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      Makenna

      I can’t remember who said it, but the claim was made that cellar-door is likely the most beautiful phrase in the English language. Heard out of context, the two words paired together evoke a melancholy that settles deep in my bones. An echo of beauty that feels forbidden.

      I probably heard this in school, from some pretentious English teacher. There were a few of those. People who moved in and out of my life with no purpose.

      Pieces of my life filter in past the dark, shallow glimpses, the light finding the cracks. I place my hand to the cold floor and capture a splinter of the rays.

      Cellar door.

      Cellar door.

      Cellar door.

      I repeat the phrase over and over, trying to force my mind not to recognize the meaning of the words. I want to hear them with a foreign ear; I want to know what they might mean to another woman.

      His shadow moves across the light, blotting out the only warmth in the room.

      My lungs cease to breathe.

      I can’t inhale until the light returns.

      I used to hold my breath during storms, counting the seconds after the strike, waiting for the roll of thunder. But the storms vanished the moment he stole me. A beautiful monster full of anguish and wrath tore me from my life.

      Now, I’m his captive.

      A way out always exists.

      Only my mind rebels, insisting it’s the way in that must be found. A window to the soul. Through the eyes. I must’ve heard that in school once before, too.

      He watches through ice-blue stained glass.

      How does he see me?

      How do I appear out of context?

      Like the cellar door that conceals our secrets, if I repeat the truth enough, reciting it over and over, it loses meaning—becoming an obscure and distant version of our reality.

      There is more than one door. There is an infinity of doors. All leading to where the bones of our darkest secrets haunt. We all have a cellar door of our own design.

      My door is made of bone and ash.
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          The Moment Before

        

      

    
    
      Makenna

      During a storm, there’s a moment between the flash and the strike where I hold my breath. A charged, suspended moment, as oxygen pulls in like the receding tide. Pressure builds. The current in the air penetrates my atoms.

      I don’t breathe.

      Then, like the crash of a wave, I’m released. The roll of thunder resounds through my body as I exhale the tension from my muscles and sinew.

      In the seconds before the strike, I’m only aware of the wait, the anticipation, the dread, for what comes next. It’s a relief when the lightning crashes—a confirmation that storms go unchanged.

      Most people spend their lives in a sort of waiting pattern. A mantra built around the same tune: I’ll do it when it happens.

      In other words, we wait to start living—really living—for when life falls into place. For that perfect thing we’ve been yearning for to land in our lap. A promotion. A significant other. Being thinner. Smarter.

      I’m just as guilty. In the city of Seattle, securely nestled by water and concrete and everything trendy, I set up shop in the Lower Queen Anne district, heaving my bloated career over the hurdle of my last major failure. I got this space because I can view the Space Needle from my industrial, corrugated metal balcony. It was a beacon for resurrection.

      Carpe deim.

      Only I never quite seized anything but my grande mocha from the corner café across the street. Two months in my loft, and I’m still staring at the Space Needle from my glass desk, counting the seconds before the strike.

      And waiting for what comes next.

      File in hand, I ease out a breath with the bass roll of thunder, then flip to the first page. Jennifer Myer sits across from me in my loft apartment. She’s thirty-seven. Dyed blond. Dressed in a Chanel pantsuit. And likes to spend her husband’s millions.

      Mr. Myer has recently put a cap on Mrs. Myer’s spending allowance due to “the economy,” and it’s made her suspicious. Especially since Mr. Myer hasn’t stopped spending money. Receipts she discovered for hotel rooms, nightclubs, risky lingerie boutiques, and other various, skeptical activity.

      She wants to hire me to eke out Mr. Myer’s cheating ways, so she can file for divorce.

      I sip my mocha and set the file on the desk. “I’m not cheap,” I say to Jennifer.

      She lifts her chin, collagen-filled lips pursed in firm resolve. “I have my own bank account,” she assures.

      Good to know. I jot down a note on the back of her background check. I always do a surface check on anyone who wants to retain my services. That’s a given. But Jennifer is special. I already know she has no priors, other than a handful of parking tickets. She hails from the California coast, where she dropped out of college to marry Milton Myer and raise their son.

      Now that she’s no spring chick anymore (her words; not mine), she fears being traded in for a newer model, like the Bentley convertible her husband just upgraded to. She wants to strike first.

      I lean back in my comfy swivel chair, interlace my fingers over my stomach. “I’ll need a list of your husband’s automobiles, along with a sure time he’ll be away from home for at least two hours.”

      Her sharply groomed eyebrows draw together. “Why?”

      “I need to install GPS trackers on his cars.” And search the residence.

      Most men aren’t as secretive—or stealthy—as their women counterparts. You’d be amazed at what one can discover right out in the open. Credit card receipts left in pockets. Hotel registrations. Lingerie purchased for a mistress. I’m not even joking. I once found a silk nighty in the closet of one client—the nighty three sizes two small for said client.

      “Fine,” Jennifer says. “Of course.” She uses her own pen to make a list of cars, then glances up as she slides the notepad across the glass desktop. Her watery blue gaze flicks to my ponytail. Messy brown, natural strands escape the band. I can feel her disapproval.

      “Thank you.” I slip the list into her file, noticing first the four cars listed. Nice.

      Even if nothing pans out, this will still be a worthwhile job.

      Jennifer flips her silky blond hair off her shoulder. She flips her hair with purpose, in a way that states every woman she’s ever met must be envious of her.

      And truthfully, I am.

      I envy her very simple, uneventful life—a life where her biggest worry is fine lines cropping up around her eyes, so she tries not to smile as much.

      Maybe I’m being too judgmental but, according to her background check, I can’t believe Jennifer Myer has suffered any real pain, the unbearable kind, where it hurts to breathe, to move, to live. Come on, her marriage is a farce.

      I’ve seen women devastated by a cheating spouse. Their whole life shattered in one meeting. I doubt Jennifer will shed a tear. Too worried she’d smudge her Dior mascara.

      I envy Jennifer, and so many people like her their boring and drama-free lives.

      My story might not be an original one, but it’s a painful story just the same. My small family was torn apart by drugs. I suffered the deep-seated kind of pain, the torment of loss, where you don’t want the next minute to pass, fearful of what the future will punish you with next.

      Instead of letting that loss consume me, I took my pain to the police precinct and found a way to channel it.

      Then I found someone to get lost with.

      What life has taught me—what it continues to teach me—is that if you’re breathing, you’re fighting. Even if it feels like death.

      Growing pains. My insides are marred with the metaphorical stretch marks of personal growth.

      The woman in my office doesn’t sit at her window and focus on breathing through the storm. But that’s okay. There’s a place for everyone. If you’re not one of the Jennifers of the world, then you’re the other type.

      The me type.

      I try not to let that reality make me rife with bitter resentment.

      I try.

      “How often are men actually caught?” Jennifer asks, bringing my attention back on her and her dilemma.

      A lot of women come to me because they want their suspicions, their gut instincts, to be proven wrong. They don’t want to do the dirty deep dive into their husband’s lives themselves, fearful of what they’ll uncover.

      I’m like an interpreter of sorts. They see the signs, sometimes even the proof, but they need me to decipher the meaning—to make it absolutely clear, leaving them with no doubt.

      I’m paid to give broken people confirmation that their relationship may be over.

      I always tell them exactly what I’m about to tell Jennifer Myer: “If you’re here, then you probably already know the truth.”

      Which in Jennifer’s case is cha-ching to her ears. She picks up her Prada purse from the floor and stands over my desk. “Milton is going away on a business trip tomorrow. You can come by the house then, but I would like you to start tonight.”

      I raise an eyebrow.

      “Milton will want to see his…mistress,” she says, “before he leaves town. That makes sense, no?”

      “Sure. Logically. I can start right now.”

      “Good.” She secures my services with a check, which covers the four GPS trackers and monitoring for a month. Any field work I’ll bill out in hourly increments.

      “Thank you, Ms. Davies.” The title has a niggling sting in her snide tone. Which really, that’s more on me than her. Jennifer has no idea that I’m used to being addressed as Detective Davies.

      Used to, I mean. I wasn’t a detective for long, but I had gotten used to the title.

      “Makenna is fine,” I say.

      “All right, Makenna. Please report any updates to the cell number I gave you.”

      Her secret phone—the one her husband doesn’t know about—that I’m sure is being used for her own tawdry affairs. But, hey, who am I to judge? The check she just wrote will pay my rent for three months.

      As she climbs into the elevator, complaining about having to use the rusty old building lift, I swivel my chair to face the row of windows that highlight the Seattle cityscape.

      Six months ago, I’d have balked at the idea of becoming a private investigator. Hell, I’d have been insulted. It’s depressing what we accept when our options are limited.

      In as little as five years with the Seattle PD, I made detective, and I lost the position in under a year. The soggy bottom just fell out from beneath my feet.

      The patter of rain plinks against the windowpanes. Before the storm builds into a downpour, I grab my bag and jacket and head out. More reconnaissance on Milton Myer is needed, and now I’m getting paid to dig into the man.

      I close the grating to the elevator just as a flash of lightning illuminates my cold loft.

      I hold my breath on the way down.
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      McKenna

      Colony Park Cafe is central in downtown Seattle. Situated up the hill from Pike Place, it’s far enough away from the tourist flurry of the marketplace, but located in a prominent enough area that I imagine most of the city walks by at least once a week.

      That’s why I chose it as my base.

      I come here every morning and every evening. Twice a day—twice as many chances to spot him.

      I don’t actually drink this much coffee, despite what most think about locals. This afternoon I’ve traded in my regular for a green tea. I sip it slowly as I watch the after work crowd scurry along the street on their way home.

      How many times has he passed me?

      Every man above six feet tall sends my heart racing. The sight of a black hoodie strangles my lungs. I get that flutter in my chest…it’s him…and then disappointment coats my stomach like oily film when I search the eyes.

      There are at least five men in this city who I’ve stopped in the street that think I’m bat-shit crazy.

      The constant surge of adrenaline is exhausting. I imagine it helps me sleep at night, though. Without the nervous system crash, I would never rest. I’d only ever see his piercing blue eyes through the storm.

      I look down at my hand, flex it to stop the tremor. The weight of my gun in my shoulder harness bears down on me, a morbid taunt.

      I had one chance to pull the trigger…and I froze.

      Pulling a quick breath in to fill my aching lungs, I roll my shoulders and ease back against the metal chair. The air is abuzz with the pending rainstorm. I can taste it in the atmosphere, the charge. With every hovering rain-swollen cloud comes the memory of that night.

      I’m close.

      I’ll find him.

      Admittedly, as a detective, staking out a coffee shop isn’t the best way to search for a suspect. But I’ve beat to death all other resources. While I was still a detective, that is. Those resources run a little dry outside of the precinct. I maintain a number of connections, but when those people think you’re cracked…

      Yeah. So this is what I have. My one-woman PI firm, and a base that I obsessively state out twice a day, waiting for him to walk by.

      But now I have Milton Myer’s wife as a client. That changes the game. I have a piece of the puzzle. It’s the first glimmer of hope I’ve had in a very long time, and I cling to it.

      At closing, I toss my cup in the trash and head across the street toward my car, my boots clomping through rain puddles. I have a job to do. According to Jennifer, Milton might want to see his mistress—but I know better.

      I unlock my car and settle behind the wheel, inhale a steadying breath. I take the long way toward Milton’s office building, adrenaline coursing my veins.

      Let’s see what my target is up to tonight.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Most cheaters have at least one thing in common. They’re unoriginal. Honestly, even with the abundance of information online on how to evade being caught, they typically make the same mistakes. It’s human nature to believe you’re of above intelligence, especially for a self-made business man like Myer.

      At around 11:00 p.m., I’m parked across the street from Myer Keystone Enterprise, Nikon camera lens trained on the floor-to-ceiling windows of Myer’s office on the fourth floor.

      Men are lazy when it comes to cheating. They work within their immediate environment. Most settle on the hot young secretary. It’s a cliché for a reason; it’s convenient.

      Milton Myer isn’t alone in his office, but he’s not entertaining his secretary, either. I zoom in the lens, trying to get a clear view through the tinted office window. Another man around Myer’s age stands adjacent to him, hands balled into fists at his side. His countenance appears hostile.

      I capture a picture.

      Milton holds up his hands in defense as the other man storms his way. I straighten up and press closer to my car window. The lens butts the glass. I whisper a curse and hit the control to lower the window, and in the short time it takes to do this, the man has wrapped his hands around Milton’s neck.

      Shit.

      I glance around, looking for someone to intervene. There’s no one. The office building is closed. I reach inside my jacket and unclasp the snap on my gun holster, then grab the door handle.

      I’m not a cop.

      Not anymore.

      PIs watch; they don’t interfere.

      I’m not a real PI.

      But I’ve taken too long to make my choice. Milton has broken the man’s chokehold and races for the door. I grip my camera and refocus the lens. In a matter of seconds, Milton is through the door and barreling down the hallway. I lose sight of him…and the man enters my view.

      A gun outstretched in his hand.

      Through the camera lens, I make out his black suit. He’s tall. Broad shoulders. Short-cropped dark hair. He’s the right build…

      Without thought, I snap a picture, then toss the camera on the passenger seat and open my door.

      A shot rings out.

      One foot planted on pavement, the other inside the car, I hold my breath. A second shot is fired, forcing me into motion, and I move.

      I tear across the street, Glock held at my thigh, my other hand dialing 9-1-1 on my cellphone. I give the operator a brief rundown of what I witnessed and the address before ending the call so I can grasp the weapon with both hands.

      Rounding the corner of the building, I creep into the parking garage. I expect to see security, but the gate is vacated. I look inside the gatehouse. A man in uniform is lying on the floor.

      My heart speeds. Adrenaline scorches my veins. I swallow down the heavy thud in my ears and open the door. I check his neck quickly for vitals. He’s dead, but not cold to the touch.

      The man who shot Milton Myer is the most likely suspect for ending the security officer’s life. Which means he came here with the premeditated intent to end Milton’s also.

      But why plan a murder in an office building?

      It feels sloppy. Too many possible witnesses.

      I have a picture of him.

      Getting my bearings and thoughts corralled, I push past the gate and head toward the elevator. My footfalls sound too loud as they bounce off the concrete enclosure and echo back at me. I wait half a minute, braced against the cement wall near the elevator door.

      It could be him.

      This thought consumes me, and it’s all I want.

      I hit the button to go up.

      I’m trained. I’ve been in similar situations. Yet fear pushes at my reasoning, the shrill voice of doubt grates my nerves.

      I’m not a detective for a reason.

      I fucked up.

      As the doors slide apart, I propel myself inside and ascend upward before rational thought can stop me again. I check my piece to confirm a round is chambered, then I brace myself and let the adrenaline steer my course. I flatten my back against the steel wall and wait for the doors to open to the fourth floor.

      It’s muscle memory. My body knows what procedure to follow, even as panic roars in my head like a twister.

      One brief moment to breathe; I shut my eyes. Inhale. Exhale. The storm surrounds me. I hear the whir of the elevator coming to a stop. Then my eyes are open and laser-focused. My senses come alive.

      I prop my booted foot against the elevator door to prevent it from closing and check the hallway. The lights have been dimmed. A soft glow filters through the offices. The floor is quiet. Farther down, Milton is sprawled on the tile floor. Blood blooms around his head in a thick pool. I clear both hallways on either side of the elevator before I step out.

      A flashback of my last case threatens to emerge, the sight and stillness rushing my conscious mind—but I tamp it down. Not now. I’m too close.

      Once I’m sure there’s no immediate danger, I kneel next to Myer and check for a pulse. Nothing. Gunshot to the forehead. A professional shooter. People have survived a bullet to the head before, but Milton Myer isn’t one of the lucky few.

      His unseeing, cataract eyes stare up at me.

      Where did the second bullet go?

      I glance at the bank of elevators. There are three sets of doors. A light flashes above the middle door overhead—someone’s coming up. Chances are, it’s the police. I shove my weapon into the holster of my chest harness and make for the emergency stairwell.

      I hustle through the door just as the ding sounds.

      I breathe heavily through my nose, centering myself, as I travel down the stairs. I’m not evading the police, I tell myself. I just can’t let the shooter escape.

      I slow my steps as I reach the ground level. This is the only way he could’ve come. He wouldn’t chance getting stuck in an elevator, or going to the roof. Easing the door open, I scan the parking garage. Two uniforms are investigating the dead security officer.

      Muttering a curse, I slide through the narrow crack of the open door. I decide to go the opposite way. One, because it’s going to be damn difficult to slip past cops. And two, the shooter would probably do the same. He wouldn’t double back where he left a dead man.

      Think like the perpetrator. That’s what Hudson always said.

      There’s only one way in, so there’s only one way out. I maneuver past parked vehicles toward the back of the garage. All activity is at the front of the building. I keep to the third row, slinking as low as I can…before I stop.

      I make out the silhouette of a man in a black sedan two cars over.

      Even if he wasn’t expecting the cops to show so soon, he’d want a clear escape. He’s an expert shot but not meticulous enough to devise an exit strategy? It’s hard to profile a perp with having only witnessed one murder, but everything about this scenario feels off in my bones.

      The sedan’s taillights glow red.

      Shit. He’s making a run for it.

      I act fast; I have to take the risk. After nearly six months, he’s my only lead. Hunched down low, which isn’t too difficult at 5’1”, I maneuver between cars, coming up on his just as he pulls forward and cuts his wheel sharply to the left.

      I roll under the car and pop a GPS tracker on the undercarriage.

      Got you.

      I flatten my body to the ground as the car pulls away, leaving me behind.

      I’m only given a moment to breathe a sigh of relief before the shooting begins.
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      Makenna

      The first shot is fired in warning. The bullet is fired from the black sedan, the reverberating echo deafening in the concrete parking garage. My ears ring with the muted quality that blocks out all other sound, but I pick up the muffled crossfire as my senses adjust. The two uniforms at the security gatehouse are retaliating.

      I collect myself and hunker near the back tire of an SUV and cover my head. A moment of reprieve, where the shots stop, and I peek around the bumper.

      I catch a glimpse of the sedan as it speeds past security and crashes through the gate. The windows on the car are intact. The indention of bullets blanket the side of the vehicle, but there are no holes. The car is bulletproof.

      A hired hitman. This is a logical leap. The thought spurs me out of my hiding spot, and I grip my weapon as I make for the other side of the garage. I note the two cops; they’re alive and calling in the shootout. With how accurate the shooter’s aim was before, I have to believe he left them alive on purpose. While the cops are distracted, I rush through the exit door that leads to the side of the building.

      I’ll never catch up with the sedan on foot.

      I need to look into his eyes.

      I take a measured breath, slowing my climbing heart rate, then head out of the alley toward my car before reinforcements arrive. Seated behind the wheel, I turn on the tracker. Watch the green dot move along the LCD screen in the middle of my dashboard.

      Patience.

      I’ve waited six months; I can wait a few minutes more. I need to think. Devise a plan. I need…

      Hudson.

      A tremor rocks me, and the sound of rain thudding rhythmically against the hood of my car encapsulates every emotion thrumming through my body. I’m a rivulet branched out from the storm. Created from the overran stream.

      Isolation can wreak havoc on your rationality.

      I’ve been alone in this pursuit too long. When I finally catch up to him…what then?

      A lie can be more telling than the truth.

      That’s how Hudson trained me to perform an interrogation. He believed you couldn’t ignore anything a perp said, no matter how outlandish. There’s a sliver of truth woven into every fabrication. That’s the way great liars work. And the truth is full of lies.

      You have to use discernment. Pick which truth you trust.

      I crank the car and pull onto the street. I tell myself I’m only going to follow him, to find out where he’s going, to make sure I don’t lose him. Then I’ll log the information and go back to the loft to make a plan.

      Because that’s what I do. As a detective, as an investigator, I collect details and piece together the narrative of the crime. I’ve been working this case for over a year, and I can’t act on impulse or emotion now. Not when I’m so close.

      No matter how personal it is.

      I can almost hear Hudson’s voice as he scolds me about not getting emotionally invested in a case. It’s not personal. Well, that ship has long sailed, hasn’t it?

      I check my rearview and note the headlights of the car behind me. It’s not strange to see other cars around midnight. It’s a city. But they’ve been behind me since I left Myer’s building. And the car is following a little too closely. I’m paranoid.

      Yeah. I’ve been paranoid ever since that night.

      The green dot that is the shooter suddenly veers off the main road and slows. I make a choice, and it might not be the one Hudson would make…but he’s not here. I flip on my blinker and turn right onto another road where I pull over along the curb.

      I watch in my rearview until I see the car pass, then I get back onto the main street and head for the destination of the shooter.

      Think about this logically. Any other criminal who just committed a murder would be running right about now. Would be fleeing the city, getting as far away as possible. Not my guy. He’s stopped at a warehouse along the sound. He doesn’t fear getting caught.

      Headlights off, I coast to a stop across the street from the sound port and kill the engine. I use my camera to zoom in on the building. It’s light-gray, rusted from age and brackish water. A row of cars line the front parking spaces, and they’re nice cars. Imports. I snap a few pictures and then look for the shooter.

      Somewhere in the back of my head a thought occurs to me: Jennifer Myer is a widow. She’s probably received the call by now that her husband is dead. I wonder how long it will take her to cancel my services.

      Callous of me to think…maybe. But I can’t stop my analytical mind from dissecting the story, examining the evidence. She hired me to spy on her husband, and then only hours later, the man is shot to death. Right in his office. Where there’s a witness.

      She put me there.

      Objectively, I need to consider her a suspect.

      Unreasonably, I’m angry, and I want to sweep all the evidence aside and focus on one theory: my theory. Milton Myer was murdered by the same man who killed my partner.

      It’s what I want—what I need—to be true.

      My obsessive search has cost me too much to be wrong. My career, my friends…my life.

      I deviated from my training in order to pursue my partner’s killer. You can’t build a case on instinct. You can’t make a case fit inside the box you design. The facts have to align.

      That’s why I’m here. That’s why I sought out Jennifer Myer in the first place, planted emails and texts and receipts to make her question her husband. Devious, maybe. Morally questionable, absolutely. But it all led to Myer Keystone Enterprise.

      I can be livid that months of strategizing to position myself inside the company was taken away by one man tonight—or I can be here, now, intent and ready to take the next step.

      One of the garage bays begins to open, and a dim light spills across the warehouse lot. I slip down in my seat and angle the camera so I can watch without being seen. I can just make out the man as he backs a car out of the building. It’s a silver sports car. Markedly different than the description of the black sedan that’s being sent across airwaves, every law official in search for it.

