been after us.”

“Oh, he’s definitely been after you,” Aleksio says. “He needs you dead. Well, any of us.”

“Now he thinks he can get all three of us,” Viktor adds.

Viktor pulls one gun after another from his pack. He sets them on the padded bench. “Lazarus helped to kill our father and mother. He helped send you away and split us up. He is our greatest enemy.”

My head swims. This man who shot Ann—twice—is also why I never had a family? Why I never knew these brothers? And now he wants to kill us?

I begin to feel wild.

“Fucking surround us…” Aleksio tells us what he thinks Lazarus will do now. Fish in a barrel, he calls us.

Viktor pulls the one side of the back door closed. I watch him with a mixture of pride and anguish. My own brothers. They came for me. Now they’re willing to die for me.

My pack is larger than I ever dreamed.

Aleksio has unbolted the bench. He tips it on its side. Preparing for a shootout. “If they have C-4 with them, we’re fucked,” Aleksio says. “A van in the middle of a field. Fucked.”

“I have C-4.” Viktor pulls a small metal container from his pack.

Aleksio snorts. “That would be perfect—if they were the ones in a van trapped in a field.”

“I can hear them coming,” I say. “Two vehicles more. A lot of men, all coming across now.”

My brothers look at me. “You can hear all that?”

“Two different engines just now turned off. Boots crunching dried weeds. All sides. Trying to be quiet.”

Viktor hands me a gun. “You know how to handle one of these?”

I give it back. “No.”

“Oh. Okay.”

“It’s cool,” Aleksio says. “We have your back, Kiro.”

My heart pounds as I breathe in the scent of Lazarus. Our greatest enemy. I look out at the rectangle of sky and field in the back. “He’s out there. Hiding. Waiting for us to look.” I point to where he is.

“This is bad,” Aleksio says. “They’re going to storm this van if they don’t blow it up.”

Viktor says, “Some old crone once said that together we rule. Together we cannot be defeated.”

I’m barely listening anymore. I’ve just found my brothers, and now he’d take them away? Rage boils in my heart.

“We need a plan,” Aleksio says. “The prophecy is not a plan. Holding out is not a plan. They have no cover. Let’s get creative. Can we get up front through this panel? Drive this thing?”

“I’m ready to get bloody,” Viktor says.

“How many, Kiro?” Aleksio asks.

“Twelve, fifteen. All sides. Except—” I motion at the part where we can see.

Aleksio goes on. Tactics.

I’m no longer listening. I smell them. I hear their heartbeats. Frightened. They want to kill my brothers. Something deep and primal animates me.

“Come on, can we shoot through this panel, you think?” Aleksio wants to change things in the van. He has complicated plans.

All I hear is the fury of my own heartbeat.

All I smell is blood. All I feel is love for these brothers who would mock Donny and then kill him for me. It was something I’d always dreamed of doing, and my brothers did it for me.

My brothers.

They came for me.

The heartbeats of our enemies grow stronger as they close in. Wildness fills me with the power of sunshine, huge as the sky. Thoughts fall from my mind. I see only pictures—me flying at the men. Flying through the air.

I leap out the back of the van, spinning at the men. I’m faster than wind. I’m grabbing and crushing their throats and faces, more airborne than not. Snarling, bloody.

They’ll have to shoot off my arms and legs to stop me, and they know it. It makes them hesitate. It makes them afraid.

My brothers yell something.

Their words mean nothing. I fly at our attackers, ripping, kicking.

My brothers are behind me, shooting, taking out those who recover from their shock long enough to fight back.

Time slows. I close my hand a throat and yank, breaking a neck. Warmth in my fingers. I break a face with my foot. I spin and throw. I kill. Some bodies I lift against me. I allow them to absorb the endless bullets shooting from the endless guns.

My brothers fight beside me so beautifully. I feel as if we’ve been together always.

Men fall.

I feel invincible as I meet another set of stunned eyes, as I close my grip around another throat.

Men with guns freeze in the face of animal rage—even if that animal rage is coming from a human.

Nobody will take my brothers from me. Never again.

I feel Viktor come up next to me. “Bratik, hold!” He grips my arm, pulling me. There are bodies all around. We jump into the front of the van.

Aleksio’s driving. He guns it across the field toward a big, blocky tanklike truck up on the road. Bumpy going.

“You sure Lazarus is in that Hummer?” Viktor says.

“Hiding in there like a little girl,” Aleksio says. We bump onto the road, wheels barely intact—you can feel it through the bottom. Viktor hurls something out the window. “Go!”

Aleksio guns the engine. “Goodbye, fucker.” There’s a massive explosion behind us.