      He parks the silver car haphazard, leaving it running while he drives the black sedan inside through the open bay. He’s swapping cars. He’ll be gone soon. The tracker I planted on his car is useless.

      Damn.

      The storm carries a band of heavy rain across the sound. Rain sheets down my windshield and obscures my vision. The rare roll of thunder calls out a warning, and this time, I don’t heed the threat.

      I leave my car and walk across the lot, my hair matted by rain. My clothes are soaked within seconds, but the same force that’s a hindrance to me can work to my advantage. I use the downpour to conceal my presence until I’m right up on the silver car, staring at the man’s broad shoulders as he lowers the warehouse door.

      The weight of the weapon in my hand feels solid, a comfort. I won’t freeze. Despite the chilly air making the steel cold to the touch, reminding me I’m shivering, adrenaline kicks in, sending a rush of warmth through my blood. As I raise the gun, my hand trembles.

      Hudson, forgive me…

      I have to end this.

      Kill the obsession.

      Turn around, I mentally will him. Look at me. I need to look into his eyes—to see those cold, stone-blue irises that have haunted me since that night at the ravine.

      My finger moves to the trigger…target in my line of sight…then a hand grips mine and forces the weapon down. Arms surround me and pin my wrists to my sides, making me immobile. The press of a solid body against my backside is steel in my blood. A large hand covers my mouth before the scream claws free.

      “Shh—”

      The hush comes right next to my ear. The guttural sound of it mixes with the roar of rain, electrifying my skin. Then I’m relieved of my gun and thrust to the sodden ground. I splay my hands out in the muddy earth to catch myself.

      The shadow of a man falls across the ground, the darkness unable to swallow his enormity. I gasp in a cold breath, dousing the raging fire spiraling through my system. Heat and adrenaline peak as I cast my gaze up against the rain.

      Cloaked in a leather jacket and black hood to conceal his face, the man moves like a bullet through the beads of rain, much too quickly for his size. He’s on the shooter before the man can raise his gun to fire a shot.

      The weapon is knocked to the mud, and I waver, my gaze bouncing between the gun and the two bodies colliding like two mountains cracking against each other. A silencer tips the gun, and for some reason my brain decides to unravel a mystery in the moment; why the shooter didn’t use that silencer when he killed Myer in the office building.

      And that costs me precious seconds as the fight between the two men escalates. The time to make a move is lost. The leather-clad man pins the shooter against the back of the silver car, his large hand clasped around his throat like a manacle.

      “I told you I’d find you, Keller,” the tall man says.

      Keller.

      As I scamper along the ground, my clothes and hair caked in muddy earth, my mind is abuzz with the name. Keller. Mentally combing through files and statements, I search for the name—but it’s not familiar.

      “Don’t move,” a deep voice booms. The order is directed toward me.

      Liquid ice rushes my veins, my fingers dig into the dirt. I look up at the man, and defiance rockets through me like mercury breaking free of a glass thermometer. The anger that’s been simmering for months ratchets full force and directs on him. He’s stealing what I worked so hard for.

      My revenge.

      Shaky, I get to my feet. Push my soaked strands away from my face. Then I attack.

      I drive my boot into the back of his knee. It’s not enough to break a bone, but it’s enough to make him stagger. He releases Keller and his arm swipes out. I duck and then launch myself onto his back, digging my nails into his eyes.

      “You dumb—” His words break off as he reaches behind to grab my leg. Sharp pain slices my calf, and I cry out. He slings me off like a wet blanket.

      I land on my backside, the air knocked from my lungs. Pain webs my chest and spreads through my body like a brushfire. I gasp to pull in a breath.

      In the ruckus, Keller regains his bearings and sets off for the weapon. It’s still discarded on the muddy ground. My vision swims and I blink hard, clearing my eyes from the rain and darkness, and when I recover focus, I watch the man step on Keller’s back and plant him in the mud.

      “Leave!” he roars at me.

      Unable to speak, I shake my head. I can’t go…not until I see Keller’s eyes—not until I know for sure.

      “This doesn’t concern you,” the man says, as he swipes the gun from the ground. He tucks it in his waistband, then picks Keller up and tosses him against the car.

      This doesn’t concern you. I steel my resolve. As I watch him punch Keller in the stomach, making sure he’s unable to run again, I lift my chin. “I’m not going anywhere.”

      I can’t see his face, but I can feel his eyes latch on to me through the dark. “You’ll regret this.”

      In the distance, I hear the whoop of sirens. The police are looking for Myer’s killer. He’s right here—but he’s mine. The man yanks Keller from the car and hauls him into the alley between warehouses.

      I’m not losing him now. My fate be damned, this moment is all that matters—tomorrow and consequences don’t exist. With a groan, I roll my achy body over so I can use the car to get to my feet. Then I hobble toward the alley, only getting a few feet before fear and adrenaline and pain put me on my knees.

      I pull myself around the corner of the building and…my world tilts. I see Keller. He’s leaned up against a Dumpster, his head turned my way. And he’s looking right at me, his eyes wide. I get a clear glimpse at his deep-brown gaze as it tunnels through me with his silent plea.

      No.

      It has to be him. It has to be. That night I was wrong, I was in shock, distressed. Time distorts memories.

      I lose all sense of awareness as my body sags against the building. Only the frightening sounds of pain and anguish shatter my vacancy, bringing me back to the moment. The beast of a man wails on Keller. Blow after blow. Blood splatter mixes with rain until I can’t tell one from the other as the dark drops descend.

      He’s a monster.

      But some sick part of me thrills at the sight.

      And the anguish I hear cloaked in groans of exertion is his own. Not Keller’s, but the monster’s. I can feel his pain as it ripples the night air around him.

      When he’s heaving with spent energy, the man backs away and admires his work. Keller is a gory, bloodstained pulp of a man discarded against the alley Dumpster.

      “Finish it, Luke,” Keller says through a spray of blood. He laughs hollowly, the way a person only can when they’re delirious, or the end is inevitable. Welcomed, even.

      Luke. I tuck the name away. I know why I’m here…but why is he? Who is Luke in all this heartache and madness?

      The man—Luke—digs into his jean pocket and produces a coin. He holds it up before Keller’s face. “Choose,” he commands.

      Keller spits a bloody stream from his mouth. “Fuck you.”

      A fist smashes into Keller’s face with a sickening crunch. Keller’s nose spurts red, and he gags, coughing and choking on his own blood.

      “Choose!” Luke snarls.

      “Heads, you motherfucker.”

      I see the glint of the coin as it flips high in the air, then Luke catches it and slaps the silver coin against the back of his hand. He removes his palm slowly, so that Keller’s swollen eyes get a clear look.

      “Heads it is,” Luke says.

      The way his gruff voice delivers this…in such a calm, collected manner, chills my insides. He approaches Keller with a gratified purpose and grabs him by his suit collar, forcing him to stand, and props him against the Dumpster.

      For a split-second, Luke glances at me. I glimpse the outline of his features before he pulls Keller toward him and turns him around. Keller faces me—those swollen, brown eyes staring, holding me suspended in the moment. The air vacates my lungs as I witness Luke wrap his forearm around Keller’s neck and brace his hand to his face…

      Snap.

      Keller falls to the earth. Motionless. Rain pelts his lifeless body.

      I try to absorb the action. Make it my own. But it’s unsatisfying. Over too quickly. And it doesn’t belong to me. In the end, maybe I wouldn’t have gone through with it. Maybe I’d have decided to bring him in, let the justice system punish him.

      Maybe he’s not the man I’ve been searching for.

      All this whirls inside my mind like a toxic tornado, and I don’t hear the slosh of his footfalls nearing me until it’s too late.

      “You’ve seen too much.”

      Banked against the wet slab of earth, I’m trapped between the torrent that is the rain and the fiend standing over me. I look up, wipe strands of hair from my vision, gritty dirt leaving a trail across my face, as I stare into his face.

      I see him—I look right into his stone-cold eyes. The ice-blue unmistakable.

      Him.

      The alley illuminates with a flash as lightning strikes. My breath lodges in the base of my throat the way it did all those months ago during the storm, and I realize, with a sickening clarity, that I’ve found him.

      And now he’s going to kill me.
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      How hard is it to make someone disappear?

      With social media, GPS, news streaming twenty-four/seven—it’s virtually impossible to fall off the radar these days.

      I should know; I’ve been gone for three years, and there’s still a missing persons report out on me. I’ve managed to dwell below the radar, but there’s always the threat of discovery. A constant mindfulness humming just below the surface of my thoughts.

      Tic tock. An internal clock counts down to my expiration date.

      Jack Keller was just one clog in that ticking time bomb of a machine. His gears ground to a halt, snuffed out, like the scorched earth he was.

      I cautiously flick my gaze toward his sprawled body cast-off alongside the alley Dumpster, like a sack of trash. Fitting. Rage still simmers in my veins, his death not enough to quiet the endless riot inside my head.

      Keller needs to be disposed of.

      Cover your tracks. That’s how you stay safely below that radar.

      If you’re going to kill someone, then make them disappear completely. Or else that nightmare never stops haunting, never stops finding you.

      A sloshing noise catches my attention, and I remember the woman.

      She’s still here—still needs to be dealt with.

      I rein in the fiery need to destroy and focus my senses on the count. One body, one Dumpster, one alley. Two lives. One death.

      She doesn’t fit.

      Don’t feed the beast.

      The count helps quiet the rage, separates the warring halves within me.

      As the craze tapers off, I can look at her again. Clad in a jean jacket soaked with rain and mud, she’s backing away slowly, small steps putting distance between us. “Stop.”

      She does as I say. When she turns to face me, I study her—her soft features that are strained in anger. Not fear, though she should be scared. She’s analyzing me just as closely, fury marring her otherwise beautiful face. Maybe she’s in shock.

      “You don’t belong here,” I say, repeating what I told her earlier, believing it now more than ever. Then I reason aloud: “You kicked me.” I almost smile, but that would be inappropriate considering the situation.

      She raises an eyebrow, but says nothing. Her dark hair is soaked and clings to her cheeks and neck. A gun harness straps her shoulders beneath the jacket. Black lashes glint with raindrops as she blinks. I stare past it all, into her eyes, diving deeply into those dark pools to find the answer of her.

      How difficult would it be to make her disappear? Who cares about her? A mother, father—a husband? Child? No. I don’t think so. Those vacant, near-black irises reflect no concern for others. She’s not fearful for her life on that carnal level.

      She’s alone.

      Why else would she be standing in a storm in the middle of the night? By herself?

      If someone depended on her, she would be pleading for her life. After witnessing the destruction I can do to another human, she would be begging, bartering to live. Not matching my curious stare with a cool temper.

      “Who are you?” she asks, her breath fogging the crisp night air. “Why did you kill him?” Her gaze slips from mine down to the hunting knife that straps my leg.

      She’s shivering. Drenched in cold rain, adrenaline careening through her veins, she’s minutes away from a crash.

      I don’t have time to wait her out, for the crash to claim her. I move quickly. She attempts to back away, but her reflexes aren’t as sharp now. I dip low and grab her around her too-trim waist and haul her over my shoulder.

      She cries out, kicking and clawing at my back. I feel nothing through the leather. “Let me go! What the fuck—?”

      “Shut up.” Her frantic plea dies at the heavy boom in my voice. But the reprieve only lasts a moment before she’s fighting again.

      She wriggles her body down my torso. I clamp my arm around her back, but I’m worried I might crack her thin bones. That second of hesitation costs me, and she slithers free. She lands on the ground hard.

      “Dammit.” I stomp toward her.

      She crawls on her hands and knees through a puddle. Filmy water sloshes her long hair and face. I reach for her ankle and she kicks at me, landing a good hit with her boot to my shin. Fuck, that hurts—but I latch on to her foot and drag her backward.

      Her scream ricochets around us, the alley a perfect acoustic hub to bounce her fear back at her. She slings threats at me, calling me names. Monster. Animal.

      Killer.

      I’m all of those things.

      And I use the wrath and revulsion to do what’s necessary.

      I seize the back of her neck and hold her against the mucky ground as I straddle my knees on either side of her tiny body. I lock my forearm around her neck.

      “Could’ve done this the quiet, easy way,” I seethe through gritted teeth.

      Her subdued, strangled cry ices my blood, but I tighten my hold, depriving her of oxygen. “Fuck you—” Her whispered insult dies on her lips, right along with her fight.

      As she loses consciousness, I slowly release her. I check to make sure she’s still breathing, then sit back on my heels and drive a shaky hand through my damp hair. I replace the hood that fell back during the struggle and get to my feet, hauling her limp body up with me.

      The sudden illumination of lights casts a yellow glow on the lot. Damn. Woke the neighbors. I make quick work of transporting Keller to the trunk of my car before I put the woman in the backseat, deciding she might be traumatized enough. Better not lock her inside with a dead body.

      I slide behind the driver’s seat and coast away from the warehouse. I keep my headlights off until I’m a few blocks away.

      That was lucky.

      And sloppy.

      Major damage control is needed. I have a strict rule about returning to a scene of a crime—never do it—but right now, staying to clean up isn’t an option. There’s not enough time to secure the alley. Which means I have to go back—to make sure nothing was left behind.

      Not even a witness.

      I push my hood off and glance at the backseat. Hell, too many rules broken tonight.

      The drive to Fall City passes too quickly, not giving me enough time to think. I park inside the two-car garage and lower the door before killing the engine. Dragging my hand down my face wearily, I feel every ache and pain more acutely now that the adrenaline has ebbed.

      With a sluggishness that doesn’t match my thirty-six years, I climb out of the vehicle and wrench the seat forward. She’s still passed out. There’s a chance she won’t remember what she saw, or what I look like. Panic, stress, and shock do things to the mind to distort memory.

      Yeah. Chance.

      Might as well call it what it is: Risk.

      I’ve taken that risk before, but I’ve come too far to jeopardize everything now—even for the life of one woman.

      The hypocrisy of that thought lashes my skull.

      Fine. Better to be a smart hypocrite than a stupid one.

      Resolve solidified, I pull her forward by her leg and lift her into my arms. I carry her to the only place I’m sure no one will hear her, where she can make as much noise as she wants.

      The cellar.

      The underground room was a late addition to the house. Not on any blueprints, the basement doesn’t belong in the surrounding Seattle area. It’s prohibited. That’s why it’s an ideal place. No one even suspects it exists. You can’t see it from the outside; there’s only one door that leads in, and no way out.

      I cart her down the winding staircase to the entrance and have to prop her against the iron rungs so I can dig out my keys. She moans in her sleep, a fitful sound that frays my nerves.

      This is wrong.

      This is fucked up, is what it is. I made a rash choice back there. And now, confronted with the consequence, regret weighs heavily in the pit of my stomach.

      I hastily unlock the door and move her inside. “This place wasn’t meant for you,” I say, though she probably can’t hear me. I need to hear myself say it, however—to believe that I haven’t gone too far.

      The last chamber of the cellar is a bare, ten-by-ten room, unassuming in its simplicity. It’s the central cellar area that would be discovered if anyone happened to find their way down here.

      She starts to stir in my arms before I lay her on the slab floor.

      Damn. I can’t just let her roam around. I made sure the cellar was impervious from the inside, but it’s never been tested. Not yet.

      This place is for ghouls and fiends. Not women who attack strangers at night.

      “Don’t do anything stupid before I come back,” I warn.

      Improvising is not my strength. I’ve planned for years, worked out all the details, and this woman is fucking up the design. Who the hell is she? Where did she come from?

      I lower myself down next to her and sweep the dark, tangled tresses aside to reveal her face. A surge of familiarity bites at my mind, like a shark circling blood in the water, trying to locate the source.

      I’ve seen her before.

      But I don’t know where, and trudging through the past is like navigating a minefield. One misstep and I detonate. I keep the past secure just like I keep this cellar—locked and hidden.

      I leave, locking the door behind me.

      After locating a cuff and chain, I unseal the cellar to find her still asleep. I hammer an iron spike from my collection into the cement floor. The makeshift restraint will have to do until I figure out what to do with her. The banging rouses her, and I strip her of a boot and shackle the cuff to her ankle before she fully comes to.

      As I test the strength of the chain, she groans and palms her forehead.

      Relief is only partially claimed as I leave her, bound and trapped, and start up the staircase. I’m almost far enough away from the room, but like the marionette that I’ve become, the cruel strings try to pull me in that direction. The whispered voice beckons me closer, the draw to look inside, to check. To deliver pain.

      It’s become a sick compulsion.

      I press the heel of my hands to my temples. “Shut up.”

      My head pounds with the beat of my heart, in sync with the murmured voice begging for escape.

      My head meets the side of the iron railing. The pain splinters my mind, giving me a second of peace. My thoughts shoot out like probing tentacles, threads of webbing all searching. I follow the one thread that promises a shred of sanity.

      The woman.

      I grab a blanket from the closet and candle from the kitchen and head back down. By the time I return to the cellar, she’s awake. She’s backed against the wall, her jean-clad legs pulled to her chest. Her eyes haven’t adjusted to the dark yet, and her gaze flicks around searchingly.

      “Now you’re quiet.” I kick the blanket her way, and she flinches.

      She uses her boot to fling the flannel blanket off her legs. The chain connected to her ankle rattles against the concrete with her effort.

      Hmph. “Nothing to say now?” I stalk closer, keeping every part of her in view. “You get three questions.”

      “Turn on a light,” she demands.

      The cool tone of her voice surprises me. “That’s not a question.”

      “I want the light.”

      I cross my arms over my chest. “Prisoners don’t make demands.”

      She braces a hand against the wall and eases herself onto her feet. She winces and touches her forehead. She’s going to be in some pain. She fought like a banshee, and the chokehold makes for an nasty headache.

      “What are you going to do with me?” she asks.

      “I haven’t decided yet,” I answer honestly.

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      “Are you sure you want that to be your second question?”

      “Stop being so freaking literal and…calm. I saw you. I saw you.”

      I cock my head. The fear in her face is momentarily masked by her loathing. She saw me kill a man with my bare hands. She witnessed the full-fledged monster. This is what she means.

      “You did see me, and that’s why you’re here. Want to keep stressing that fact?”

      “You’re deranged.”

      I shrug. “Probably a little.”

      She puts forth a measure of bravado and steps forward. The chain snaps taught and locks her in place. She’s all of five feet. How can such a tiny thing wield so much fury? “Where am I?” she asks.

      I want to pace, to work the rest of the tension from my system, but I keep still. Being still seems to settle her. “In my cellar.”

      I can make out the narrowing of her eyes. “You can’t be more specific than that.”

      “That’s a question, but I’ll give it to you. You’re in the cellar of a house that’s located at One West Planters Avenue.”

      Her dark eyebrows hike, surprise lighting her features, before reality sinks in. She’s smart. Maybe too smart. If I’m giving her the address, that means I have no intention of releasing her.

      I knew that truth the moment I took her.

      “There’s nothing you can do with that information,” I inform her. “Last question. Make it a good one.”

      Like making a wish to a genie in a bottle, she considers her last question carefully.

      She bites down on her lower lip. That action captures my attention, and I’m momentarily fixated on her mouth before she speaks and breaks the spell.

      “What’s your name?”

      I’m a little shocked, and curious, that she wants to know. My name—just like her location—won’t help her.

      “Easton.” I give her my surname.

      “You were born with only one name?” she challenges.

      “It’s the only name you need to know. I’m not Rumpelstiltskin. My name holds no power down here for you.” I barge toward her, throwing her off-guard. “My turn. Who are you?” I stop just two feet in front of her so I can stare down, to remind her who’s in control, and because I need to see her features up close. The nagging familiarity is wiggling in the back of my head, like an illusive song.

      She shakes her head. “No.”

      “Are you a cop?”

      “No.”

      “Why were you following Jack Keller?”

      Her eyes widen a fraction at the mention of his name. “No.”

      All right. “I tried to play fair. Just remember that.” I reach for her, and she does as expected, throwing her hands up to block. She’s been trained in defense. I hesitated a moment too long at the warehouse, and that lapse in judgment cost me.

      I move in quickly and wrap an arm around her waist, taking her to the floor. I force her onto her stomach, making sure to pin her legs down with my knee to prevent her kick this time.

      “Bastard!”

      “That’s one name I can live with.” I reach into her back pocket and dig out the leather billfold I felt there earlier. Most women keep their IDs and shit in a purse. Cops, on the other hand, like to keep important identification on their person.

      I brace an elbow between her shoulder blades to keep her pinned while I riffle through her wallet. I tweak out her license. “Makenna Davies. Suite one-twelve in Lower Queen Anne. Nice place. And let’s see here.” I slide a laminated card out. “You’re a private investigator.”

      “Son of a bitch—”

      “You have one filthy mouth.” I smack her ass before I release her. “Must be a residual thing from your cop days.” Once I have all the pertinent information, I stand and back away, getting out of her reach.

      She staggers to her feet and pushes her hair out of her face. She breathes hard, her chest rising and falling. I notice the way her torn shirt hangs open to reveal her trim abdomen.

      Too close. I step back to prevent her from getting a clear look at my face.

      “How did you end up at that warehouse tonight?” I demand. The limited patience I managed with her is gone. She’s a cop—or was one once. Most PIs don’t carry a piece. I need to know why she had that piece trained on Keller.

      “Keller—whoever that man was—killed my client’s husband,” she finally says.

      I study her. “Jennifer Myer is your client.”

      “Yes.”

      I knew Keller was going after Myer. Keller had to come out of hiding to get to him, and that’s why I left Myer alive for as long as I did. As bait. A sacrifice I’ll soon remedy.

      But Myer’s wife is a startling revelation.

      I decide this woman is telling the truth. Mostly. I toss her black billfold at her feet and turn to get the candle. I scoop it off the floor, the pain between my shoulder blades coming alive. Teeth gritted, I dig out a lighter and face her. The challenge clear in my wide stance.

      “You want light. I want answers.” I flick the lighter. The small flame dances between us, casting her shadow against the wall. “What do you know about Milton Myer?”

      Her gaze squints as she tries to peer past the flame. I hold the lighter off to my right, keeping the glow away from my face.

      With a defeated breath, she crosses her arms, dragging her torn shirt up to bare more of her skin. “Tonight was my first night on the job. I was hired by Myer’s wife to catch him cheating.”

      Plausible. Myer was more than a cheat. He was a vile, sadistic devil.

      “But instead,” she continues, “I watched Myer get shot.”

      “And your brave little self followed the murderer to take him in yourself,” I reason.

      She nods weakly.

      “You witnessed not one but two murders. That’s shitty luck for an ex-cop.”

      This gets a rise out of her, tapping her last energy reserve. “I told you what you wanted to know. I’m no threat to you. I’m not a cop.”

      “But you know my name and where I live.” I made sure she did, to keep my conscience from intervening. I can’t chance any loose ends.

      Her breathing intensifies. “You sick bastard. I didn’t know anything before you told me. Let me go. I won’t say a word. I’m an ex-fucking-cop. You’re right. I was tossed off the force. So even if I said something, no one would believe me, anyway.”

      I light the wick. The candle crackles with a small flame, illuminating the darkness. I set the candle on the slab floor and reach into my pocket.

      Her eyes widen at the sight of my coin.

      “The truth is, Mak. I didn’t—”

      “Don’t call me that—”

      I flip the coin once, silencing her. “You put yourself here. You saw too much. At the warehouse, I gave you the option to leave, but your bad cop habits got the better of you. I had no choice but to take you then.” I flip the coin again. “But I’m a reasonable guy. I can give you another choice now.”

      Her throat dips as she swallows.

      “I have one thing I have to do,” I say, stepping forward. She matches me, moving farther back. “One very important thing that I can’t let you get in the way of. So here’s the choice, Mak. Heads, I keep you alive until I’m done. Release you afterward. Or tails, I kill you now. Save myself the trouble, as you’ve already proven to be problematic.”

      Her back hits the wall. Nowhere to go. “Or you can just let me go now.”

      I smile. She’s cute. In a crazy kind of way. “Are you ready?”

      She’s still. Dark eyes boring through me.

      I flip the coin a final time.

      She doesn’t wait for me to catch it before she’s yanking at the chain.

      I uncover the coin and shake my head. “Tails. Damn.”

      I start toward her, and she releases the chain, her hands go up in defense. I give her credit; she doesn’t scream. “Please… Don’t.”

      I’ve taken too many chances lately. I’m either getting old or tired. Probably both. I have to secure the scene before morning, and I can’t do that with a woman roaming around my cellar. One woman can’t stop what I started.

      The fight is instant. She lashes out like a wild animal, all teeth and claws.

      She manages to draw blood, nails digging into my neck like a feral cat, before I secure both her wrists. I drive them above her head and pin her against the wall. I press my body along hers, ceasing her fight.

      Eyes wide, breathing so intense I fear she might pass out, she doesn’t look away. She stares directly at my face. I’m not sure if its curious appall, or the fact that she’s a cop and wants to memorize my features…but she doesn’t blink.

      Flipism is, to most, a cod philosophy. It’s not a religion; it’s not a belief. The flip of a coin is a sure way for me not to have my decisions challenged. Like they’re being challenged right now as I stare down into her unblinking gaze.

      “This is the first time I’m not letting the coin decide.” My voice is a low threat.

      Her chest heaves, her breath fans my face.

      “Don’t make me regret it.” I release her arms and step back.

      Her body trembles, the adrenaline taking hold too fast. She crumples to the floor, twisting her shirt over her knees. It’s torn even more. Tears drip down her cheeks. She’s not crying. She’s not fearful—not yet. This will fully hit her later. How close she came to death.

      I step farther away. A sick feeling tears through my gut.

      I should dispose of her with Keller. I’m taking a risk. And for what? An ex-cop?

      No—there’s more to her. There’s a loose thread nagging me to pull it, to unravel her story. She’s involved somehow.

      I head to the door and pause before I leave. “I’ll bring you a new shirt.”
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      Makenna

      The silence is absolute. A constant ringing fills my head. It’s maddening, and suddenly I’m fearful I’ve lost my hearing.

      Walled in by concrete, the sounds of the world—even the slightest, most easily ignored noises—are absent. I scrape my hands along the slab to interrupt the stillness, to stop the ringing.

      I’m bruised and cold and honestly, I am scared…but I found him.

      Him. The man with stone-cold blue eyes.

      I close my eyes now, letting the memory resurface.

      The sound of rushing water. The smell of the stream. The flash of lightning. The storm is everywhere.

      I’m caught in the downpour. Muddy earth slides beneath my shoes. I lose my footing, and the landslide takes me. I wipe at my face and crawl up the rocky embankment, and that’s when I see him. A hulking figure standing over Hudson.

      There’s a scream—and I realize it’s coming from me.

      He turns his head toward the source. He looks at me. And when lightning webs the sky, lighting up the pitch-black night, the flicker illuminates his eyes. They’re all I can see—that ethereal blue, just like the streak cracking the sky.

      His severe gaze holds me hostage. I can’t will my lungs to work. I’m shackled to the edge of the hill by fear, shock. I’m terrified to move…because he’s holding a knife to Hudson’s throat.

      I reach for my gun, pull the weapon free and aim it. My finger goes to the trigger.

      I have a clear shot. I can take it…

      Time lapses. Moments collide and suspend. The sky darkens, blotting Hudson and the man from my view. I harness my weapon. The ache in my calves is fire as I climb the embankment and run. I chase the storm, begging the lightning to flash. I need to see Hudson alive. My breath won’t come. My chest aflame and desperate for air.

      When the sky blinks again with the next crack of thunder, I’m kneeling beside Hudson. My hands stained red. I apply pressure to his neck, but I’m trembling with the reality that he’s gone. There’s no pulse pushing back against my palm.

      Pain splinters my skull, sharp and acute, before the storm is gone. Hudson is gone. All that remains is the dark.

      I shake the memory from my head, making it stop. It’s too suffocating to think about in this place. The air is too cold, too thin. I’m on the brink of hyperventilating.

      I claw at the slab, grit and dirt embedding beneath my nails.

      Later, I discovered I sustained a blow to my head.

      By the time I was revived and inside an ambulance, Hudson was missing. They searched the entire ravine and surrounding area. They dredged the stream for two days. They never found his body.

      Dirty, suspicious looks trailed me. My report was mocked, and an investigation was opened on me.

      Hudson and I were off the clock that night. The location never a part of any formal investigation. So why were we there that night? The truth was too salacious to be logged in my rebuttal report.

      Cops work with facts. And the fact was: Hudson was missing. Forensics proved his blood was at the scene. His blood was stained on my clothes. I was the only witness to the account, and it was a deranged account of an ambush and a crazed man with blue eyes and a knife.

      The rumors were more believable.

      Detective Hudson and his partner were involved. It was a lover’s quarrel gone bad. Of course, there was no proof to that theory, either. But that made it even worse. Evidence could’ve set me free with the truth. Saved my tarnished reputation.

      Instead, I suffered a month of ridicule and insults, even threats. My fellow officers targeted me, demanding to know what I did to Hudson. The encounters became hostile. Cop killer was plastered across my car. I was ousted before I ever turned in my badge.

      I breathe through the memory of it all. There were times I even questioned myself, wondering if I did snap. If I imagined the whole thing. Hudson and I…we had been having problems, but no. It wasn’t possible—I’m not that person who could do something so abhorrent.

      I always came back to those ethereal eyes amid the storm. I saw him. I knew he was real. I had to believe in him…because the alternative was too gruesome to accept.

      Luke Easton.

      He has a name. He has an agenda.

      And he has no idea who I am.

      There’s an advantage to that.

      I lean my back against the wall and stare up at the ceiling. The candlelight flickers. Large wood beams cross overhead. Something seems off about the structure…the beams not even in length, cut short where they abut the wall.

      I look at the wall to my right. In the dim candlelight it’s hard to notice, but the wall is a newer addition to the cellar.

      There are two rooms.

      The chain prevents me from getting a closer inspection. That’s my first obstacle. I trace my fingers over the thick cuff that wraps my ankle. It stainless steel, shiny and new. A lock connects it to the chain, that is also new; no weakened rust damage.

      My heart picks up pace as the options to escape become more limited.

      “Think…”

      My voice rebounds off the stone, and I glance around the darkness, wondering if he’s installed video or audio surveillance.

      Why did he build this cellar?

      What’s in the other room?

      Why didn’t he kill me?

      Twice he’s appeared during my investigation. Twice I’ve watched him murder in cold blood.

      What does he do with the bodies?

      This question is the most important.

      The answer is everything. Freedom. Validation.

      Atonement.

      Being held hostage in a killer’s cellar isn’t an ideal situation to conduct an investigation, but I was a detective once. I’ve worked under extreme circumstances before. I almost laugh at the absurdity of that thought. The darkness and pure silence trigger a suffocating moment of panic—and I’m questioning if I’ve finally lost my mind. Am I really here, in this bizarre situation? Or am I in a padded room somewhere?

      It doesn’t matter. I’ll have my answers soon.

      I quiet my breathing, stilling my antsy nerves, and listen for the sound of footsteps, for the patter of rain, the boom of thunder—some indicator as to how far he’s taking me from the city and below the earth.

      When lightning strikes, I know it—I feel the vibration roll through the concrete.

      I close my eyes and place my palms to the cool slab, letting the rumbling quake comfort me. I hold my breath a beat, then I spring into action. I scrape my nails around the spike as I try to loosen it from the cement. I yank and pull and slam my booted foot against the iron stake.

      I never once doubted what I saw that night. I’m not going to start now. Luke Easton is a killer, and I’m going to prove it. I’m going to find Hudson’s remains—the proof of my innocence—the proof that there was a monster there that night. Then I’m going to shove this spike through the monster’s head.
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      Luke

      I could be a cop. If I wanted to be. It wouldn’t be difficult. Puzzles come easily to me. All you have to do is start at the scene of the crime and work your way backward to the perpetrator.

      That’s what I’m doing now.

      It didn’t take long to secure the scene, to make sure the blood was wiped clean on the Dumpster. Thunderstorms don’t frequent Seattle, but this year is a rarity. They’re calling it The Year of the Storm. And it makes for ideal counter forensic measures.

      The rain washed away the evidence of the altercation. After I moved the silver Skyline inside the warehouse, my face kept obscured, I got rid of the surveillance videos. They’ll be left to wonder what happened to Keller. But hey, they still have their imports.

      I’m tempted to take the Skyline. It’s beautiful, and would make a great addition to my collection, but it’s also rare. Easily traceable.

      Now, more than ever, I need to be invisible.

      I would’ve been done a lot quicker had I not had to clean up the cop’s mess. Makenna did follow Keller. I found a GPS tracker—the cheap kind PIs use—underneath his black Audie. I took the tracker and her car and drove to her apartment.

      I’m buzzing as I ride the elevator up. There’s an almost elated high orbiting my head. It’s right there, the answer—but I’ve learned to be cautious. Question everything. Besides, even if the lead doesn’t pan out, you want to know every detail about your enemy. Even if she’s a tiny, smoldering-sexy private investigator who appears harmless. The truth is, she’s the most dangerous type. Completely unassuming until she sticks a knife in your jugular.

      She could be one of them; another hired gun sent to take me out. I almost want to laugh, she’s so small, but that’s the point. I didn’t see her coming.

      They’ve failed at that tactic once already. Keller missed the mark six months ago, and I had to lay low until I could pick up his trail again. I didn’t even discover Myer was a major player until the hit was put on him.

      It could be a coincidence that the woman happened to be working for Myer’s wife and just happened to witness a murder. Her cop instincts might have led her to follow Keller and try to make an arrest herself…

      But what I saw last night wasn’t proof of that.

      She held her gun with purpose. She trembled not from the cold, sheeting rain—but from the choice she was making in that moment. She was intent to kill Keller.

      The why is what I need to uncover.

      I use her keys to unlock her apartment door and enter. The space is open and bare. Cement and metal. A typical Seattle loft, with sparse furnishings. There’s a bed in one corner and a glass desk situated in front of a bank of windows. I start there.

      I search the drawers, skimming over client files until I find Jennifer Myer. Within, there’s a background check and a list of automobiles. It seems clean. Legit. I don’t like it. Something’s missing.

      I slap the file on the desk and start to pull out the next, and my gaze lands on a picture frame buried at the bottom of the drawer.

      As I unearth the frame, a hot rush of fury sears the back of my neck. Makenna poses before the police precinct, a beautiful smile on her face, and next to her—with his arm draped around her slim shoulders—is Detective Royce Hudson.

      My knuckles ache as my grip tightens on the frame. The bottom reads: Partners in crime.

      “Son of a bitch.”

      Makenna was a detective with Major Crimes in the Seattle PD. Not only that, she was his partner. I’ve heard her name before, I’ve read the name—Detective Makenna Davies—written in reports dictated by her partner, and yet I was too fucking jacked last night to make the damn connection.

      That’s where I’ve seen her face.

      I can visualize her now, kneeling over him, her dark hair drenched by rain, covered in mud, trying to save his life. I looked into her eyes at that moment…and that’s what I recognized in those dark pools last night, why I was so compelled by her.

      I made a mistake.

      I left her there. Alive.

      The glass frame cracks and slices my hand. A sharp pain fissures across my palm. I lay the frame down and calmly stalk to the kitchen area. I grab her limited cleaning supplies and make quick work of erasing any trace of myself. Then I pocket the frame.

      Just the thought of Hudson stokes the fire.

      The searing pain is never deeper than a scrape below—that raw torment. It’s pitted deep within my soul, if there is such a thing. Pain makes all this real. Without my agony, I’m a blank slate, waiting to be imprinted on.

      Pain made me into the monster Makenna witnessed last night. Her voice rattles around my head, her revulsion stark, crystalline. I have the scars to prove her insult right.

      And because of this, I make my next move with zero hesitancy.

      I grab a trash bag and stuff all her files inside. I go through the loft with a fine-tooth comb, gathering every bit of Makenna’s investigation.

      There’s a reason I didn’t kill her the night I tracked Hudson to the ravine.

      I didn’t know why she aroused such a response from me back then, or like she did last night. I still don’t want to analyze it too closely. It wasn’t sympathy. It wasn’t even remorse. Those emotions are long lost.

      She’s useful.

      A dark-eyed sprite of a woman comes charging into my world, a frenzied little storm all in herself, and I can try to rationalize why I left her alive…like there’s still some humanity buried within me…

      Or I can use her.

      Hudson’s partner is leverage.

      [image: ]
* * *

      An overcast sky darkens the desolate stretch of highway ahead. Rain beats my Chevy Impala in rapid-fire pellets, obscuring the road, as the windshield fogs and the worn-out wipers struggle to keep up.

      I flip the radio to a local station and listen to a classic 80s tune as I wait to hear a news update. Some hint that all my preparation for Keller wasn’t completely botched.

      The dead man in the trunk should be proof enough this is almost over. If he was the last one, I would go down easy. Hold my hands in the air and let the officials cuff me and take me in.

      Hell, I wouldn’t have the headache of Makenna in my cellar. Back in that alley, I would have looked her right in her beautiful eyes and put my forehead to the barrel of her gun. Pull the fucking trigger.

      I swerve to miss a fallen limb on the road, and pain lances my ribs. I cough and palm my side. Damn, her steel-toe boots were hell on my ribs. She was willing to fight, that’s for damn sure.

      We have that in common.

      “How does your neck feel, Keller?” I shout toward the trunk. “Hope you have a motherfucking splitting headache in hell.”

      That quick and painless death was too good for the bastard. But Makenna’s interruption required improvising. I wasn’t letting him get away again. Better a dead hitman than an informed hitman. One that saw my face.

      The storm tapers off as I round the bend, heading deeper into the forest. The hills ahead stretch across the forest preserve, seaming the gray-blue sky like dark mountains. I’m almost there.

      My thoughts keep returning to the woman in my cellar. She deprived me of the gratification of my kill, and now she’s depriving me of this, too. One mistake could jeopardize three years of planning. Painstaking hours of research and dredging through the most vile information the dark web contains.

      You can’t come back from that.

      Maybe that’s why I hesitated back there, not once but twice. All the dark and ugly things I’ve seen, that I’ve done. She was an interruption to that channel. Something striking and beautiful, something that doesn’t belong. She probably thinks she’s all hard and rough edges, but she’s soft, delicate; the most pure thing I’ve laid eyes on in years.

      Which is perfect.

      I’ve never killed a woman before. It goes against everything I vowed.

      I’ll need the practice.

      Every kill takes a toll. Mentally. Physically. The scars on the outside are starting to match the disfigured man inside. By the time this is over, I won’t even be human anymore.

      This realization is a strange comfort. It means less feeling. If what I suspect proves true, if it leads me to the final destination…the final player…then what I have to do will eviscerate every shred of humanity I have left. I might as well swear my soul to damnation now.

      I tuck the confounding thought away as I pull off the road and drive through a gap in the brush. The break in the forest isn’t large enough to spot unless you’re looking for it. Roots and underbrush scrape the bottom of my car as I head deeper, until I reach the clearing.

      The earth is scorched here. Black smudge turned into a tarlike terrain from the ever-present rain. A testament to the filth sacrificed here. The darkest of souls offered to the gods of fire and torment.

      I pop the trunk and lug Keller out, dropping his deadweight body to the ground. I drag him toward the makeshift cover of branches and forest floor I designed atop a brown tarp. The cover conceals the burn barrel beneath.

      The cremation of a body is symbolic, respectful even, in some cultures. Sending loved ones back to the ash whence they came, or some shit like that. For me, it’s a counter forensic measure.

      No body. No crime.

      And I’m an artist when it comes to this method.

      You can’t burn a newly deceased body. Well, you can, but it makes a smoldering, fatty mess. And it’s damn hard to burn away a rib cage. There’s a science to body disposal.

      I grunt as I deposit Keller on the corner of the tarp and use it to drag his body to the edge of the hole. “I wish you could feel this,” I say, and I kick his backside. He falls headfirst into the barrel, legs hanging out at an awkward angle.

      I jump down into the pit and force his limbs inside the barrel. The sound of bones snapping out of rigor echos against the trees. A flock of birds take flight. I wait for the sounds of the forest to go quiet again before I cover the barrel with the lid, then place the tarp back in place.

      I set my watch on a timer. It takes two days for a body to dry out enough to burn down. I typically give it three, just to make the last steps easier, but she’s in my cellar. I want this done quickly.

      At this point, I usually drink myself into a coma to numb the anguish. Their deaths never bring peace. I’m not hunting them for fucking peace.

      It’s pure vengeance.

      But today is different. Because today, she’s in my cellar.

      Hudson’s partner.
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          Darkness Calls

        

      

    
    
      Makenna

      My senses are going haywire.

      The candle burned out what I think was an hour ago, and deprived of light and sound, I’m starting to imagine things.

      At first, it started as a hollow thud. A faint bump sounding against the wall. Then, after I convinced myself I imagined the noise, my mind filling the void of nothing to stave off the crazy, the sound came again. A loud bang that made my heart jump.

      I tell myself it’s him. Walking around above me, doing what psychotic killers do in the early morning hours. Drinking the blood of his victims swirled in his coffee with French vanilla creamer.

      I cup my head in my hands, dig my fingers against my scalp. I strain to hear the sound…

      And it plinks against the concrete.

      I’m not crazy.

      I’m not alone.

      Too many emotions rush me, and I talk myself down. “Okay. Okay. Think.” I look at the lock on the cuff circling my ankle, then I slide off my shoulder harness. I hold the sleeve of my shirt and pull my arm inside. I do the same with the other arm, tugging the torn shirt over my head.

      I reach behind my back and unclasp my bra. Luckily, I forwent comfort and got the most uncomfortable bra with plenty of support. I run my fingers over the underwire beneath the cup and push it through the small opening in the material.

      The plastic support piece isn’t the most sturdy, but it might work. It could work.

      If only I knew how to pick a lock.

      Shit.

      Memories assault me, and in the bitter darkness, they’re clear and vibrant. Hudson walking me through how criminals pick their handcuffs, him showing me what to look for and confiscate on their person when making an arrest.

      Then later…the reason why I learned none of it…my attention so acutely focused on his lips, the way they looked as he said my name, his voice breathy and gruff, right before those lips captured mine.

      Stop.

      I force the memory back into the abyss. It doesn’t belong in this hell.

      Naked from the belly up, I get to work on the lock. I push the end of the plastic piece into the hole and click around, trying to find the catch. It’s more complicated than a set of handcuffs.

      I curse as the tip breaks off inside the lock.

      A heavy noise sounds to my right, and this time the sound is unmistakable. I scramble to hide the underwire back inside my bra. The cellar door opens just as I tuck the garment behind my back.

      Light spills across the floor. The abrupt brightness hurts my eyes. Momentarily blinded by the flashlight, I shield my face, forgetting my nakedness.

      “If this is an attempt to seduce me…” Easton trails off, his voice coarse like gravel. He sets the light on its base to illuminate the ceiling. He’s holding white material in his hand.

      Unashamed, I plant a hand to the wall and push myself up to stand and force my shoulders back. “You tore my shirt,” I say, keeping my voice level, unaffected.

      In the white light, I can make out the hike of his eyebrow beneath the hood. For the first time, I’m able to study him. Over six feet tall, he’s well defined; lean muscles fill out a solid frame beneath a leather jacket and gray thermal. His dark-denim jeans are tinged with fresh dirt, and a knife strap wraps his right thigh. His dark-brown hair flops over part of his eye; longish but kempt.

      He’s the fiend of my nightmares.

      He’s what I see in the storm.

      Monsters shouldn’t be beautiful—but this one is. A beautiful demon amid his dark cellar hell.

      “You tear your bra, too?” He balls up the material and tosses it at me.

      I catch it against my chest. It’s a shirt. I try not to take my eyes off him as I lower it from my chest, lifting my chin defiantly.

      “Give me your clothes,” he says, the order clear in his dark tone.

      I step on the bra with the heel of my boot. Then I kick the torn shirt and gun harness across the room toward him.

      He looks unimpressed as he stands stock-still. “The bra, Makenna.”

      It’s the first time he’s said my full name. The way he pronounces each syllable, with so much familiarity, sends a ripple of dread over my bare skin. Despite my aching muscles, I lower myself down, keeping my gaze trained on what I can see of his face, and clutch the garment.

      “What’s that around your neck?”

      His question throws me off-guard, and I clasp the silver heart charm. His breathing intensifies, chest heaving, as his ire travels the short span between us to physically brand me.

      Then he spurs into motion.

      I tuck the bra down my pants and then brace for the impact. I wrap my arm around the chain, securing myself in place, unmovable. I can’t fight him. I’m not stupid. He’s twice my size and a beast. But I refuse to give in so easily.

      His large hand circles my wrist as his other takes the chain. Fear clogs my throat; I can’t breathe. My arm is wrenched free as he yanks the chain. There’s a loud pop, and the iron spike that I’m chained to is dislodged from the concrete.

      Debris showers my face. I suck air in past the constriction of my lungs.

      “Can you breathe?”

      I shake my head, in shock, in conflict with his sincere tone. Finally, air slithers into my lungs to liberate my voice. “Y-yes.”