Sirens sound in the distance.

“Yuri’s five minutes up the road. We’ve got this!”

“Baby brother. The way you flew at them!” Viktor laughs and slings an arm around my shoulder. “It’s good to get bloody with you, brother. You’re a great warrior. More fierce than I ever imagined.”

I look into his eyes. My heart swells bigger than the sky.


Chapter Forty-One


Ann

“That conviction order was invalidated a week ago. It was invalidated, overturned. There are records of that on file if your men had bothered to check. No—right, overturned by a judge in a court of law…no, that’s bullshit—your men didn’t follow procedure. That’s right, you know how I know? Because I’m the one who got it overturned. I’m the one who saw that it was on file.”

I fight to open my eyes. They feel gluey, gravelly.

“…no, you listen to me. If you interfere with Mr. Dragusha’s rights one more time, deprive him of one more instant of his freedom, I will bring a suit against your department so fast…kidnapping…accessory to attempted murder…collusion with a criminal organization…”

I blink. The light is so bright.

A woman with bright blonde ponytails sits at my bedside. “Good morning!” She has an accent. Slavic. Russian.

The woman speaking legalese is across the room, pacing, phone glued to the side of her head. She has dark hair and an air of authority.

“She’s not as scary as she sounds,” the woman with ponytails says. She wears a red T-shirt with the iconic Rolling Stones lips. Russian.

“Okay,” I breathe.

“My name is Tatiana, but my friends call me Tanechka. Kiro sent us.” She smiles. “Nobody will bother you.”

“Okay,” I say again, unsure what’s going on. “Where’s Kiro?”

“He’s okay. He’s coming.”

“What happened.”

“Did you miss the whole press conference?” The dark-haired woman comes up to the other side of my bed. “It was quite the thing. I’ll let him tell you. He’s on his way with his brothers. I don’t think we’ll have any more trouble.”

Tanechka grins. “Let them give us trouble. I will fuck them up.”

“A press conference? His brothers?”

“Kiro pretty much called his own press conference. It’s how his brothers found him. I’m Mira. Hi.” She gestures at the tubes in my arm. “I won’t make you shake my hand.”

“He found his family by holding a press conference?” I imagine him up there, standing in front of cameras. The one thing he never wanted.

“Two brothers. Very fierce,” Tanechka says.

Mira grins. “He got himself brothers and a third of a massive criminal empire called the Black Lion clan, but we won’t go into that.”

“What? Black Lion clan?” Things start to make sense. “That’s why they were after him.”

“So you know it,” Mira says. “He’s a Dragusha. Don’t worry, the Black Lion clan…it’ll evolve once things settle.”

Tanechka grins. “We all fell out of our chairs to see Kiro on the internet.”

“Does he know they wanted to find him?” I ask. “Does he know he had brothers out there who loved him all that time?”

Kiro bursts into the room. He comes to my side. He takes my hands.

His face is bloody, and his clothes are torn. He looks every inch the savage, and so do his brothers. And they’re all smiling. All so happy.


Chapter Forty-Two


Ann

Two months later

I start up a fire using a starter log, something Kiro would laugh at, but he’s spending a rare night out with his brothers.

Kiro and I bought a big old apartment near Washington Park in Chicago. It cost a fortune, but it turns out the Dragushas are fabulously wealthy.

Kiro’s gotten used to the city surprisingly well. He says it’s just another forest, just another system. He’s kind of amazing.

He’s starting to trust people and fill the gaps in his education. He’s learning new things and falling into step with his brothers like they were never apart. I’m not so sure how I love his newfound delight in drinking vodka with them, and the way they like to sit around throwing knives at targets…well, I guess he missed a lot of little-brother time.

Still, I know he’s looking forward to getting land up north once I’m fully recovered. A place of our own for the warm months. Lots of wilderness. We spend a lot of time these days dreaming up a life for ourselves. Part time in Chicago, to be with his brothers. Part in the wild.

Aleksio’s girlfriend, Mira, found a great lawyer who got him off on all the charges against him. The six of us go out to restaurants a lot—Kiro and his two brothers and Mira and Tanechka. Like an instant family—for both of us.

At first he wanted us to go overseas together, so I could chase my stories, but chasing those dangerous stories was never something I meant to do all my life. There are stories here. We’re talking about writing a book on the wolves. I’ve always wanted to write a book.

I arrange the presents under our tree and find a new one for me from Kiro. It’s a large box. Hat-sized. Did Kiro go on a secret shopping trip?