      “Too bad.” He grabs my shoulders and hauls me upward. The chain rattles against the floor as my feet kick for purchase. His hand clamps my throat before I can process what’s happening.

      Defenses delayed, I go for his eyes with my thumbs, but his forearm deflects my attack and pins my arms above my head. His hand finds my neck again, tighter now, choking my windpipe.

      “Where did you get that necklace?”

      I struggle against his hold, every muscle in my body aflame. Panic flares, rational thought lost. Blinking, I force my eyes open past the terror.

      I swallow a breath, desperate, sucking down air the only way I can. I’m unable to close my eyes—I can’t look away. Shock registers far more deeply than the dread of my life literally slipping through his fingers. Horrid white scars mar one side of his face. Deep lacerations in varying sizes, as if a blade repeatedly slashed the left side. From forehead to jaw.

      “Recognize the handiwork?” he asks.

      My vision darkens at the corners. Bands of fire wind around my lungs. Before I lose consciousness, his grip loosens. Air blasts my lungs, and I swallow every molecule, thirsty for more. A painful cough racks my rib cage as my legs dangle freely.

      “The necklace?” His question is a roar as it crashes against my ears.

      The last of my energy focuses, and I stare into his heated, deranged eyes. “My partner—”

      Easton blinks, reactive. Then my arms are released, but he maintains a vise grip around my throat. My hands drop to my sides, my arms feel useless, but I use what fight I have left to claw at his forearm, trying to tear free.

      He pushes in closer, his face so near mine I can’t help but see past the scars. There’s a man beneath the demon with blue eyes—and he’s deceptively striking. This terrifies me as much as his strength, as much as his choking hold on my neck. I want him to be a disfigured beast.

      His heavy breaths push against my mouth. His gaze roves from my face to my chest, eyes lingering there as my own breathing comes faster than before. Terror coils around my spine. I try to escape, but his forearm is made of iron, locking me in place. He reaches for me…and a scream lodges at the base of my throat, petrified like every muscle in my body, as I feel his coarse fingers graze my chest. He clasps the silver charm and yanks the necklace from my neck, leaving behind a burning trail from the chain.

      “This doesn’t belong to you.” His voice rumbles against my ear as he pockets my necklace.

      I barely have time to take a full breath before he moves—even more frantic now—to the snap of my jeans. He yanks them open and shoves his hand down the front of my pants.

      Panic spikes my chest. Tears brim my eyes as anger bites my nerves.

      He removes his hand, my bra clutched in his grip. “I’ll take this, too.”

      I’m released just as suddenly, my legs failing to support my weight, as my whole body shudders with spent adrenaline. I sink to the floor, my arms weightless, unable to shield me. My throat burns, so raw. My body’s fight or flight response is tapering down, sweating out the panic like poison from my pores.

      My heartbeat vibrates in my ears, the whoosh-thud so loud I don’t hear him leave. But when I look up, the cellar is void of his hulking presence. He took with him the key to my escape—and the one possession I had to remember Hudson.

      He’s crazy. That’s the only sense I can make of his reaction to my necklace. He’s more than disturbed—he’s absolutely unhinged.

      When I’m nearly composed, I drag myself toward the flashlight he left behind. The cuff still cinches my ankle, but I’m free to move. Because he lost control.

      That changes things. He’s not in charge. Rage governs him.

      And when a person can be controlled, it’s only a matter of finding the right buttons to push to take that control yourself.

      He tore the damn spike from the slab. Which means if I push him too hard, too far…

      He could break me as easily as snapping a twig.

      Using the flashlight, I inspect the door. There’s no latch or knob on this side. There’s not even any hinges. It appears as if it’s been welded into place, one solid block of concrete…but that’s not possible. I watched him open it. I know there’s a trick…

      I search the walls, looking for a hidden window. Or another door. I wasn’t knocked out for that long. Not long enough to leave the Seattle area. That means this cellar might not be below ground. There are no basements here, at least not in any house I’ve ever seen.

      I listen for the tap to come from the other side of the wall. Hoping, praying that I’m not alone. It’s a sick wish, I know. For another person to be trapped here, tortured like this. But that feels surreal. The cellar so still and desolate now.

      I’m alone.

      It’s not until I’m falling asleep, my body depleted and drifting into an abyss of fraught sleep, that I recall what he said. I hear his voice come to me in a lucid dream.

      Recognize the handiwork?

      His face… Those scars. The pain I saw on the man’s face buried beneath the monster. He may have suffered, but he won’t steal one ounce of sympathy from me. I’ve seen the carnage. I felt the vileness in him when he held back from choking me. He’s a killer.

      I turn the light off to conserve battery power.

      I wear the shirt he gave me. I think about the spike he tore from the stone floor.

      And I wait.
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      Luke

      Jules was beautiful. Young and vibrant, and beautiful. Not just on the outside; she had this purity that shown from within. An innocence that imbued your soul, made you believe in angels.

      That’s what drew them to her.

      Evil is like the darkest tar. It adheres and tarnishes. It sticks to your bones and infuses your pores. Like the destructive distillation process that produces the crude material, evil is a pure form of its own, consuming, devouring. Destroying.

      Back pressed to the concrete wall, I let the solid coolness temper my anger. My big palm swallows the tiny heart charm. The feel of it there is a comfort. Like I got a piece of her back…even if it’s just a little piece.

      I saw the destruction with my own eyes. Her beautiful face bruised, dried blood staining her skin. She was so swollen, I couldn’t recognize her. Her body defiled and assaulted and mutilated to the point the medical examiner had to look away—the sight too gruesome even for a doctor.

      I know what evil is capable of. That tar-like depravity that pervades the purest souls, stripping away the good in this world and leaving behind a raped wasteland of death and carnage.

      Some people experience the dark underbelly, and their life is torn apart by a shattering reality of what this world is truly capable of—and they mourn. They become bitter, spiteful. They go to counseling. They witness a man executed. They move on.

      Then others—others like me—are demolished by the same destructive force.

      They never come back.

      We become a ruin. Same body, same temple, but the inside is long dead and hollowed out.

      An evil like that changes you. Once you’ve stared into its eyes, toeing the edge of malicious sickness, your soul is carved out. You’re bled dry.

      My cries and fervent shouts to the heavens about fairness and justice died the day I watched my little sister lowered into the earth.

      That’s the day I crashed to my knees and vowed vengeance.

      You can cope, you can try to move forward…but if you’re a ruin, you build a cellar for your demons, instead.

      I hang the necklace on a nail, run my thumb over the silver heart, before I grab the sledgehammer. I groan and smash and work out all the aggression with every swing. I work the image of a half-naked Makenna right out of my head.

      When I’m a spent pile of loose and worn limbs sprawled along the cellar floor, the tool discarded near my feet, I drag in cold air to fill my burning lungs, wipe the sweat from my face.

      She owes me.

      That’s the thought that surfaces. The clarity shining through the darkness of this fucked situation.

      Makenna Davies is bait on a hook.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I open the cellar door, and the piercing pain of impelled flesh takes out my leg.

      I buckle at the knee, a roar ripped from my mouth, as she attacks again. Lower to the ground, my head’s an easy target. I catch a glimpse of her wild and crazed eyes before she delivers a blow to my head.

      My vision flashes black.

      “I’m going to kill you—” Her shrill threat is more annoying than the physical pain.

      She holds the railroad spike above her head, chest heaving, as she goes for the kill shot. I brace a hand on the floor and catch the spike with my other. Our eyes lock.

      “Let go.” My voice is a low warning.

      She grips the weapon tighter, fingers white against the rusted iron. Her boot finds purchase on my thigh and she pushes off, trying to wrench the weapon away.

      That’s it. I stand and give the spike one hard tug. Her tiny body crashes into my side like hitting a brick wall. She rebounds and lands ass-first on the floor.

      I make a move toward her, and she scuttles backward.

      Dammit. I palm the side of my head, eyes sealed shut against the throbbing ache, and then toss the spike. It slams the concrete with a loud clink. Before my temper pops off, I pace a few steps to work out the flames licking my skull.

      “That is the kind of stupid I warned you not to do.” When I feel a thread more composed, I turn to look at her. She’s banked against the wall, arms shielding her face. “Oh, stop it. You’re not some scared damsel. Get the fuck up.”

      She lowers her hands slowly. Then, with a defiant lift of her chin, gets to her feet.  “I’m still a part of the police force. They’re my family. I have people, friends who are looking for me. They’ll realize I’m missing, and when they look into—”

      “What?” I snap, stomping toward her. “Your car? Your phone? No one is missing you, Mak.”

      She blinks. “What do you mean?”

      I bring my hand away from my head and look at the blood. “Your car is parked at your apartment building. Wiped clean. Your phone – that you used to dial 9-1-1”—according to the call log—“is off. SIM card destroyed. Even if the police did trace the call, putting you at the scene of Myer’s shooting, and even if they do grow suspicious enough to get access to your loft, all they’ll find is a planner with your vacation days clearly marked.”

      “You’re sick,” she says.

      A slow smile forms. It’s such a stupid insult. “Sick people don’t rationalize, Mak. Your training obviously didn’t delve into psych one-oh-one.” I leave her for a moment as I gather the bags from just outside the door. Then I toss them in the middle of the cellar.

      Makenna stands still, her hair in wild, tangled disarray. The shirt I gave her—my shirt—hangs off one shoulder. The chain still connected to the cuff wrapping her ankle. The confused draw of her eyebrows the only movement as she stairs at the bags.

      “What are those?” she asks, her voice so timid I barely hear her.

      I remove my leather jacket and let it drop on the other side of the bags. One is the trash bag I took from her apartment, the other is a canvas tote I loaded with her clothes, toothbrush, and other toiletry shit. “You’re staying a while.” I nudge the tote with my boot. “You’ll need to shower so you don’t stink up my place. And this—” I point to the trash bag “—is your files. You’re an investigator. You’re a detective—”

      “Was—” she cuts in.

      I huff a derisive breath. “For your sake, you better have been a damn good one.”

      She rubs her arms. Either from the chilly air or the nervous thought of me going through her apartment. Maybe both.

      “What do you want from me, Easton?”

      It’s the first time she’s said my name. Called me something other than monster.

      I dig out the heart necklace from my pocket and hold it up. “I’m trying to convince myself that you’re ignorant. Otherwise, I can avow, you’d already be dead.”

      I kneel down and rummage through the trash bag, locating the file on Jennifer Myer. With a firm flick, I send it across the floor to her. “You were already on to a lead. Keep going.”

      She doesn’t touch the file. Just stares at it, as if it belongs to someone else, or another lifetime. “I’m not doing anything until you give me answers.”

      The answers I have for her, I’m not sure she can handle. I look at the necklace, my chest threatening to cave in. “Royce Hudson gave you this,” I say, an accusation. “You worked Major Crimes. You know what a trophy is.”

      When I flick my gaze to her, the pale appall sheeting her face causes me to miss an intake of air. She shakes her head. “You know who I am, then.”

      “I know exactly who you are.”

      “You’re crazy. You’re…a twisted piece of shit. I watched you kill my partner, and now…. What? You say the most atrocious thing to disgrace his memory? What did you do with him? Where is his body?”

      Her dark eyes are smoldering coal, burning right through me. She remembers that night. She remembers me. That’s why she held a gun on Keller, and why she wants me dead.

      She’s been hunting me.

      When I say nothing, she grabs her head, fingers splaying through her messy strands. “You killed him. You stole him from me. For nothing!” She cries out and launches herself in my direction. “Tell me what you did with him—”

      She’s a wild animal as she climbs my back, nails clawing at my face and neck. She goes for the knife strapped to my leg, and I stand, taking her with me. I grasp behind me to grab the chain. I use it to pull her body around so I can reach her arm. I try not to break her as I haul her off and set her in front of me.

      She’s broken enough.

      “Calm down.” I hold her arms at her sides as she fights. But soon, exhaustion takes her and she gives up, body deflated. “Breathe.”

      She’s on the verge of hyperventilating. Her whole body convulses as a spasm racks her muscles. “I’m going to be sick,” she warns.

      I release her, and she bends over. Dry heaves tear at her system and she gags. Only nothing comes out. She’s dehydrated and weak. Whatever she had left, she used to fight.

      “I’ll get you…something,” I say, and turn to leave.

      “Say you’re crazy.” Still hunched over, she holds her stomach, her words laced with venom. “Say it now.”

      “Those words will never leave my mouth.”

      She looks at me now. Those dark pools flicker with spite.

      I stand at the cellar door, matching her glare. I tell her the only truth that she can trust in her state. “We both want revenge. Help me find mine, and I’ll grant you yours.”

      When this is over, I’ll let her put a damn bullet in my head.

      The heavy door slams closed. The echo rebounds down the dark corridor, following me as I ascend the stairs, like the voices that never leave. A damn bullet in the head might just be the answer.
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      Makenna

      My neck stings from where Easton tore my necklace away. I rub the irritated skin, the pain as fresh as the missing feel of the cool silver that’s been pressed there for the past year.

      Hudson gave me the necklace when I made detective.

      He gave me the gift that day…and then we made love that night.

      We knew the rules. We knew the policy about mixing a personal relationship with a working one. It wasn’t just frowned upon to sleep with your partner; it was a disgrace. But we also knew, the very first week we were paired together, that there was no denying our attraction for each other.

      You can’t help who you fall in love with.

      Hudson said this to me the first time we kissed. Our bulky uniforms awkward to get around as our lips crashed, bodies colliding against each other and the lockers. We laughed during that kiss, a mix of need and elation making my head dizzy.

      He trained me. Ten years my senior, I feared I was one of those pathetic women who gravitated toward her boss, attracted to his power and confidence. But it wasn’t like that. He was gentle when I needed him to be, and tough when the job demanded more.

      We kept a balance between our relationship and the job. The job came first. We both understood that. And that’s why we worked when all our other romantic endeavors died a quick death.

      He was my first love. He was my first everything.

      And then he was gone.

      I stare vacantly at the pile of folders in the middle of the cellar.

      I don’t want to touch them.

      My obsessive search led me here. That’s the only answer I need. The monster is real, and I found him.

      I lie down, my face pressed to the cold slab. I failed. Those files can’t help me. Even if I had aimed my gun at the right man…even if I had pulled the trigger…none of it will bring Hudson back.

      That hollow knowledge makes it easier to accept my fate.

      The reality is grim. I’m going to be killed by the same beast that took Hudson’s life.

      Why?

      The curious voice inside me questions this. I try to shut it down, but the thought is infectious. A virus contaminating my conscious thought. Like every case I’ve ever worked.

      That’s what got Hudson killed.

      I’m what got him killed.

      I squeeze my eyes shut against the painful thought. But the evidence is damning.

      In my neurotic quest to find Hudson’s killer, I developed a loose theory for why he was murdered. And I dug in my heels stubbornly. I chewed on that one faint thread until the flavor was lost. The slightest, thinnest clue was the center of my wrecked world. But still I held on.

      Myer Keystone Enterprise.

      The case of the missing girl—the case that started my fixation and got my partner killed.

      I exhale a shaky breath as I look up at the rafters. My gaze follows the beams to the seam where the wall meets the gray ceiling. I hear the thump. The muffled sound reverberates through the walls.

      I’m so exhausted, I want to give up, but I can’t fail him again. I will my body to move. Against the aching weakness, I drag my feet, the chain scraping the slab. I grip the spike and breathe, clutching it to my chest, before I roll toward the cellar door.

      Fatigued, I first trace my fingers over the cellar door, mapping the rough texture reverently. Attempting to find a crack. Any opening where I can wedge the damn tip of the spike.

      This door is my beacon amid the darkness. It’s all I have in the way of hope.

      Yet the seams are so perfect, creating one solid mass. I sniff back my annoyance, and try to wedge the tip beneath the door. I bear down on the spike until my palm burns.

      With tears rimming my eyes, I fight back defeat. There’s something here. I can sense it on the other side. I try again to wedge the spike beneath the door, but it’s sealed air-tight. I curse and slam the point against the door, the loud clang tears through my sore head.

      I beat it against the door in a fit of anger. I don’t stop until the stinging pain in my hands forces me to drop the spike.

      It bounces against the concrete floor.

      I slump along the door, breaths searing my chest, a tightness in my hands that now throbs with every accelerated heartbeat. One last act of defiance, I kick the stupid railroad spike. Who the hell has one of those anyway?

      Psychopaths who murder innocent people in a ravine and lock women in their prefab cellars, that’s who.

      I look at the inanimate spike lying on the slab.

      The tiniest particles of the floor scraped free where it landed. Easton built this underground hell for a reason.

      My heart thunders inside my chest, rocking me into motion.

      I’m not physically strong enough to drive the stake through the slab…but I can scrape back layers. I can dig. I can discover what he buried underneath this hell.

      As I try to grasp the spike, fiery pain spreads over my palm. I scramble toward my discarded bag and dump the clothes. I pick out a small T-shirt and wrap my hand once, then I angle the point along the slab like I’m filing it down, like I’m sharpening a knife.

      That mental image sends a chill skittering across my skin with a flash of memory. Easton kneeling over Hudson, knife held to his throat.

      The hunting knife Easton wears on his person. That he brings into this cellar.

      I start scraping the floor.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I’m trapped in a stage between sleep and wakefulness. A state of sleep paralysis. Where I know if I can just open my eyes, I’ll wake up fully. My body feels like it’s in motion, like I’m being moved. I panic and try to shake myself out of the dream, but exhaustion and fatigue hold me under.

      A shooting pain to my head rouses me completely, and when I sit up and gasp, I see the door opening. My foot blocks its path, and I scramble back as it groans wider and Easton enters.

      My body still carries the weight of the dream, a cold awareness rushing over me as consciousness invades, and I realize where I am. I blink up at Easton. He’s watching me intently.

      He presses his large hand to the door and forces it closed.

      He holds a plate in one hand as he leans a corkboard against the wall. I stare at the board, trying to discern the pages tacked to the front.

      He carries the plate toward me and sets a water bottle near my feet. “Here.”

      The willful, resentful woman within me wants to kick the bottle. Watch it explode in his face. But I’m fading fast. To survive—if I want to survive—I need sustenance to live.

      I reach for the water, my hand shaking and forearms aflame. I twist the cap with a wince and put the water to my mouth, vicious need greedily guzzling.

      “Slow,” he says. “You’ll make yourself sick again.”

      I gulp the water with my eyes trained on his face, insolent. The white scars are more visible in the dim light. He’s not hiding them anymore. When my stomach pangs from the fullness, I cough and pull the bottle away.

      “Eat something,” he says. It’s an order.

      I cap the water and set it aside. “I’m not hungry.”

      He studies me a moment, then his gaze drifts to the place where I left the spike. It’s wrapped with my bloodstained shirt. I was able to scratch a nice-sized groove in his concrete slab.

      Anger ignites his beautiful demon features as he glances between the damage and my mutilated hands. They’re a blistered mess. And they hurt like hell.

      He makes a move toward me, and I flinch.

      A moment of pause, and he goes for the spike instead. He grabs it and heads toward the door. I thrust myself to my feet just as he reaches into his jacket. I watch him take out a key ring—but I can’t see around his massive backside as he blocks my view. I mentally curse.

      The door slams into place, the bang an empty echo against my ears.

      I swallow my annoyed cry and launch myself at the door. I search the front, bloodied palms seeking the keyhole. Where is it? Come on. I cover every inch where I can reach, and before I’m able to search any higher, I hear his footsteps coming back.

      The door opens, and this time I stand my ground. I don’t back away.

      “You like that door?”

      His question throws me off balance, and I realize with a start that I haven’t done a particular thing in hours. Suddenly, my bladder is heavy, and I know if he attacks, I’ll wet myself.

      Out of everything that’s happened, everything he’s done to me…this is the most degrading; to be made to relieve myself in a corner like an animal.

      He makes a move toward me, and rage lashes my insides. I slam my hands against his chest, the pain blooming along my palms unbearable. But I keep hitting, leaving behind bloody handprints on his shirt.

      “I’m not a fucking animal—” I seethe. “I have to use the fucking bathroom!”

      His hands circle my wrists, and there’s no fight left in me. He stares down at me, those fierce blue eyes the coldest thing in this cellar. “You’re not,” he says, then with a quickness, he hoists me over his shoulder. “Animals don’t mutilate themselves. You’re something worse.”

      I don’t fight him. I let the monster carry me through the cellar door. He could be taking me straight to my death. But if he does, it might be the only way I find Hudson.
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      Luke

      I cart Makenna past the warren of unfinished wall partitions and beams. Her tiny frame feels even lighter without her struggle. She’s only been down here for less than two days, but she’s losing her mind. Which makes me wonder if she didn’t lose it long before this point.

      I chuckle to myself, the deep sound bouncing through the rows of concrete mixers and inlaid shelves.

      “This is what you find funny?” Her small voice barely reaches my ears. “Murdering an innocent woman in your…” She trails off. “What is this place?”

      “A work in progress,” is all I say.

      I’ve been adding on to the cellar for years. I keep going. As much as it takes. New walls. New floor. New rafters. The chamber stretches through the hillside, twice as long as the house above ground.

      Maybe I’m responsible for her cracked brain. I am the one who ended her partner, her lover. I’m sure that’s why she’s no longer a detective. Why she’s been searching for me. To make me pay for my sin.

      I ascend the spiral staircase and, once I pop the hatch, I take Makenna into the house.

      I’m probably making an irreversible mistake. I should’ve just put a bucket in the corner for her. That was the plan, wasn’t it? To desensitize myself—see how long her torture takes. Harden myself enough so I can lock a woman down there for good.

      The plan shouldn’t be this difficult. Makenna is the perfect test subject.

      She touched that piece of filth. She worked beside him. Fucked him. Her skin is soiled by his rotten flesh. I keep this thought in mind as I hike her toward the bathroom.

      I could almost feel guilty for having broken her. I know what that’s like. I’ve suffered the same kind of torment—and if I only looked at her from that angle, I could easily see her as a victim. See us as the same. Kindred.

      But we’re not.

      She wore my dead sister’s necklace around her neck while she had all the evidence right in front of her…and she refused to see the truth. That’s a choice.

      I throw open the shower curtain and twist the lever. Water rains down from the showerhead. I heave her off my shoulder, cradle her in my arms for a moment until the water gets going, then I plop her in the tub.

      She sputters as water drenches her face. Her eyes snap open, and she wipes at the smears of dirt as she tries to clear water from her eyes. “What—?”

      “You stink.” I lower myself down, closer. “Just like an animal.”

      She raises a hand to slap me, but as she becomes fully cognizant, aware of her injured hands, stops mid-strike. Her gaze catches the blood she left behind on my shirt. Fact is, she doesn’t smell. But if I keep her down there with blistered hands, she’ll get an infection. She’ll get feverish and sick.

      I don’t need that headache.

      I pick up the bar of soap from the corner ledge and toss it at her. “Cleanse your hands.”

      She’s still lying in the base of the tub, water cascading down her body. My white T-shirt is completely drenched now, displaying her breasts clearly through the thin material. The bar of soap rests on her belly. Her eyes flare; her heated gaze doesn’t stray from my face.

      There’s part revulsion I see there—but more distressed calculation. Searching for what she can use against me. I should look away, but my gaze is drawn to the outline of her tits.

      I’m an animal, too.

      With renewed effort, she pushes forward and climbs to her feet, bringing her face level with mine. She never takes her eyes off me as she crosses her arms and grasps the hem of the soaked shirt, then drags it over her head.

      My nostrils flare, breaths sawing in and out of my lungs.

      A dare hitches her eyebrow. “You took me,” she says. Her voice is steady despite the tremble of her lips. She’s shaking. From the cold, the exposure. “You want me.”

      My mouth flattens into a hard line and, teeth gritted, I brace my hands on the edge of the porcelain tub.

      “You can have me…” She swallows hard. “All I want to know is what you did with Hudson’s body.”

      I grip the edge tighter. Push my face so close to hers I can taste her fear. “I’m not that kind of monster.”

      The tremble overtakes her as her eyes sheen with angry tears. She covers her breasts with her arms.

      I reach into my pocket and bring out the key ring. There are only three keys, and I select the one that fits into the lock on her cuff. I kneel, placing myself in prime position for her boot to meet my head, but she remains still. So still, I look up to make sure she’s still mentally with me as I cup her calf to bring her leg forward.

      I delicately place her foot on the lip of the tub and slide my palm along her wet jeans till I reach the cuff. All the wrong thoughts enter my head, and again, I know this is a dangerous position. For both of us.

      One good kick to my chin, and Makenna could gain enough seconds to sprint from this room. Get outside. Be lost.

      And despite my loathing, I’m not blind. Her soaked jeans are an evil temptation, making me wonder how hard I’d have to yank to peal them off her wet hips. Too many years spent depriving myself, so I would be nothing like those vile devils, to keep my focus pure—and I’m one frayed nerve away from tripping over the line.

      Love, lust, hatred… They’re all connected. One just as easily substituted for the next.

      Monsters take. Monsters steal. They deprive of power. She sees me as this type of fiend—but despite the desire to inflict pain, I don’t take. I don’t steal. I don’t rob an innocent of their power.

      That’s the dividing line between monster and devil.

      Resolve reinforced, I unlock the cuff and remove it from her ankle. Then, without meeting her deep-brown eyes, I push away from the tub. I walk backward, keeping my gaze locked on her half-naked body, until I reach the door. Where I drop the cuff and chain.

      I turn and brace my hands against the frame. Rest my forehead to the cool wood. My eyes close against the sound of her undressing. The smack of her wet clothes hits the floor. The shower curtain closes.

      I force the tension from my body with a strained breath.

      I might not be that kind of monster—but I’m every bit man. Enticed. Tempted. Aroused. She’s beautiful and sexy and soft in all the right places. And my cock is keenly aware that she’s only three feet away from me, soaping her body.

      I reach down the front of my pants and adjust my aching cock, the bastard. Then I plant my hand firmly back against the frame. I’m not moving from this spot.

      All it takes is one memory of Jules in the morgue, and fantasies of pushing Makenna against the shower wall evaporate. I purge the remaining images of Makenna’s swollen mouth and sultry breasts from my mind…because I have to.

      A predator mimics the characteristics of its prey to lure them in.

      I’ve been in that jungle too long. Surrounded by the cruelest predators.

      If I act on my impulses, I’m in danger of becoming the men I hunt.

      That thought sobers me.

      The water shuts off, and I open my eyes, a measure more composed. I grab the towel from the rack. When I turn around, my heart stops.

      Naked, she’s stripped of the gun harness and hard edge she shields herself with. She doesn’t look like a fiend’s partner, or a dirty cop. Or even a bad person. She’s stripped of all the dirt and filth. Bared completely. Vulnerable.

      She’s all soft curves and stunning beauty. I take her in, every sexy, alluring inch, and a degree of that hard-fought control slips.

      Christ. There’s an animal battering against my walls, thrashing to get out, to get at her. I grip the counter and damn near tear it from the wall.

      If she wasn’t scared of me before, she should be now.

      I hear her sharp breath, and a mask slips over her features. She’s fighting some war within herself, I know. Because I can see the battle raging in her shimmering eyes. Is she frightened, or thrilled she’s discovered a weakness within me?

      “Don’t move.” I step forward and extend the towel, approaching her like a frail forest creature that might spook. The truth is, if she does anything remotely sexy—like breathe—I might pounce.

      She wraps the towel around her body, tucking the corner in against her cleavage, the way women do. Such a feminine move, it steals my breath.

      I’m out of practice with women. I am the horrid things she calls me. A life devoted to revenge doesn’t leave much in the way of relationships or even sex. I’m deprived and depraved. And this is my punishment.

      I shift my gaze upward and focus on the vulnerability I see in her eyes. This could be a tactic. Offering me her body didn’t work; maybe she’s coming at it from a more defenseless angle. Trying to weaken the monster.

      I keep my guard up as I open the medicine cabinet and take down peroxide and bandages. “Dress your hands.” I turn to leave the room, but pause with the door open. “Do your business. Don’t waste time trying to escape. You’ll just ruin your hands more.”

      I grab a stack of old magazines from the counter and wedge them against the doorjamb as I force the door closed. Making sure it’s difficult for her to get out…or me to get back in. I sink to the floor, where I brace my back against the solid support of the wood. Then I count.

      One house. One cellar. One woman.

      One last devil to kill.

      I take stock, putting myself back in control.

      If I’m this weak now, how in the hell will I go through with it in the end?

      No—that’s different. A completely different scenario.

      And practice makes perfect.

      I check my watch, forcing my thoughts back on my purpose. Then the screaming starts.

      I spring up and turn the knob, but the door is jammed. “Shit.” I back up and kick it once, twice, before it cracks open. Makenna is balanced on the tub, beating against the walls as she yells for help.

      I step inside. There are no windows in here, and no neighbors. “No one can hear you.”

      She rounds on me, breathing hard from exertion. She’s holding a pair of scissors, the blades aimed at me.

      So much for the helpless act. I cross my arms, not amused. “You know, I do have a job. Things I have to do…other than babysit a deranged woman hell-bent on killing me.”

      “Then let me go. You’re not going to kill me. If you were, you’d have done so by now.” She jumps off the edge of the tub and takes a hesitant step forward, wet hair spilling over her shoulders. “I won’t make this easy for you. You can’t keep me locked up forever. There are only two options, Easton. Kill me, or let me go.” She raises her eyebrows in challenge.

      With a heavy sigh, I dig into my pocket and pull out the coin I always keep on me. The silver quarter was the only thing the cops found on my sister when her body was discovered. One fucking quarter.

      “What makes you think I won’t kill you?” I ask.

      She blinks. Holds the scissors higher. “You want revenge. For what, I don’t know. But it has nothing to do with me.”

      I hold the coin between my thumb and index finger. “You choose.”

      She shakes her head. “No.”

      “Yes, Mak. Make your call. You want to know what I did with your tawdry lover, make it happen. It’s all in your power. You want to be set free, then all you have to do is make a choice.”

      Her wide gaze flicks from me to the coin. “Heads, you tell me where Hudson’s body is, and tails, you set me free.”

      A laugh barrels from my chest. “I must come across as a big dumb fucker. Trust me, I’m not. There has to be leverage. It’s a gamble. Fifty-fifty. You have to sacrifice something.”

      Her swallow drags along her slender neck, her forehead creased in thought. “Fine. Heads, you tell me where Hudson is. Tails…” She glances up. “Tails, you kill me.”

      Fucking hell.

      I drag a hand through my hair, processing. She watches me, waiting to see what I’ll do. She doesn’t look at me the way others do. With that invasive, fearful stare, appall evident. Or like the ones who try not to look at all. Gaze cast everywhere else but at my scars.

      But she sees them.

      She judges based on how she thinks I got them.

      I slip the coin back into my pocket.

      An audible breath eases past her lips, and she lowers her weapon. “Why can’t you tell me? I’d rather you just kill me now than never know.”

      I step closer, and she doesn’t back away. She shakes her head. “Tell me!”

      I grasp the scissors. I allow her to struggle a bit before I pry them from her hand and set them on the counter, out of her reach. “All the evidence is there. You want answers, get them.”

      A shiver rocks her, and she sniffs back her anger.

      “What are you scared of, Mak? The truth?”

      “I said, don’t call me that,” she says through gritted teeth, suddenly fearless.

      I can’t tell if she’s really this tough, or just flat out crazy.

      “You have a cracked brain, you know that? Let’s go.” I grab her wrist, careful of her blistered hands.

      She pushes back. “I’m not going back down there…” Her struggle comes alive now, more determined. Nails dig into my forearm. I’m starting to look like a scratching post.

      “That is not one of your choices.” I hunch down to throw her over my shoulder, since this seems to be the only way to handle her.

      She grabs hold of my shirt, like she’s going to shove me against the wall, but I don’t budge. I almost laugh, except for the hostel glare in her dark eyes that spears me. “I’ll walk.”

      I hold my hands out in surrender. “Do one stupid thing…”

      “And you’ll kill me?” The challenge in her squared shoulders makes my pants tighten.

      I swear, she is either stirring a deviant fiend within me, or this woman is infecting my cracked brain. Maybe a bit of both.

      I anchor my hands to hers and, with a firm tug, remove her clenched fingers from my shirt. “There are things worse than death.”

      She gives her head a hard toss, clearing hair from her face. “Like locking a woman in a cellar?”

      A mocking breath slips free. “Maybe you shouldn’t consider it as being held against your will. What if it’s for your own safety?”

      Her gaze narrows. She tugs her towel higher, gripping it securely. “At least Little Red Riding Hood got to see the wolf trying to eat her. Don’t try to fuck with my head. There’s no way you can justify what you’re doing to me.”

      I grab the bandage and shove it in my pocket. “I’m the big bad wolf,” I say. “That’s for damn sure. But there are bigger, badder wolves in the forest, Mak. And you let them catch your scent.”
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      Makenna

      When I was a kid, I watched my mother spiral out of control. She was a heroin addict. She called her sleeping spells—where she slept for days at a time, when she had enough supply—slipping into her other world.

      Other world.

      I used to lay beside her wherever she passed out. I’d pile all my toys around us and make our own little world, sheltering her from the bad things that might find us in the night. I would stare at her and imagine the other world she was inside—the one where I couldn’t follow. Because I was in the real world. Scared and alone and hungry.

      I would imagine a beautiful, foreign realm that was so tranquil and unearthly I couldn’t grasp its beauty. An underwater haven full of mermaids, or a sky palace with ethereal princesses.

      Then there was the other world I feared. The one that my mother never came back from. The dark void of nothing. As I got older, I imagined my mother there more and more. Resenting her for abandoning me—for being selfish. That dark world haunted my nightmares.

      That’s how I see Easton’s endless cellar dungeon.

      The cave stretches on and on…a hellish dimension, a dark void carved into the earth, where no life exists. It’s the absolute aloneness I feel down here that steals my breath, that makes my heart feel as if its about to explode—the hollowness consuming.

      I stand perched on a spiral staircase, my hand clenched around the iron rail. Unable to move. My whole body one solid vein of ice.

      His back is to me, and I think if he speaks, his voice will break the hold, the dark spell he so obviously wanted this place to cast on me. So when his voice comes, it startles me.

      “It’s my work,” he says.

      This is not work. This is…obsession. Easton’s whole cellar is a welded maze of demons and dark visions from his mind. Cement sculptures of decapitation and disembowelment…like some shrine to medieval torture. Blown glass ornaments swirl with dark colors, orbs that hang from the rafters to showcase his work.

      Along the completed walls, inlaid shelving houses other glass figurines. Demons and devils with snake tongues and bone antlers. Skulls. Lots of blown glass skulls.

      “This is hell,” I finally say.

      He turns to look at me, bracing his hands on the railing. “It’s my hell.”

      “Why?”

      He doesn’t answer right away, and I mentally fill in the silence: he’s ill. Mentally ill. He has to be—because what kind of mind envisions this level of torture, and then acts on it, murdering people in the middle of a ravine?

      How long has he been building this cellar?

      How many people has he killed?

      “I have to keep adding to it until it’s done.” He drives a hand through his dark hair, and I glimpse the white scars on his face in the black light. “But, revenge is an expensive lifestyle.” He tries for a sardonic smile that fails. “It’s art, Makenna. People still buy art. Don’t read too much into it.”

      I shake my head. This is so much more than just his art. This is the product of his sickness, his tormented mind. “Will it ever be done?”

      “That’s the hellish part,” he says, eyes flashing with a wild glint. “Revenge is like a drug. The more you feed that beast, the hungrier it grows. But, you’re going to help me with that. Come on.” He reaches for me.

      A searing ache throbs against my palm, and I pull my hand away from the rail, away from him. “I want to know what you bury here. What’s beneath all this art. What’s inside it?” I’m still a detective—I can still link pieces together and decipher clues. And my gut is telling me this isn’t just a cellar…it’s a catacomb.

      I direct the most lethal look I can his way. Not very intimidating from a woman draped in his towel, I’m sure. But there’s something down here. I can feel it. Something so depraved he might even be lying to himself.

      The sounds I heard was him. He lives down here, day and night. There’s a cot in one corner, and a wall of tools. A ventilation system with exposed ducting runs across the rafters. He works here, he’s a beast sentinel that guards this cellar. It’s full of his secrets…and if Hudson’s body is here…

      “I’m retaining your services,” he says, surprising me. “Under extreme circumstances, that is. That means you work for me, as my PI. You take directives from me.”

      He makes a move to grab me, and I step up a stair. “I can’t help you, Luke.” I say his name, hoping to make some kind of breakthrough with him, hoping whatever rational thought that might still be there, I can reach. “Whatever you believe, it’s not the truth. You’re sick, and you’ve invented some elaborate fantasy about bad men and a revenge plot. But the man you killed? Royce Hudson? My partner? He was a good man, Luke. You took an innocent life and hurt so many people in the process.”

      “I’m sick,” he repeats. “You’d rather die than risk uncovering the truth. That’s pretty sick to me.”

      “You didn’t just hurt me. You killed me that night.” I shake my head, feeling helpless, disoriented. “What difference does it make whether it was then or now? My life was over the moment you stole Hudson from me.”

      He forces his way closer, powerful arms barricading me against the railing. “I think your brain is more than cracked. Every time I present proof, you block it, refusing to accept what it means.” He reaches into his pocket and produces my heart necklace. “Three years ago, a teen girl went missing. She turned up a Jane Doe in the morgue a month later. Beaten, tortured, mutilated…raped so badly the medical examiner couldn’t identify her. This was her necklace.” He thrusts the charm in front of my face.

      I try to look away, but his hand locks to my jaw, preventing any movement.

      “More than one heart necklace exists,” I say around clenched teeth. “That’s not proof. That’s assumption. And a huge leap to peg a detective for….what? Failing to find a missing girl?”

      I don’t remember the case. It wasn’t ours, but Easton could have gotten the details mixed up, confused.

      His eyes flare, frenzied, otherworldly blue in the ethereal light. I can feel the rapid beat of his heart firing against my jaw where his grip tightens. “Jules Easton was my sister. Not some missing girl.”

      He releases me, and I nearly stumble from the force. Hands trembling, I manage to pull my towel higher. “I’m sorry, but…”

      “Don’t.” Easton turns his back to me and descends the last two steps. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      His confession makes this underground realm of torture and pain all the more frightening. Loss broke me, but it’s ravaged him. I can feel for his loss…I can even empathize. But I can’t fathom…

      I shut my eyes at the thought. I can’t fathom murder.

      The feel of cold rain pelting my skin rushes my senses, a sudden outside glimpse of me holding my weapon aimed on Keller.

      In that moment, I wanted to end a life. I wanted revenge for everything.

      I searched for him…wanting, needing to know why. Needing to know what happened to Hudson, and to prove that I didn’t imagine his death—that I wasn’t “dissociative” like my psych eval claimed before I was removed from the department. Suffering some form of PTSD. I didn’t need to prove to them or anyone else what I knew.

      I had to prove it to myself.

      There’s a fine line between passion and obsession. I crossed that line, and I’m standing before a man that spiraled down obsession’s pit. Literally.

      As I move off the staircase, I look down the wide corridor of the chamber. Concrete meshes with earth. A never-ending obsessive project.

      And I’ve delved so deeply into this case that I’m a captive to Hudson's murderer, held prisoner in his cellar where, before this ends, I will become some piece of twisted artwork myself.

      Who is more traumatized? More insane?

      I laugh. I can’t help it. Maybe I am dissociative. Maybe I do have a cracked brain. Who the hell is the crazy person here?

      I thought my investigation was what killed Hudson. That I brought Luke to the ravine that night. I’d been getting too close, maybe. Someone was sent to stop us, stop me—and Hudson was murdered in my place.

      But the more I unravel about Luke Easton, the more I question that theory.

      If he believes what he says…if he’s on some crazed revenge mission…then there are no answers. Bad things happen for no reason. Mother’s shoot up heroin and die, and detectives get attacked by madmen in ravines and die. And I’ve stumbled right over the edge into my own personal hell. The other world is all around me…and I’ve become just another lost citizen to its dark nothingness.

      “Makenna, breathe.”

      I feel his hands on me, bracing my back and shoulders. His voice is distant, buried under a torrent as the storm surges, dragging me under a crashing wave.

      I shutter my eyes, my chest on fire with need for air.

      Then oxygen blasts my lungs. I sense the press of his mouth to mine. My eyes flutter open as he gives me mouth to mouth. He forces another blast of air, and the feel of his lips sealed to mine makes me gasp in shock. He releases me, and I hunch over, dragging air into my closed lungs.

      “Don’t touch me,” I pant out. “Get away.”

      To my disbelief, he does, giving me space as I cling to the railing for support.

      When the world rights itself, I blink hard, clearing my vision and clipping unshed tears. My sight blacks, flickers. Before I fall, his arms have me cradled to his massive chest.

      I don’t fight it; I don’t have the strength. I let Luke Easton, the monster, the fiend, carry me into his cellar. Like some sordid fairytale.

      He kicks over my canvas bag, lays me on the strewn clothes. Then he proceeds to bandage my hands. It’s so bazaar, how gentle he handles me, like I’m delicate, breakable. Yet my neck still displays the marks of his wrath—the proof he’s anything but gentle.

      And I’m not breakable.

      This is becoming psychological warfare. Who will crack first? Who has the power? Captor or prisoner?

      How much time do I have before he snaps, and I’m drug from this room and encased inside a twisted, cemented figure?

      He watches me a beat, mentally determining something as his forehead furrows in thought. He turns around, and I decide—no matter what the cost—I can’t be here alone. My only chance for answer and escape is through him. “Wait—”

      He does. He stops far enough away I feel safe. For now.

      “Don’t pretend.” I sit up, drape the towel over my legs. At the confused draw of his brows, I say, “Don’t be tender in order to manipulate me. You said you didn’t want to hurt me. But wanting doesn’t count. That’s a premature apology for what you know will happen.” He hasn’t moved, just stands there with his hands clenched, veins mapping his forearms. I say the next part quickly, to get it out. “And it’s for your benefit, not mine. So you can humanize yourself. I watched you murder in cold blood twice. You’re not human to me. You never will be.”

      He moves quickly, as fast as he did in the alley. He takes hold of the back of my neck and forces me to stand. I reach behind my head, trying to remove him, but his hold is welded to me like the cuff he used to shackle my leg.

      He drags me to the corkboard. My feet barely keep pace, my bare toes scraping the rough concrete. “Look at this,” he says, breathing labored. “Look hard. I’m not the one pretending. I’m not the one denying the truth that is literally right in front of her fucking eyes.”

      He releases me, and I pull in a breath. I rub the back of my neck with a bandaged hand where it still feels like a vise squeezes. Through my teary panic, I blink in rapid beats to see the pictures pinned to the board.

      Hudson.

      He’s standing alongside Milton Myer in what looks like a building entrance. I don’t recognize the place, and I don’t understand why, when I made a case to investigate Myer Keystone Enterprise, Hudson was firmly against it—and yet he’s with the head of the company in this image.

      I shake my head. “I was investigating Myer,” I say. “My partner must have been following up on a lead.” Without telling me.

      I hear Easton’s frustrated huff behind me. “The date. Look at it. Your research only goes back for the past year.”

      I glance at the bag of files. All the time I spent off the clock investigating…because of one girl. One girl that rattled me to the core. I couldn’t get the image of her out of my mind for days afterward; her broken body lying on that ER gurney. The medical report that detailed the extensive abuse she suffered.

      She was only sixteen.

      They’ll kill me, she said.

      I tried to get her to talk, to tell me who had harmed her, but the trauma to her body and the psychological damage kept her silence firm. It was the they in her brief statement that shook me. And when, after a sleepless night of going over the lack of evidence, I returned to question her again, she was gone.

      I breathe through the memory, my gaze lingering on the picture of Hudson and Myer, but not really seeing it. I can feel the press of Easton’s judgment from behind, like a dominant force towering over me, waiting for some miraculous revelation.

      But I have nothing.

      Whatever this means to him…I don’t know. Maybe I don’t want to.

      A sick feeling twinges my stomach as I glimpse a business card pinned to the top right of the board. I go to reach for it, then stop as recognition dawns. I have the same card in my file.

      MKE. The business card had only three initials.

      The card was the only evidence found on Laura’s person in the ER. The nurse bagged it after she removed it from her torn jeans. It was the only slim lead I had on the case, the case Hudson insisted needed to be closed, because we no longer had a victim or a witness.

      But I couldn’t let go.

      I saw Laura’s bruised and cut face everywhere I looked. She haunted me. She was so terrified…and I should’ve tried harder to get her to talk. She fought her way to that ER room, and I failed her.

      There was no report of her after that. I checked death records and hospital records. But she never resurfaced. Then, when the hunt started to turn obsessive, I had a tech analyst search the dark web for any hit on MKE. There was one mention—such a faint lead—but I took it.

      Milton Myer had conducted a trade for something on the black market under the name Phiser. The tech couldn’t get detailed information on what the trade was, only the price: seventy-five thousand dollars. I then started my own search into what items on the newest version of the silk road could bring in that kind of money.