He’s been trying to make up for kidnapping me and tying me up. He’s apologized a zillion times. I’ve forgiven him just as many times. But words still don’t mean much to Kiro. He gives me lots of presents. He’s been by my side nearly nonstop while I recover from my injuries.

He’s a good mate. I tell him that sometimes. Understatement of the year. I love being with him. I love him.

Viktor and Tanechka want us to go to Ukraine with them when they visit there this spring. They’re planning on rebuilding the bombed-out convent where Tanechka spent time, but Kiro’s not quite ready for flying. It’s a little suspicious—rebuilding the convent sounds like it might involve a few armed battles.

Maybe someday.

I shake the box. Nothing rattles. It’s heavy, though.

I hear a growl at the doorway. Kiro. He stalks toward me. “What are you doing?”

“Snooping.”

He comes to me and kneels and takes the box from my hands, puts it back under. Then he kisses me. “I love you,” he says. Words mean nothing to Kiro, but he knows they mean everything to me. “But you don’t get to see what’s in the box until Christmas morning.”

“I love you, too, but that doesn’t mean I won’t snoop.”

He twists one of my curls around his finger. He’s always doing that. Still.

“Where were you guys? Out being royal?”

He snorts. The second he was back with his brothers, an entire mafia empire coalesced around them. Apparently everyone was waiting for the return of Kiro. It kind of stunned us, like walking into a royal court and finding a throne waiting for you.

The men who worked for their enemy, Lazarus, either fled or came over to beg for forgiveness. People regard the three of them like…well, royalty.

They never found Lazarus’s body, but it barely matters. Even if he were alive, even if he came back, he would be neutralized so fast.

I’m not so keen on the criminal empire. Luckily, Mira and Tanechka aren’t either. And, while Viktor and Aleksio are pretty damn badass, they’ve been getting into more wholesome things. Aleksio is opening a restaurant.

They’re going legit little by little. Handing off some of the supercriminal parts to their underbosses.

It suits Kiro. He loves fighting, loves playing the tough guy with his brothers, but he’s no fucking criminal.

“Were you out on the docks?”

“Not exactly.” He peels off his shirt. I gasp. His arm is covered in plastic and underneath, an intricate tattoo of a battle scene, covering a huge swath of his arm. “What did you do, Kiro?”

“Viktor and Aleksio and I got tattoos today. It’s a depiction of the prophecy.”

“Uh. That stupid prophecy. Why would you want that on your arm?” The prophecy is why Lazarus and his mentor tore them apart all those years ago.

“The tattoo shows our own version of the prophecy. Everyone thought ‘together the brothers rule’ meant us ruling the Black Lion clan,” he says. “But the old woman who gave the prophecy never said what we would rule. So we decided it meant we would rule our destinies. This is of us finding each other and ruling our own lives.”

“Oh my God. I love that.”

“I got the idea from you. The story is important, that’s what you always say. I said we needed to think of a different story.”

“The tattoos were your idea?”

Kiro grins. He’s been fascinated by tattoos since we got back. “Yes.” He shows the battle flag and the fanciful swirls and scrolls, all meaning something. They put a lot of thought into it. But there’s a part of his that’s different. My name is there. And there’s a wolf. I trace it through the plastic. I know he misses those wolves. He still mourns his dead friends.

“Wait.” I go and grab a small gift. “I want you to open this.”

“It’s not Christmas.”

“I want you to have it now,” I say, heart pounding.

He tears off the paper and lifts the lid of the little box. He goes still, holding it in his shaking hands. “It’s….” He swallows back the emotion.

It’s the keychain with the wolf figurine, the one that reminded him so much of Red. The one he got at the outdoor store. The one he threw into the grass on the hillside.

“You grabbed it,” he says.

“Yeah. I grabbed it. You can keep your keys on it. Keep it with you always.”

He pulls it out of the box and holds it in his palm, reverently. Like it’s precious. He touches its little scruff the way he used to when we first had it.

I look away, thinking to give him a private moment.

“No, you can look, Ann.” He looks up, my beautiful, clear-eyed Kiro. Unflinchingly honest. Utterly there. “I want this with me always.”

“That’s the great thing about a keychain.”

“I want you to be with me always,” he says.

“I want to be with you always,” I say.

“No, I mean…” He crawls under the tree and pulls out a small box I hadn’t noticed. “I want you to be with me always.”

My pulse hammers in my ears as I take it.

A small box. A jewelry box. I hold it to my heart and meet his amber gaze. And smile.

And he smiles. We don’t need words.

[image: The End]

Thanks for reading! I hope you enjoyed your time with the Dragusha brothers as much as I did!
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Thank you for reading the Dangerous Royals!
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