      It could’ve been diamonds. Or drugs. It could’ve been any number of things…but I knew—because I kept seeing her face, the terror in her eyes. With my gut instinct, I made the connection.

      Someone in Myer’s company bought a girl.

      And there could be more.

      They, Laura had said.

      She was gone. But I was not dropping the investigation until I found them.

      Hudson warned me to stop the investigation; I was making accusations against a rich, powerful man with a pristine reputation. And I, technically, had nothing. My partner, my other half, was trying to protect me.

      I still believe that. I have to. Hudson could’ve met with Myer at any other time, for any number of reasons…

      I close my eyes and turn my head away. The chilly air of the cellar leaches my exposed skin, draining all the warmth from my body, as I try to force the belief.

      Then I feel a feather light touch to my shoulder, and I shiver. I open my eyes as a picture drifts to my lap.

      “Your partner,” Easton says, and I grasp the picture. It’s the one of me and Hudson that was taken the day I made detective. Easton stole it from my apartment. “Had secrets.”

      We all have secrets.

      Easton’s black boots move into my line of sight. “What did you hear the other night?” he asks. “When you tracked Keller to Myer’s building.”

      “Nothing.” And that’s the truth.

      Easton reaches behind his back and untucks an envelope from his waistband. He tosses it on the floor before me. “Open it.”

      I tuck my hair behind my ears and grab the packet. My heart rate climbs as I slip out the pictures from within. The pictures from my camera. He printed them. Pictures of Milton Myer in his office. The shooter—Keller—holding a gun outstretched. It’s the proof of what happened. It’s the proof that I was there…to witness it.

      Easton angles the flashlight so the beam highlights the pages pinned to the front of the board. “You want proof. Facts. Here they are,” he says. “Compare my research to your own investigation. There’s a connection between Keller, Myer, and your partner that you’re missing. When you find that, you can leave this cellar.”

      My heart vaults to my throat. I drop the images and push to my knees. “What do you mean I can leave?”

      Arms crossed over his broad chest, Easton is more alarming now with a thread of hope than he was in that dark alley.

      “Just like that. You’ll set me free,” I press.

      He tilts his head, gaze traveling over my semi naked body. “A lie can be more telling than the truth.” With that, he turns toward the door.

      A branch of ice cracks inside my chest, shattering me to the core. “Where did you hear that?”

      It’s what Hudson used to say before we entered an interrogation room. How does Luke know this? Where did he hear it? The sick truth hits me all at once. The assault on Hudson at the ravine that night was no spree attack.

      Luke stalked Hudson.

      I demand to know the answer again, but Luke doesn’t respond. Instead, he opens the cellar door. Silent for too long as my nerves collide. Then: “I’ve killed eleven devils.”

      I swallow hard, unable to blink, scared any movement will shift the still air too much and he’ll flee. Eleven devils. He saw Hudson as something evil.

      There are other victims.

      “The bodies aren’t inside my artwork,” he says. “That’d be an insult to what I do. Keep digging for your answers, Mak. I promise, you’ll find him.” He steps through the door. “And put some clothes on.”

      The door closes, sucking all the air from the room. I struggle to breathe as I press a hand to my throat. My blood pulses, every bang matching the storm rioting inside me.
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      Luke

      Everyone hears voices.

      We have a constant, internal monologue running in the background of our thoughts. Just like the heart, the brain never stops. The heart keeps beating while we sleep, a muscle that never gets a break, pumping blood to our cerebral cortex, supplying the brain with literal food for thought to keep that monologue going.

      Some voices are louder than others.

      Some voices are in such direct contrast to our subconscious, it’s as if they’re screaming inside our skull.

      If you force yourself to listen, if you try to silence everything else, you can hear a muffled form of your own voice whispering inside your head. That’s the conscience. Guiding us to make choices. We hear this voice so often we no longer notice it, the voice so internalized it’s become a comfort.

      I don’t fear the voices. They’re supposed to be there.

      I fear when they stop.

      There is nothing I dread more than absolute silence. It’s a terrifying thought that washes me in a blanket of cold sweat. The day the voices stop…I’ll have no guidance, no conscience.

      You become a monster when you start removing pieces, carving out your humanity. No conscience, no empathy—just the void—is the perfect breeding ground for devils.

      Monsters are made by what we allow to be stolen.

      As I sit parked across the street from the morgue, I have two voices battling for dominance. One whispers so quietly I have to strain to hear. The other roars and thrashes.

      This voice has been winning out more and more.

      I’ve let this go on long enough. Makenna can’t untangle the web. She’s buried herself too far down in denial. Hell, she might even deserve her revenge. Who am I to decide if it’s directed in the wrong place? Faced with the terrifying truth, she might come completely undone. She’s already broken. Whatever I’ve done to her, Royce Hudson broke her long before I got to her.

      But the other voice dominates that notion, beating it down.

      She’s a part of this.

      I saw it in her eyes tonight, that utter look of lost. But she’s not an innocent victim, or a damsel. She’s a hack ex-detective who had a crooked, sadistic cop for a partner, and she will never accept that fact.

      Guilt by ignorance is still guilt.

      Truth hurts. But I fucking guarantee the girls who have been abused by those fiends were hurt worse than Makenna can ever imagine.

      She locked herself in that cellar. I might hold the key, but she holds the way out.

      I pull my hood over my head and slip on leather gloves. Then I get out of the damn car. I break into the morgue fencing, my conscience just a gnat easily swatted away.

      As I’m disarming the alarm, I hear footsteps. I was hoping tonight would be easy, but there hasn’t been anything easy since Makenna crashed the party.

      Back flattened to the side of the building, I unsheathe the knife from my leg strap, and wait for the security cop to come around the corner. This time, I made sure to cover my face with a handkerchief. The cellar is getting crowded.

      I hear the jangle of keys. The blade touches his throat, and I silence his surprised wail with a forearm to his mouth as I shove him to the wall.

      “I don’t want to hurt you,” I say in a hushed tone. It’s the same thing I said to Makenna, and the realization that I’ve already come close makes me pause. Seeing Jules’ necklace around her neck… I was too close then. One second longer in the beast’s grip, and the rage that’s always simmering just below would’ve strangled her.

      She’s not the enemy.

      The time it takes my brain to work this out costs me. The guard gets in a quick jab to my ribs. My knife slips lower, giving him enough room to attack again, and dammit to hell, she might as well be the enemy. She’s going to get me killed.

      He’s not very tall or large, but he’s a wiry mother fucker, and those guys are surprisingly strong. He wrestles the hand holding the weapon, gaining the upper hand and I drop the knife. But I follow through with a direct punch to his stomach, and he folds over. I grab a handful of his hair at the back of his head and wrangle him along the wall, forcing him to move toward the main door.

      “Now I don’t have to waste time picking the lock. Open it.”

      The security cop unlatches his key ring, fumbling to locate the key. “Please. I have a family.”

      For shit’s sake. “You all do. Are they here? Are they in danger? No. Your dumbass life is. Open the fucking door.”

      He finally gets the key inside the deadbolt, and I hold him back. “Don’t move.” I open the door and reach up, feeling for the security camera. I had the luxury of casing the morgue the day I was asked to identify my sister. There’s another camera affixed above the body lockers.

      “Go in and sit at the desk,” I order him. “Make one motion for help, do anything stupid, and I’m making a visit to your home.” I pluck his wallet from his back uniform pocket. “Go.”

      He does as instructed, but his movements are stiff, and he’s breathing too hard, shaking. It’s good enough, though. The cams only monitor video, not sound. Once he’s seated before the monitor, I ease along the wall toward the bank of lockers. I remove that camera as easily as the first.

      Unlike the hospital morgues, there’s not a lot of security in government facilities. Who wants to rob a morgue?

      I open and close drawers near the sink area. I find a roll of bandage tape, and strip off a length as I walk toward the guard.

      He’s already practicing his plea, primed to beg with his hands in the air. “Please,” he says again. “I have no idea who you are. Whatever you want to do to the bodies…I won’t say a word.”

      The answer to that question seems obvious. Who wants to rob a morgue? A necrophiliac, that’s who. At least, it’s the logical leap here for this guy. I can’t be too offended; I am planning to desecrate a body.

      I say nothing as I wrap the bandage around his face, then I pull a couple of cable ties from my jacket pocket and link his wrists together behind his back. His rapid breathing is loud against the bandage. I should probably offer him some assurance that I’m not going to kill him. But it might be better for him if he passes out.

      I’m not a bad guy. But I’m not a good guy, either. I’m not out here at night protecting innocence, or punishing evil doers in the name of justice. I’m not that charitable. There is justice, and then there is vengeance. They’re not interchangeable.

      If the security cop made this difficult, if he wanted to be a hero and defend the deceased their right to rest in peace, he’d become an obstacle, and my blade would find a home in his belly just as easily as my hands snapped Keller’s neck.

      I’d like to say that it takes time to slip this far, that it’s a gradual process to become a killer. But really, it’s a simple choice. And it can happen in a blink.

      My watch beeps, reminding me of the body waiting in the burn barrel. Bodies are starting to pile up.

      This started with one man—one devil with talons and horns that I couldn’t stop drawing. He was a ghost in this very morgue, a wisp in an Armani suit and expensive cologne, and his presence didn’t belong.

      Jules and I had been on our own since she was in grade school. Our mother taken by stage four breast cancer, and then our father followed in a head-on collision. We’d already overcome the hardest of hardships. This made us close. I was the one who made sure her homework got done, and that she had enough money to buy the trendy outfits all her friends were wearing.

      And that wasn’t a problem then. The insurance money alone would’ve been enough to take care of us both, but I had a job, a career. I wore tailored suits and rode elevators up to a sixth-floor office, where I was a respected information security director.

      I had a long-term girlfriend who was riding my ass about marriage and babies, and I had a great insurance package, with medical and dental. I was normal. I was bland and ordinary. I don’t even recognize that Luke Easton now.

      It was another life.

      The switch got flipped right here, in this spot, staring at the body lockers. Dread casing my body in ice, so that the medical examiner had to ask me three times if I was ready. Ready to identify the body.

      I wasn’t ready, but I didn’t really believe she was in there. It was a mistake. Jules had disappeared nearly four weeks before, never coming home after cheerleading practice. And I kept telling myself that she’d been in an accident, that she was in a hospital room, or at someone’s house, with people trying to wake her, trying to figure out who she was, to find her family…

      Until the ME popped the locker and rolled her pale body from the steel unit.

      I blink the memory away.

      I worked hard not to remember her in that state. Instead, I see the man in the black suit. His curious gaze watching me, assessing me too closely. Right then, a brush of sixth sense adhered to my senses.

      When I asked the ME what the man wanted from me, his forced, vacant denial stirred a primal response from somewhere deep down and dark. I’m 6’3” and have had a shit ton of guys try to provoke a fight out of me, and I always walked away. Before that moment, I’d never hit another person.

      I dropped the morgue doctor to the floor in one punch.

      By the time I went after the man in the suit, he vanished just as quickly as he appeared, a fucking ghost. I’d almost convinced myself he was a stress-induced hallucination…if not for the medical examiner. I expected him to press charges, but he excused my behavior as grief.

      That right there proved to me that something was fucking amiss.

      He wanted to make it go away.

      That’s when I started hearing the voice. I guess it’d been there the whole time, some part of my psyche, never given the chance to be heard before then.

      The day I buried Jules, I also buried Luke. He disappeared from his career. From his relationships. Luke had no family. There was one missing persons’ report sent out, and then he was forgotten.

      For the past three years, I’ve lived and breathed retribution.

      I had a touch of artistic talent once. In my spare time, I still dabbled. Blown glass, welding, drawing. I resurrected that neglected part of my existence and drew the face of the man in the suit. From every angle, every sharp feature, and then I used my skills to search his face on the dark web.

      The modern world is covered in cameras. They are everywhere. Home security videos, bank footage, retail stores. Even coffee shops, and everywhere in-between. All that video footage is stored in the cloud. Gaining access to all this stored footage is a practice in the black arts of security networking.

      I found my ghost. Christian Lazier got a hit on a security camera walking into a bank in Costa Rica. He was real. I dredged the bowels of the Internet and scoured every connection to him, until I’d built a profile on my first devil. Then I stalked him. I followed him to a bar in upper Washington, where I discovered a network of other devils who liked to prey on underage girls.

      I tortured Lazier for a week before I finally got a second name.

      It became a game of warped dominoes. Knock one down, and the next topples. And the next.

      Lazier, along with five other devils, had raped, mutilated, and beaten my little sister to death. I collected all the names. But somewhere along the way, taking revenge on the five bastards who tortured my sister wasn’t enough.

      The hunger grew.

      There was something bigger at work.

      I hunted for a long three years, adding to my collection. Until I hit a wall.

      I throw Myer’s corpse over my shoulder and haul him to a gurney. I cover his vile corpse with a sheet, then I search for a white coat and scrub hat. It’s a lot easier breaking in than it will be breaking back out…with a body.

      Before this point, I’d have taken extensive measures to plan this carefully, efficiently. But the fact that Keller put a bullet in Myer’s head proves they’re closing in, they’re cleaning up.

      Make it go away.

      One crowned devil at the top of the food chain is eradicating all the vermin, and I’m on that list. Time is limited. They’ll find me in the same way I found them, no matter how far below the radar I keep myself buried.

      I could leave Myer here, buy myself more time. But he doesn’t deserve a proper burial. I need to send a message.

      As I head down the hall, face mask in place, I feel a sense of relief. It’s so foreign I almost don’t recognize the emotion. One way or another, this is almost over.

      At first, Makenna was an inconvenience, a problematic burden to be dealt with. Her arrival at the warehouse was just bad luck.

      I couldn’t have been more wrong.

      She was a gift from the devil herself.

      There’s a coin in my pocket that’s itching to be flipped, a fifty-fifty chance the person I’ve been hunting all these years is just a stone’s throw away from the sound.

      Makenna hasn’t realized why she was sent to Myer’s building yet. But I know—I know exactly how to force the devil out of hiding.
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      Makenna

      I’m pressed against the cellar door, a document clutched in my tender hand. This is the one place in this dungeon that I feel like I can take an unobstructed breath. There’s a faint current of air that drifts in from the slimmest crack. And I need air.

      Pages of my research blanket the cellar floor.

      All it took was one uttered phrase that belonged to Hudson, and I became a wild, feral animal, tearing through witness statements and bank ledgers.

      Against my reasoning, I did what Easton said to do; I compared my notes to his outrageous theories. I tried to make sense of his board, but there are gaps. For one, he has Jack Keller as a shareholder for MKE. Keller is some kind of silent partner. Then, there’s the weak connection between Keller and Myer associated with an entertainment company. But there are no records. No money transactions. Just a signature. A shell company, presumably, and that’s not surprising. I traced illegal and shady dealings to Myer’s company beforehand.

      But what stopped me from digging any further was the discovery of one name.

      Laura Sanders.

      Luke has a copy of her medical record. The form is dated as the same night and time I interviewed her in the ER. But this record is different than the one I have on file. There’s a nurse statement attached that I’ve never seen before.

      My hand shakes as I read the statement again. I’ve read each line twice already. I’m trying to imprint her statement into my brain, make the connection, make sense of it.

      Laura mentions the name “Phiser” in relation to where she was being kept during her disappearance. Why didn’t she mention this during my interview? Why wasn’t this document given to me?

      More disturbing: how did Luke Easton obtain it?

      I scoured the forms, searching for Phiser in relation to any transaction made through MKE, and my heart leapt as I came across the shell LLC. It’s the name of the entertainment company.

      Once I made this connection, I sprang to my feet despite every ache and pain, and pounded on the door, the bandage only muffling the discomfort some. I shouted for Easton. I screamed until my throat became raw, but he never came.

      So I slumped down along the door and pulled my knees to my chest. The storm died out at some point. I no longer feel vibrations of the distant rumble. They say lightning never strikes the same place twice.

      But Luke Easton struck my life twice.

      He swept in with the storms, then disappeared just as quickly. There’s a chance that he’s left me here to die. Gone with the storm…

      I tap the back of my head against the door in rhythmic beats. I try not to think about the reason Luke has Hudson’s name amid his research. It appears only in one reference, but that mention is repeated over and over in conjecture with four other names.

      Watchdog.

      What does that mean? What does it mean to Luke?

      I roll the back of my head along the door, straining to look at the board. A family tree of sorts takes up the center. Branches of names stemming outward. Except it’s not a family tree, it’s some sordid hierarchy.

      His board doesn’t work like the murder boards I use on the job. There’s always a crime middle and center. The crime, the crux, is missing from Luke’s board, but I’ve deduced what he believes—the crime he’s made himself judge, jury, and executioner over.

      Phiser is an underground trade company specializing in young women. Specifically, underage girls. Bought from other countries, and delivered to Phiser’s clients in the US.

      Which, I can believe. My own investigation circled heavily around Milton Myer and an illicit sex trafficking operation. I didn’t uncover Phiser. I didn’t connect Laura to Myer or any shell company. And I didn’t actually uncover any illegal activity.

      I didn’t have access.

      She was a local girl with a business card. She could’ve picked that card up anywhere. As Hudson pointed out many times.

      I was going on a feeling. A hunch. Gut instinct.

      That’s why I had to find a legal way inside Myer’s company. I needed to be closer to the man himself.

      If I take a step back and look at the case as a whole, I can see the fissures. The flaws. The weak areas that need to be sealed to make a solid case. Luke was not hired by Myer or anyone associated with him to put a stop to my investigation as I first theorized. Luke is acting alone, going after these people as part of his own agenda. Revenge for a murdered sister.

      If stared at too closely under a microscope, that sounds ludicrous. But pull back far enough, and I can see how Luke found his way to that theory. He’s hurt. Angry. Full of hate for these people. After reading Jules Easton’s autopsy report on his board, I can sympathize and understand.

      But he’s made a grave, grave error in targeting Hudson. He has no definitive proof that my partner was involved with these men other than a picture of Hudson and Myer together, and a confession from a man named Delmarko. Who, I have to surmise, gave this confession under extreme duress.

      I hear the hollow echo of footsteps from behind the door. Languidly, I move aside, so I’m not blocking it this time.

      When Luke enters, he shuts the door quickly and goes straight to the plate he brought in earlier. I ate as much as I could, despite my reservations that it was probably poisoned. I reasoned that if Luke is going to kill me in the end, he’ll do so with his hands. Poison is more a woman’s choice for a murder weapon.

      “You made a mistake in your research,” I say.

      He picks up the plate. He hasn’t looked at me yet. “You ate. Good. You’ll need your energy.”

      I ball the document I’m still holding and toss it at him. It bounces off his backside like a dry spit ball. “We both made a mistake.”

      He sets the plate back down. I thought about breaking it. Using a sharp piece to stick in his jugular. I still could…later. But right now, I want to hear him admit he made a mistake. I want to see the moment he realizes he killed an innocent man in his fucking ice-blue eyes.

      “Tell me,” he says.

      I point to the board. “I was hunting down a lead from a girl named Laura Sanders. You were following a similar lead from your sister. Two girls in Seattle who went missing, and who ended up either disappeared or dead.”

      He crosses his arms. Waiting.

      “The dark web trade company specializes in importing girls,” I say, “as disgusting as that is. It’s the truth.”

      “What’s your point, Mak.”

      “My point is, it should be obvious. To anyone who doesn’t have a personal stake in this investigation. Laura and Jules were local girls. They weren’t kidnapped and traded. Neither one of us can link them to Phiser. There’s no evidence. There’s no trail. It’s an unfortunate coincidence.”

      “Except for the Watchdog,” he says, observing me closely.

      I lift my chin. “I know where you want to go with that, and don’t. You’re wrong. That’s where you’re dead fucking wrong.”

      “Phiser brings in an ungodly amount of money. That alone should be enough of a sickening revelation to end the perverts who operate it.” He stalks slowly toward me. “But you’ve worked Major Crimes. You’ve profiled sadistic perps. You tell me if there’s a chance their interests fall outside the line of profit only. What would they need a watchdog for? Someone inside the system who could warn them, protect them. Make evidence go missing.”

      I shake my head. “No. Nothing you can say or show me will ever make be believe that.” I get to my feet. “I made the connection. Now let me go.”

      Luke moves to stand before me, his intimidating height towering over me like an imposing force. But I refuse to feel threatened. I’m weak and exhausted and drained, but I won’t back down.

      “Grab a jacket,” he says.

      My eyebrows draw together. He’s letting me go…with a jacket? “What?”

      “It’s either a jacket or a leash.” He reaches into his pocket and produces a dog collar with retractable cord. “We can flip a coin on it.”

      “You’re not letting me go…”

      “I said when you made the connection, you could leave this cellar. I’m a man of my word. So grab your fucking jacket, and let’s go. If you try to run—”

      “I won’t.”

      His blue gaze narrows. “I know you won’t. Because you’re curious. Because you’ve made it this far into the bowels of hell, and now you have to see the devil.”

      He walks toward the cellar door, swinging the leash.

      I toss my clothes aside until I unearth a hunter-green jacket. I slip my arms inside the sleeves, swearing that he’s wrong. I’ve looked into the devil’s eyes already, and he’s right here in this cellar.
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          Bone to Ash

        

      

    
    
      Luke

      We’re born with receptors. Not unlike a computer network, we’re molded off of a similar grid. Physical cells within our body respond to outside stimuli and transmit a signal to the central nervous system. Hot, cold. Pain, pleasure. We’re a sensitive network of feeling.

      When a receptor becomes desensitized, it goes numb. Unfeeling.

      There’s only so much pain the human body can sustain before receptors misfire and shut down. This is done to protect the brain—to protect us.

      But what about the casualties of this desensitization process? Repeated exposure to something that used to cause pain becomes less harmful, less averse. We stop responding to it in the same way.

      I’m leading Makenna to the garage, and she’s taking in everything. She’s stimulated, almost on overload, by her surroundings. She’s been locked in a dark room for nearly three days, her senses deprived. Now her mind is mapping a way out.

      The Luke Easton prior to three years ago wouldn’t be able to fathom having a woman locked in a cellar. He wouldn’t be able to imagine a time when he’d lead that woman out into the early morning to dispose of dead bodies.

      It’s taken me three years to desensitize myself. Years of wading through the absolute darkest natures on the Internet, the heinous acts they’ve committed. Images and videos of the sickest abuse…abhorrent acts that made me ill, made me vomit.

      I’ve become another version of myself. I know the moment when Makenna reaches the outside, she’ll try to run, to escape. And I know when she does, I’ll do something terrible to prevent that from happening. Because it’s what I have to do.

      Is that how the devils became devils?

      Was there a spark of something unnatural, and they fed that flame until it roared into an unstoppable fire? My sister the casualty of men who became desensitized to the extreme? Is Makenna a victim of this same process, yet I’ve found ways to justify her treatment?

      This is a disturbing thought. Comparing myself to the fiends who harmed Jules. They weren’t even human, and yet…all Makenna sees me as is a monster.

      I adapted my skin to mimic the devils I hunt, so I can move around in their world. It’s a necessary evil. I still believe this. As long as I give Makenna her own revenge in the end.

      She stares at the bare, white walls. “This isn’t your house,” she finally says.

      “It is mine.” I found it half complete and abandoned. The owner ran out of money and couldn’t afford to finish his dream home. There was a frame and builder plans. I bought them both. Cash. An easy transaction for a man wanting to get out of debt.

      I threw up drywall and put a chair in the living room and a computer. No pictures. No TV. No personal effects.

      “An empty house with a cellar full of sadistic torture artifacts.” She walks behind me. “You really are insane.”

      I stop before the door that leads to the garage. “I suppose you’re qualified to make that assessment. Sane people don’t jump on people’s backs in the middle of fights.”

      I glance at her to catch her reaction, and her slender face is pursed in thought. I thought so. As I open the door, I leave the light off and click the garage door button. I have four cars I trade out. It’s probably time to purchase a new one, but again, time. I’m running out of it.

      I choose the black Charger, because that’s the vehicle where I stuck Myer in the trunk.

      Makenna’s fingers wriggle around her bandages to grip the sleeves of her jacket, her teeth sink into her bottom lip. Her gaze flits from the car to the open garage door.

      Don’t do it.

      She reaches for the door handle.

      I walk around the car and, as I’m seating myself behind the wheel, she takes off.

      I sigh out a long, defeated breath before I climb out. “There’s nowhere to run,” I shout.

      Makenna has made it as far as the fencing. Luckily, captivity hasn’t completely killed her detecting senses. A six foot fence wraps the perimeter of the house, and it’s got a bright red voltage sticker adhered to the front.

      She moves along the fence, searching for an opening. “Please…” She begs, as I approach. “I don’t want to die like this. Without knowing… Without seeing him one last time. You can’t bury me in the woods.”

      Christ. I scrub my hands down my face. I’m tired. Too tired after stealing a body from the morgue to deal with her level of frantic crazy. “Just get in the fucking car.”

      She tries to run again. This time, I give chase, catching her by the waist before she makes it another few feet across the yard. “There are no neighbors, Mak. No one. There’s no way out.”

      I carry her, thrashing and shrieking, to the Charger where I heave her into the passenger seat. I manage to wrangle the seatbelt across her chest, click it into place. I have one cable tie left, and I use that to cinch her wrists together around the strap.

      Not the best restraint, but… “If you try to throw yourself from the car, that would be stupid. You’ll just end up being dragged by the belt.”

      With stubborn effort, she yanks on the belt a few times before giving in. She deflates against the seat. “What’s my other option? The cellar?”

      I slap the leash on the dashboard in answer.

      I can’t see her eyes, and I need to. The delicate way in which I push her hair aside feels odd. My muscle memory of that action out of practice. I can tell by the way her eyes spear me. Those dark pools alight with abhorrence.

      She moves her head aside, and I grip her jaw, forcing her to look at me. “Do you want to kill me, or run away? You can’t have both, Mak. Make your lunatic mind up.”

      She spits in my face.

      I don’t react. I hold still where I am, staring into her eyes, my hand latched to her face. Then I lick her spittle from my lips with a depravity that stirs embers of lust long ago doused.

      “Keep provoking the monster, and I’ll give him to you.”

      I slam the door closed. No more toying with her. I have only a few hours, and I want to get there before daybreak.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The clearing is just how I left it, with a scattering of newly fallen limbs from the storm. I parked farther back and left Makenna in the car while I clear away the tarp.

      The putrid aroma of a dead body is nauseating and distinctive. The scent greets me with a hard slap as I peel the thick plastic back. I’ve set up animal traps around the border; the scent drawing anything from bears to cougars.

      Fortunately, it seems the rare downpour drove the larger animals farther into the forest. Rain helps with the smell some, too.

      I track my way back to the Charger and pop the trunk. From across the front seat, I eye Makenna. “You’re helping me. And it would be exceedingly stupid for you to try to escape out here. If you don’t die from exposure, then you’ll certainly be mauled to death by a bear.”

      I unlock her door and draw my hunting knife. I give her one long, calculating stare as I slide the blade between her wrists.

      “I’m not helping,” she says.

      I cut the tie. “You are.”

      As she climbs out of the car, she checks her surroundings. She seems more calm, stable. The ride must have chilled her out. I admit, I get stir-crazy in the cellar, needing to be outdoors to ground myself in reality.

      But my reality is very different than hers. Maybe it really only took a few days to make her lose her mind.

      I grab ahold of Myer’s corpse and look at her from over the roof of the car. “Get his feet.”

      I don’t need the help. Myer was a slight, waif of a man when alive. Dead, he’s a bit more of a pain to lug around, but it’s like I’m built for this shit. I was in the wrong career before. I should’ve majored in homicidal revenge in college.

      To my surprise, Makenna takes ahold of his ankles, nothing squeamish about her. She’s a cop, I remind myself. She’s seen dead bodies. Thing is, I honestly don’t know enough about her. I was so invested in Royce Hudson, I overlooked his partner. She wasn’t on my radar.

      Once I get Myer situated at the edge of the pit, I jump down inside and remove the lid from the barrel. Makenna covers her nose with her jacket.

      “You left Keller here all this time.” It’s an accusation. Like I was supposed to bury the piece of shit.

      I exhume the gas can from the dirt and douse Keller. As I climb out of the hole, I say, “You can’t torch a fresh body.” I take a place beside her slight form, digging a book of matches from my pocket. I strike one and watch the small flame dance in the open air before I toss it into the barrel.

      There’s a pregnant pause as the match catches, a flare, then the fire roars to life in a burst of high flame, quickly becoming a contained inferno.

      “People think it’s like TV,” Makenna says. “I’ve investigated burn scenes. Bodies half charred. There’s always something left behind.”

      I steal a peek her way, wondering how much of that snide statement was meant to insult me. “Unless you make sure there’s not.”

      I realize we’re having a conversation. A disturbing conversation—but it’s the first time since this tragedy began that I’ve wanted to talk to another person.

      “Gas gives out,” I say. “You have to keep adding fuel. A burned body produces a fatty residue from thermal damage, a burn stain. So you can’t burn a body like a camp fire. Using a metal enclosure reflects radiant heat, thermal energy. A body burns faster and more thoroughly. And no mess to clean. Two birds, one stone.”

      She eyes me openly. “And you learned all this just for body disposal?”

      “I weld, and I use a lampworking torch for blowing glass. It just happens the same principles apply in art as it does in death.”

      “I don’t buy that. Death is ugly. There’s nothing poetic or artistic about an overdose or—” she eyes me severely “—murder.”

      I tuck my hands into my pockets. “Fire is the closest thing to a cleansing of the soul there is. Fire purifies.”

      “So you’re redeeming their souls?” she asks. “Is that how you justify this?”

      I draw closer to her, forcing her to look up. “I have all the justification I need. Their souls mean nothing to me…unless they’re burning in hell when I’m done with them.”

      She blinks. “What about the rib cage?” There’s a dare in her voice. Her tone almost sounds…excited.

      I suspect this is the closest thing to a real conversation she’s had, too. Since she lost her partner. Since she’s not a detective anymore.

      “I’ll show you later,” is all I say. I hop down and funnel another pour of gas into the barrel.

      One confession from me, and this would all be over. I keep the secret to myself. I’m selfish. For three years, I’ve been gunning full force, no slowing, and now I’m stalled. This is the most time I’ve spent with another person who I had no intention to kill.

      In a way, I’m using Makenna. I want one moment of that past, normal life that I sacrificed. Before it ends, I want one moment of peace. Even if it’s with the person who wants to see me dead most in this world.

      As if she’s reading my mind, she says, “You brought me here so I can…what? Dispose of your body properly?”

      I set the can up above me, away from the flames. “I don’t want to be buried near Jules. I’m not the same man her brother was. Just gut me and toss me in the burn barrel.”

      “Just like that.”

      I nod once. “Just like that.”

      She looks around nervously. Then adjusts the bandage around her hands. “I didn’t think that part through…”

      I climb out of the pit, getting away from the torrid heat. I look at her. She’s a mess. Hair in disarray and clothes askew. In the breaking light, she’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.

      “You wanted me dead. That’s as far as you got.”

      She nods. “Yes.”

      “Revenge takes planning,” I say, taking a step toward her. “You have to know without a doubt that the person has earned that death. Then you have to see it through. And you can’t get caught. Being punished for delivering justice no justice system would administer defeats the purpose.”

      She blinks against the morning sun. “You killed Hudson.”

      I stand still.

      She sucks in a quick breath. “I know you believe he deserved such a death, but you made a mistake. I can’t let you get away with that.”

      I shrug. “So then just hand me over to authorities. Why bring a gun, Mak? Why aim that gun?”

      “No one believes me. There’s no evidence. You made sure of that.”

      “You need a body.”

      She rubs her arms, agitated, as she stares down into the pit, at the body engulfed in flames. Tears fill her eyes, but she fights them back with a hard sniff.

      There’s no body.

      “You’re at an impasse,” I say. “No crime, no punishment. You believe you’re the only one who can vindicate your partner, and yet…”

      Her gaze swings up to me, a shot of fear hidden just below her anger. “I would’ve pulled the trigger,” she says.

      I’m not so sure about that. “You probably would’ve,” I say. “Then. In that moment. Sheltered by the night and the storm. But can you do it now?”

      I’ve stolen some of her thunder. Murder—cold blooded and driven—takes absolution.

      She was hurt, and scared, and angry. She’s lost more than a partner or a lover. She lost her whole world. A career. And what about family? What I saw that night is that she has none. She’s all alone in this big, bad world.

      I walk away and yank Myer’s body closer to the pit. We have hours to go still.

      “I just can’t let you get away with it.” Her voice is soft, fragile. Broken. I get it. She’s losing the drive.

      That’s okay. As soon as I tell her what she’s dying to know, she’ll get it back and then some. She’ll become a lightning rod for vengeance. I’ll make my last kill, and then Makenna will put me out of my miserable existence.

      Sometimes, things just work out.
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          Smash It

        

      

    
    
      Makenna

      I watch Luke empty the barrel with a curious detachment. He spreads the remaining bones that wouldn’t burn down over a clear plastic wrap. I should feel repulsed, or indignant.

      But whatever sense of right and wrong, of black and white justice I used to uphold, I lost that night in the ravine. These men are wrong. They were born wrong. They’re just smarter than the average predator.

      Had they been brought up on charges, they’d have made bail. Hired high-dollar attorneys to drag their cases out. For years, probably. Until no one cared anymore. They’d do a stretch in some white-collar prison. Then they’d be released. That’s if they ever served a sentence at all. If they’re pricey attorney didn’t get them off completely with some technicality.

      Men like Myer don’t pay the price. They have enough money to buy their way out.

      That doesn’t mean what Luke is doing is right. I’m not sure what is right anymore. And that’s one of the reasons I didn’t fight handing in my badge. I think he’s doing the only thing he can.

      He’s exterminating the men who hurt his sister, the same way I want to annihilate him. There’s always someone injured in the crossfire. You don’t take justice into your own hands without hurting an innocent in the process. There are consequences. That’s all I know for sure.

      I can watch him wrap the bones of Keller and Myer with a cool disconnect, because I’m patient. He’s leading me to the answer. Luke believes he’s above the law, and that he removes every trace of evidence.

      There’s always something left behind.

      I stare into the blackened barrel. Only ashes remain after Luke removed the bones. That would be enough. Having Hudson’s ashes. For me, it would be enough.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Leave them here.” Easton directs where to lay the plastic-wrapped remains. The cellar is a labyrinth of half-finished slab and walls, and his crude art creates a maze through the underground chamber.

      It’s too dark to see to the end, the blown glass orbs only providing enough black light to illuminate the entrance. The cellar door is to my right. The spiral staircase to my left. I’m trapped in the middle…with bones and ash barricading me on either side.

      An antsy feeling takes hold; I’m losing my calm. “Where do you keep the ashes?”

      He jangles the keys in his hand. He can’t lock me inside that room again…not yet. “Where, Luke?” I demand.

      He slips the keys into his pocket, and I release a breath. “We’re not done yet.”

      He walks toward the corner of the cellar, where inlaid shelving holds some of his demonic glass pieces. He picks up a sledgehammer.

      Then he holds the heavy tool out to me.

      I almost want to laugh. This is insane. I glance at the bag of bones, then look down at my bandaged hands. “I’m not smashing bones.”

      Head cocked, he says, “Imagine they’re mine.”

      No derisive undertone in his voice. He’s serious. I extend my hand, and he places the handle of the sledgehammer against my palm. The tool is half my size. I lift it, and already this feels impossible, like if I do this, I’m chiseling a piece of myself away.

      “It’s too heavy.” I drop the hammer to the slab.

      Luke moves behind me, and my defenses go on alert. My shoulders tense.

      “That feeling right there,” he says, wrapping his arm around me to reach the handle. “Use that.”

      He places his hand over mine, and my skin crawls. He helps me lift the tool, and I sense his aim. We swing the hammer down. The reverberating crunch of bone beneath the hammer travels through the tarp, all the way up the handle.

      This is how he makes the rib cage of his enemies disappear, ground down to dust.

      He steps away as I lift the hammer again. “You think you can go back.”

      I drop the hammer. The resounding slam against the slab echos through the chamber.

      “Once you make your case,” he continues. “Give forensics Hudson’s remains. Drag my corpse to the department. Put me on display. Hand over a detailed, elaborate report. You think you can get your life back.”

      I smash the sack of bones again. “It’s the only life I know.”

      The most truthful confession I’ve admitted down here. Hudson became my partner shortly after I entered the force, not long after my mother took her last trip into her other world. I was young, and I had no home. I hadn’t had a real one…ever. But I found one there. With him. With the Seattle PD.

      I swing the hammer down, and my muscles strain from the effort. But the burn feels tolerable, good even. I try not to think about what’s inside the plastic bag.

      “What were you doing parked at the ravine that night?”

      His question stalls my hands. I stand over the bag, gaze fixed on the glass orbs encased in the cellar. There are gaps. Missing moments. But I don’t need them to complete the story.

      I swing the hammer down with a hard thwack. “It was our place.”

      Luke fills in the blanks. “On the clock. Off the clock. That’s where you went to be together.”

      I’m breathing heavy now, blood pumping, my body taxed, not used to working certain muscles. But I drop the hammer anyway. The bones are crunching less. Being decimated into powder. “Yes.”

      “There was storm that night,” he says. “How long had you been investigating Laura at that point. Six months?”

      I nod.

      “And Hudson had been trying to impede that investigation, hadn’t he? Talk you into dropping it, but you couldn’t. He took you to your place that night, when the sky tore open and, under the cover of sheeting rain and the dark, he set you up.”

      Tool banked on my shoulder, I turn to face him. “You’re mad. Don’t try to fit your warped world inside mine.”

      Luke’s eyes are like ice down here. They’re so cold…but the ethereal blue of his gaze holds me captive. It’s the clarity I see there; everything else feels distorted, wrong, except his eyes that see right through me.

      “I’ve been thinking about it for the past few days,” he says. “Why you’re here, the fact that you don’t remember part of what happened.”

      A mock laugh springs free. “Some insane vigilante hit me over the head. My spotty memory might have a little to do with that.”

      He makes no apologies. “Or it’s selective.” He moves to stand in front of me, forcing my head back in order to see his face. “Think hard, Makenna. What were you doing there? What happened before you were thrown down the embankment?”

      Anger bites my nerves. It’s infuriating, having someone—the wrong someone—remember pieces of your life that you can’t. “I was fucking my boyfriend.” I say it with every bit of disdain that I feel toward him.

      Luke doesn’t waver, he doesn’t back down. There’s more…when I think back, but it’s like trying to look through a snowstorm. There’s a tunnel around the memory, and I can only see the center. The edges are dark and obscure. I blink rapidly, flashing between segments.

      “He fucked you before he tried to kill you.”

      His words pull me from the tunnel, and shock seizes my lungs. I breathe through the panic. “Fuck you.”

      “The watchdog had a job to do. He had tried to protect you up until that point, trying to get you to drop the case. That’s why I hadn’t heard your name. He was trying to protect you, but after six months, he knew that it had to end. It was either you or him.”

      “Shut the hell up.” I grip the handle tighter; imagine planting the solid girth of the hammer in his temple. I blink hard, driving the image away. And the ravine is there again, rain cloaking my vision.

      I’m not going back there, and I’m not going back in that damn cellar room. I heft the sledgehammer over my shoulder and barge past him, the cellar door only a few feet away. I take the hammer to the door, every swing a shattering pain to my arms. My back and chest pinch with sharp pain, like I might be having a heart attack. Maybe I am. But I keep driving the hammer home, chipping away at the door.

      I feel his arms encase me, and he takes hold of the handle. “Stop.”

      I struggle against him, knowing it’s a useless fight. But I want to destroy that door. I want to smash all the glass orbs and demented sculptures down here. Everything that has his imprint.

      He wrestles the sledgehammer free, and I’m too racked with pain to move. My body sags against his, my breathing clipped, too much pain to inhale fully. My hands burn, and I don’t have to look at them to know I’ve reopened the wounds. I can feel the warmth of my blood coating my palms.

      “You weren’t alone that night,” he says, letting my back rest against his solid chest. I hate his chest. I hate his knowing eyes. I hate that I can’t move, and that I don’t want to—that his strength is the only thing keeping me standing.

      “Who else was there?” he demands to know.

      “You!”

      “Who else!”

      Figures move against the darkness. There’s a flash. I remember telling Hudson how strange it was, to see lightning streak the sky. But it was sexy, and erotic, making love in the unmarked car, in the middle of the storm.

      I shake my head, a dry heave racks my stomach. My vision tunnels.

      “I can tell you what happened,” Luke says. “But you won’t believe me. You have to remember.”

      How can I trust him? “You’re a liar.”

      “Time to go back in the cellar.”

      “No!”

      A flash of Hudson’s face: I’m sorry, Mak.

      Shit. Shit shit shit. The memory engulfs me. “Make it stop. I’m going to be sick.”

      I’m deadweight in Luke’s arms as he carries me through the door. That fucking door. I shutter my eyes; I don’t want to see the room. The smell of dank earth and concrete infuses my senses; it’s all around me.

      Luke doesn’t lay me on the bed of clothes. I wait for him to do this, so I can use my last reserve of energy to fight my way out. I can’t be down here alone, with these memories. “Please…”

      He stops moving, his arms the only thing grounding me, keeping me from slipping into the past.

      I can’t breathe. I clutch his shirt with my bloody hands. “Make it stop.”

      He settles us along the wall, instead. “This will hurt…but it will help.” His arms become a vise around me, the suffocating pain is almost unbearable, but the panic eases. He’s shutting down my nervous system. I’ve seen it done to children at the precinct before. When they’re too upset to handle whatever horrible news has shattered their world.

      “Why are you doing this…?”

      “It will help,” he says again.

      I shake my head against his chest, hating that his fucking manly scent is a comfort. My head is spinning. “Why are you fucking with my head? It’s not enough that you have me trapped down here, withering away. You have to inflict psychological torture?”

      His sigh releases on a heavy groan, like searching the answer causes him distress. “Before you give yourself over to revenge, you need to know who your enemy is.”

      I swallow hard, my throat raw. “Why do you care?” Why does it matter? Whether I’m a sick, delusional woman with latent memories, or whether I’ve been wrong, so wrong, about Hudson… None of that changes what needs to happen between us.

      He’s the monster that dragged me to his lair.

      He’s the villain that I watched murder my partner.

      Nothing will change those facts.

      And the facts are what matter—what can be proven.

      Remembering the whole truth of that night will only cause more hurt. I can feel it creeping over me now. With every flash, every glimpse into the past, another layer of misery blankets me, and I’m tunneling.

      “I say we’re about even.”

      His arms still anchored around me, I bury my head against his chest, unable to look at him. “That doesn’t make sense.” He didn’t answer my question.

      “You barged into that alley, some fierce, raving force, and I should’ve gotten rid of you. But I hadn’t seen anything so beautiful in a long time. All the vile and ugly things surrounding me…and then there you were, all drenched and broken, and beautiful. You stole my breath, made me pause…just long enough. I never question my next move.”

      I slow my breathing, trying not to move. My heart beats fiercely in my chest, and I’m scared that he can hear it, or feel my racing pulse—that he’ll mistake what I’m feeling.

      “So I say we’re even,” he says. “You got inside my head, you infected me. You make me think about another life, when I buried that life already. It’s painful.”

      I swallow. “I cause you pain.” Good.

      He finally looks down, his hand smoothing my hair away from my face. “Your beauty is a cruelty.”

      This moment is fragile, and I could break it if I push too hard…but there’s a tenuous thread I can tug to unravel the truth. I look past the scars and the cold blue eyes of the man who tore my world apart. We are not even. “Where are his ashes, Luke?”

      He holds me a few seconds longer in silence. Then, with deft movements, lifts me off him so he can stand. He heads toward the door. Only stopping long enough to say, “All around you. Bone and ash in every layer of concrete I’ve lain in this cellar. All my devils and demons, Mak. They’re all around you. Even him. Right here, a part of this cellar.”
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          Wicked Pain

        

      

    
    
      Luke

      Makenna hasn’t moved for two days. I think I broke her.

      I’ve had to force her to eat. Spooning soup and soggy crackers into her mouth like a sick patient. She is sick. Denial is a form of sickness, and hers has made her catatonic. She’s made a choice to wither in this cellar rather than accept the truth.

      Royce Hudson can never save her.

      Resurrecting his bones won’t change her outcome. The life she knew, her life as a detective, is over. As soon as she leaves this cellar and steps back into the world, as soon as she returns to her apartment, they’ll know.

      And this time, they’ll make sure to finish the job promptly, efficiently.

      That was the plan, of course. Use Makenna as bait. Draw them out.

      Only now, it’d be like placing a helpless lamb amid a circle of wolves.

      I lean against the cellar wall, watching her. I moved my cot in here from the outside chamber. I slept on the floor, listening out for her on the other side of the cellar door. At some point during the night, she must have moved. Because the papers that were scattered across the floor are now tacked to the board, and where she ran out of room, she taped them to the wall with strips from her bandage.

      So I keep watching her, to see what she does next. Before that moment in the alley, I would’ve sacrificed the lamb without a second thought. A casualty for the greater good. Blood has to spill, people have to pay.

      Innocent women get caught in the crossfire.

      That’s exactly the kind of logic the people I’ve spent three years hunting tout.

      It’s a hard truth to swallow. How much greater good is my vengeance doing? I take out one, another pops up. Like bad guy whack-a-mole. The only way to save anyone, to protect innocent lives from further damage, is to chop off the head.

      So what do I do with Makenna now? Leave her here to fester in misery? While I face down the head snake? I’ve thought about this. Long and hard. Wanting to do just that. But what happens if I fail. When I don’t return.

      She’ll become just another ghost in this cellar.

      “Do you need to go to the bathroom?” I ask her, not expecting a response, but I keep trying.

      I’ve taken her upstairs to the bathroom twice a day. I’ve taken her today once already. At least she’s responsive enough to tend to her needs, clean herself. I’m not sure I’m built for that; I don’t want to test the theory.

      Which makes me question if I can actually go through with any of this.

      Instead of hardening me, she’s made me weaker.

      I have to let her go. It’s time. I can put her somewhere safe for a few days, hide her away. That should give me enough time to do what I need to do and disappear.

      If I don’t die in the process.

      After that, she’s on her own. If she never accepts the veracity of her situation, then that’s on her. I’ve tried to show her. Like the damn soup I ladle into her mouth, I’ve been feeding her answers for the past week, just waiting for the truth to catch fire and light up those dark eyes. Her unresponsive state won’t matter to the people looking for her. Once I’m gone, they’ll descend, closing up the last of the loose ends.

      “I need to understand.” Her voice comes low and throaty. It’s fragile in its unused state. If I make a sudden move, she’ll retreat back within herself.

      I remain still, where I am. “What do you need to understand, Makenna?” I’ve stopped calling her Mak. It was cruel to call her by the nickname Hudson gave her, and I used that to my advantage.

      She doesn’t look up. She’s curled against the wall on the cot, staring at her knees. Her hair is still damp from the shower, and the dark strands drape her face and bare legs. She tucked herself into an oversized T-shirt before she resumed her station on the cot.

      “Ask me…everything,” she says. “Interrogate me.”

      Locked inside her own mind, she’s been working out the details for the past two days. All right. Mentally healthy people might call this processing. I call it detachment. If she comes across a particular fact she can’t accept, she can withdraw again just as quickly.

      “Why did Detective Hudson take you to the ravine?” I’ve asked this before, and her answer then was honest. But it was also defensive.

      “I was being set up,” she says. “Royce Hudson brought me to a place where he knew I’d lower my guard, where I wouldn’t be anticipating…” She trails off, a shiver racks her body. “Where I’d be vulnerable. I’d gotten too close to uncovering players in a local sex trafficking organization that I’d been investigating. That was a threat to him. I was a threat. He was one of the main players known to the racket as Watchdog. His job was to protect—”

      I hesitate, waiting for her to continue, to make the connection. Then: “Makenna?”

      She closes her eyes for a prolonged beat. “His job was to protect these men. Not to protect me.”

      I swallow down the ache in my throat. I’m not a sentimental guy. But witnessing her make sense of a life full of lies is a wicked sort of pain. The Phiser group didn’t just destroy girls—they destroyed everyone they came into contact with.

      I’d never thought of Makenna as a victim until now.

      All that rage and bravado she was full of… Layer and layer is being stripped away as she uncovers the truth of herself.

      Then again, it could be a farce. I’m not that practiced when it comes to female hostages. Unlike the men I hunt, that’s not my specialty. A fact that will be to my detriment.

      This could be her practicing aloud, testing out the theory. If she wants her life back badly enough, and she has enough evidence—her files; my files—maybe she can make it happen. With or without her partner’s remains, she could tarnish a cop’s reputation. That never goes over well with other cops. Does she understand the risk?

      “Why did Jack Keller murder Milton Myer?” I ask.

      If she’s worked out the answer to this, her acceptance of the cellar will make more sense. She’s safer in here than outside this room.

      “Jack Keller is a hired hitman.” Her eyes meet mine. It’s the first time in over forty-eight hours she’s really seen me. “The person in control of the sex trafficking organization is trying to clean up.”

      I take in a giant breath. Waiting for her to make the full connection.

      She picks at the edge of her bandage. I checked her hands just yesterday. They’re healing, but I kept the bandage there to prevent her from damaging her hands further, if she lost control again. I don’t like not knowing what’s going to happen next. She’s unpredictable, and that worries me more than five hired hitmen.

      “I wasn’t supposed to go inside the office building,” she says, as she unwraps her hands. “I was hired to investigate, to watch. That’s what PIs do. But the gunshot. Jack Keller didn’t use a silencer. This was done on purpose to draw me out of my car. I went after the shooter.”

      “What does that mean, Makenna?”

      She drops the used bandages off the side of the cot, then pushes her back flat against the wall. She knows what this cellar is made of, and yet she’s not averse to touching these walls. Maybe she feels closer to Hudson here. It’s a disturbing thought, but we search out comfort even from those who hurt us. Sometimes, we crave it from them the most.

      “What does it mean,” she repeats on a sigh. “It means, I was sent there to die.” She pushes onto her feet, unsteady, and I almost go to her, but I let her gain her balance on her own. “Myer, and possibly a number of others involved, had deviated. They’d taken local girls. A couple even wound up dead. That wasn’t going to be tolerated. It was a threat to the higher up, the person in charge.” She paces, thinking it through aloud. “That’s why Keller killed Myer. And why I was planted there. Not to be a witness as I first thought, but to be killed in the crossfire. That same person in charge found out about my investigation and wanted me gone, along with anyone else asking questions or—” She looks at me. “Seeking revenge.”

      I nod slowly. “Who put you there?”

      “Jennifer Myer. The wife of Milton Myer, and the sole proprietor of Phiser now that her husband is dead.”

      This deserves a slow clap. Instead, in reward, I give her another piece of the puzzle. “With Keller out of the picture, someone else will take his place. They probably already have. It won’t stop, Makenna. Not until Jennifer Myer is stopped. It’s taken me three years to get here.”

      She grips the hem of her shirt, a tremble rolls through her petite body. “A woman is doing this. A woman…is hurting these girls. Why? How?”

      The answer is always simple. “Money.”

      “Is that why Hudson was involved? For money?”

      I sink my hands into my pockets. My fingers touch Jules’ necklace. “What do you think?”

      “After Hudson was gone, it took six months for them to find me. I didn’t exist to these people before. I thought…maybe Hudson had protected me, sheltered me from them. But that wasn’t it, was it?”

      She’s getting agitated, pacing faster. Her socked feet pad the slab, back and forth. I put those socks on her feet, to keep her warm. The thought slaps me with a mocking backhand.

      “He was ten years older than me.” She laughs manically. “Ten years. God, I was a toy, a plaything. His side piece when he needed a fix, or to curb his…deviant cravings.” She closes her eyes. “They didn’t know about me, because I was his secret. And when I started snooping around Myer, I gave myself away. Jennifer looked into me, found out who I was, and made the connection. She hired me, and I went willingly to my own death.” She releases her shirt. “I did this to myself.”

      As she stalks closer, an internal alarm sounds within me.

      Loose waves tangle her damp hair, matching the wild gleam in her eyes. She’s fearless as she approaches me. I let her get close before I put my hands up to stop her. I hold her shoulders, keeping her at a safe distance.

      She places her hand on my chest, then slides it down, a leisure descent that makes my muscles tighten. I suck in a quick breath at the feel of her intimate touch. “Makenna…”

      The warning in my tone doesn’t stop her. She reaches the waistband of my jeans, her fingers dipping just beneath, before she digs her hand into my pocket. I’m still gripping her shoulders as she brings out the necklace.

      “This is my proof, isn’t it?” Her voice cracks. “The proof Hudson wasn’t in it just for money. He did sinister things, then he made me wear his trophy.”

      I release a bated breath. “Yes.”

      She holds the necklace up so that the charm sways. “How old do I look to you?” When I don’t respond, she adds, “Without makeup, seventeen? Sixteen maybe? I’m petite. Only five-one. I’ve always looked younger. How old was your sister?”

      I swallow down the burning ache. “Sixteen.”

      Her gaze scans my features searchingly. “I was a virgin when I met him,” she confesses.

      Christ. “Makenna, stop.”

      She shakes her head. “I was. I was untouched and pure. Apparently, how he liked them. That’s probably what attracted him at first. But then…I could tell he was losing interest. It’s something every couple goes through, or so I read online. But it wasn’t a normal problem, was it? A healthy couple issue. My tits.” She grabs her breasts and gives them a hard squeeze. “They got bigger. My mom, before she killed herself, said that I was going to be a late bloomer like her.” She laughs, the sound hollow, painful. “But that’s what changed. I didn’t look like a little girl anymore.”

      She presses her body against me, stoking the embers, and every cell in my body wars against touching her in this state. I don’t move, allowing her to do what she needs. “But you like my tits,” she says. “I turn you on. Women can tell when a man wants them. The little girl thing doesn’t do it for you, but the captive thing?” She smiles. “Yeah. That does it for you. The man in control, with the power.”

      As her hand snakes up my arm, I grab her wrist. Enough. “You need sleep.”

      Her hand balls into a fist, the necklace chain laced between her fingers. “You think you’re different than them, that you’re a different kind of monster. You’re not. You’re just like them, Luke. Easton. Whatever you want to be called. They use girls…and you planned to use me.”

      I take the necklace out of her hand before I push her wrists between us. “I do what I have to,” I admit.

      She nods slowly. “That’s why you kept me. Instead of disposing of the inconvenience, after you figured out that I was a mark, that I was already dead”—she laughs humorlessly—“you knew you could use me.”

      I don’t deny it. I am that monster. But it was more than that—more than dangling bait at Jennifer Myer. “I needed to know what it felt like to lock a woman in a cellar,” I say. “To hear her cry, plead for mercy. Beg to be released. I needed to know that I wouldn’t break.”

      Her eyebrows draw together. “This place wasn’t meant for you,” she whispers. “That’s what you said when you brought me here. I heard you.”

      I can’t let go of her. There’s nothing more to be said, and I should leave. But I can’t let her go.

      “I’m still here,” she says, tilting her head back. “You haven’t used me yet, and I’m still here.” She stretches onto her toes, whispers against my mouth. “I don’t think you want to let go, Luke.”

      “You don’t know anything about me.”

      “I know that it took six months for them to find me,” she says, a challenge in her eyes. “Part of that reason was Hudson’s filthy secret, but the other reason why they didn’t find me right away was that you killed the only people who knew about me. You pushed me down the ravine so I’d be safe, while you disposed of the bad men. You didn’t kill me that night. You still haven’t.”

      I release a heavy breath. I’m not a hero. I’m so far from that… “Had you seen my face that night, I’d have killed you. It’s that simple.”

      “No. I don’t think so. You didn’t kill me then, and you didn’t kill me in the alley.”

      “I should’ve.” I should’ve done anything else. This situation feels dangerous.

      She tries to free her hands, and I press them to her sides, keeping her from touching me. She steps between my legs and pushes her body hard against mine, and every cell in my body ignites.

      I’m teetering on the edge. Control slipping. This has to stop.

      “I’m taking you to bed.” I spin her and grab her around the waist. I haul her to the cot. “Playtime is over.” She’s fucking with my head.

      As I lay her on the mattress, she watches me. I go to leave, and she grabs hold of my hand. She’s not strong enough to force me to stay, but that’s not what stops me. It’s the feel of her fingers lacing through mine.

      “I hear you out there,” she says, “talking to yourself. Talking to the walls. To the cellar.” She rises up onto her knees, bringing her nearly level with me. Her fingers reach for my face, and I pull back.

      “Let me,” she says. It’s not a request, or even a demand. The lack of fear and repulsion in her voice stills my blood, breath held, as the soft pads of her fingers seek the jagged scars on my face.

      “Hudson did this to you,” she says.

      My hand circles her wrist, and I remove her touch. “You figured him out pretty well,” I say. I push her back a couple of inches, needing air, to think. Her scent is all around me, stealing my fucking common sense. “He enjoyed giving me these scars. He was a deviant, Makenna. A sadistic predator who enjoyed inflicting pain. The night in the ravine, I made a choice. Yes, I spared you. Not saved. Don’t confused the two. I was focused on ending Hudson, and you were just in the way.”

      “Why did he cut you?”

      “If you can’t kill your enemy, then maim them,” I answer. “He marked me because he was a dirty cop, but still a cop. Scarring my face made me more identifiable. That’s a cop thing, right?”

      She doesn’t answer, but I can see the agony in her eyes as she studies me.

      “Jesus, Makenna. Get some sleep. Your cracked brain is fucking with me.” I try to lay her back, but she won’t release my hand.

      “The voices talk back to you, don’t they. I’ve heard them, too. Calling me a child. A naive child for believing him. I’m a cop. I was a detective. I’m trained to spot deviancy in perps, and yet I missed all the signs with him.”

      I give her hand a squeeze. Some residual nice guy shit. I don’t know what else to do. Maybe forcing her to see the truth was the wrong move. Ignorance is so much kinder.

      I place one knee on the bed as I try again to lay her down on the cot, to make her release me.

      Her arms link around my neck. “Let’s give the walls a show. Rub it in Hudson’s face. Let him watch you fuck me.”

      My dick responds, even though my brain knows better. I try to loosen her arms from around me, but she clings there, her pelvis grinding against the hard length in my pants. “I think you’ve snapped,” I say. “That’s twisted.”

      She laughs. “My captor calling me twisted is ironic.” She grinds harder, tearing at my control. “Fuck me, Luke. Let’s give the voices something to really talk about.”

      I close my eyes for a beat, just feeling her soft body wrapped around me…the light brush of her breath over my mouth. I rein in every ounce of control and grasp her thighs. I flip her onto the mattress. “No,”  I say, more firmly than I feel in this moment.

      Her legs twine around my calves and, as she lies below me, she whispers, “Come here. I have a secret.”

      I think I broke her.

      And yet, I want to bury myself so deeply in her that I make her forget.

      I want to forget.

      She undulates her hips, drawing my attention between her thighs as she spreads them for me, and it’s the sexiest fucking thing I’ve ever seen.

      God help me, I lean over her, covering her body with mine. Right now, I’m a masochist. Torturing myself with the feel of her, wanting her so badly that I could get lost with her.

      Then the cold press of steel meets my neck.

      Makenna’s eyes lose that sexy, unfocused haze, as she stares right into me. She grips the handle of my hunting knife in her left hand, the blade poised at the artery in my neck.

      Fucking hell. I should’ve seen that coming.

      She licks her lips, still so enticing. “Who has the control now?”
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          The Sickness

        

      

    
    
      Makenna

      The knife in my hand feels heavy; the handle too big for my palm. Despite my unfamiliarity of the weapon, I hold it steady. I knew there’d be one second where Luke would drop his guard, and I took it. I acted.

      Now I can’t waver.

      “You’ve always had the control,” Luke says. His gaze flicks over my face. “From the second you looked into my eyes in that alley, it’s been all yours.”

      I swallow hard. My hand trembles. “I didn’t lock myself in this cellar,” I challenge.

      “No. But you wanted answers. And this was the only way to get them.” Every time he talks, the blade jumps, a red line forming where the steel touches his skin.

      His heavy hips rest between the apex of my thighs. The weight of him bearing down, the pressure and feel of his hard want still prominently pressed to my sex, makes this situation all the more dangerous.

      Am I in control?

      I have the weapon. All I have to do is run the blade across his neck. But there’s a threatening, heated ache that pulls at my attention, making me question why I’m stalled.

      I’m not a killer.

      When it came time, I might have pulled the trigger at the warehouse. I was wrecked. I was weak and scared and craving vengeance.

      But after everything I’ve uncovered…what am I craving now? Justice? Retribution? Who should pay for all this pain?

      “I just want to leave,” I say. “That’s all. Just let me leave.”

      Luke’s gaze wanders over my features, a delicate and slow search. “There’s the door. You can walk out any time you want.”

      “I can’t.”

      “Why?”

      I want to close my eyes, not see his face…that beautiful face marred with scars. But I can’t take my eyes off him; I can’t falter. “Because you’re on top of me.”

      “So kill me.”

      The key. I go to reach for his pocket, and he snaps my wrist against the mattress. “Your choices are telling about you, Makenna. The way you could’ve easily stolen the key and escaped, just like this, at any other time. Yet your hunger for the truth won out. How are we any different? How are you any less a monster than I am? Do it. You wanted revenge. Take it now.”

      I tighten my grip on the handle. “I’m not like you.”

      His smile is knowing and beautiful and slices right through me. “Do you want to flip for it? Heads, you slit my throat. Tails, I fuck you.”

      I drag the blade a millimeter, the red growing. “I can do both.”

      “I can promise, both will be satisfying. Addictive, even. There’s a fine line between lust and loathing.” His hips thrust against me, and a deep throb robs me of my reasoning. I release a breath, and he stops. “I’m curious…if I fuck you hard enough, if I could snap you in half, solving my dilemma for good.”

      “Give me the key,” I manage.

      “You’re going to have to kill me for it.”

      I try to wrestle my other hand free—I need both hands to hold the knife—but he tightens his hold on my wrist.

      “You can do it. Go ahead. Break the skin. Bear down hard enough so you cut the bone and sever the carotid. I promised you that you’d get to take my life. It’s yours. But you have to promise me that you won’t stop with me. Take your revenge, then confront Jennifer Myer. If you end me here, you’ll owe me that. Make her pay for what was done to my sister. If you can promise me that, I won’t fight you. I’ll make this an easy kill.”

      “How is murder ever easy, you bastard?” I can feel the tears welling, and I bite them back. My emotions aren’t matching what I feel…but I don’t know what I feel.

      “You’re shaking,” Luke says. “You’re scared.”

      I huff a derisive laugh.

      “What do you want, Makenna?”

      I shake my head against the cot. “To be free.”

      “To be free of what?”

      I’m tired of being scared, of questioning my past, of questioning everything. If surrendering control means freeing myself of pain and fear, then I have to face my demons. And I’m looking right into the one of those demon’s eyes now.

      “If I open that door, where will you go? What will you do?”

      I close my eyes. The hot trail of tears slides across my temple. “Someone has to pay.”

      His coarse thumb rakes the tender skin of my wrist. “I’m tired of paying,” he says. “And I think you’ve paid enough.”

      I release a shallow breath, my chest heavy. His free hand touches my waist; the backs of his fingers graze the sensitive skin of my hip, sending an electric current through my body, a livewire threading every nerve ending. The monster is still here. I see him in the defiant blue flame of his eyes. Luke will make them pay.

      My revenge…it doesn’t belong to me. It’s not mine to own.

      As soon as I realize this, the weight in my chest lifts. I’m not a victim; I won’t let Hudson make me a victim.

      I remove the knife from Luke’s neck and lay my hand back above my head. Giving him permission. He grazes his hand up along my ribs, a delicate advance over my skin, until he reaches the hand still clutching the knife. His large palm covers mine.

      “Say it.” His mouth is lower now, close to mine. His heated words a dare against my lips. “I won’t move an inch until you say it.”

      I know what he needs to hear, but my voice is trapped. He’s not the same as the men who put us here, who destroyed us. Who made us these fiends, and yet I can’t say this to him, because I still see him in the storm, blue eyes fierce, as he takes a life.

      He steals the knife from my hand and brings it next to my face. The blade doesn’t touch me, but it’s no less threatening. “You trust me?”

      “No. Never.”

      He halts.

      I release a breath. “The only man I trusted enough to touch me was wrong. He defiled me. I was young, untouched. Hudson can’t be the last man to ever have touched me.” I lick my lips. “I want the memory of that last night erased.”

      Luke’s gaze seers me. “First I’m a monster, now I’m a saint? You don’t think I want to defile you? I want to do bad, bad things to you, Makenna. I’m no fucking saint.”

      And I can feel just how badly he wants to do those things. I undulate my hips beneath him, the rough seam of his jeans catches on my sheer panties, and I feel…all the control. This beast of a man towers over me, dominant in every way, and yet I’m the one holding the power over him.

      I can sense he’s on the brink, desire to fight his carnal cravings waning. I arch my back, and watch the way his teeth sink into his bottom lip as he struggles to maintain control.

      I move my hand slowly toward his face. He tries to pull away, but I touch him. I trace the scars there reverently. Feeling the way the skin bevels, how deeply each slash dug. “I wear my scars inside,” I say, as my fingers rest at his lips.

      His mouth catches my fingers, teeth taking hold, then his soft lips nip. He releases me as he says, “And how fucked up do you think giving yourself to me will make you?”

      I can still feel Hudson’s hands on me in the car. He was always gentle, tender. I thought…because he loved me. But now, maybe, it was something else. Just thinking about what he really wanted, what he did in secret—the sadistic and merciless way he tortured his victims… My mind wanders to the darkest place. So much darker than this cellar. And I have to make it stop.

      “I need to know what it feels like to be wanted,” I say. “Sick…depraved…I don’t care, as long as you want me.”

      Whatever was holding Luke back shatters. The dam fragments, and Luke finally gives in, the full force of his weight coming down as he thrusts between my legs, stealing my breath.

      “I want you.” His hand closes around my throat. “I want you so badly, I’m going to fuck that sick bastard right out of your head.” He holds me against the bed, and the knife appears at my collar. I hear the tear of material as he cuts my shirt before cold air touches bare skin. He rips my shirt the rest of the way down with his hands.

      Panic hitches my breath, fearful for a brief moment about what I’ve unleashed. My nails search for purchase in his shoulders, and I dig in, clenching his shirt to find some measure of control.

      His gaze roams over me, taking in my bared breasts, and I see the hunger there—what I never saw in Hudson’s eyes, that raw, wanton desire. Luke looks at me like he wants to possess me, consume me. As if it’s almost painful, if he can’t be inside me.

      And it’s the most intoxicating feeling. I’m drunk on the power of it; that I can own him so completely.

      His head dips down as he moves in to taste me. I hold my breath in anticipation, the feel of his hair grazing my jaw sending tremors of lust to my belly. He starts at my neck, the softest kiss…and it’s torture. I’m shaking, whether from nerves or fear or panic, I don’t know. But I want this—I want him. As he presses me into the mattress, his mouth trails over my jawline before his thumb tilts my chin up and he captures my mouth.

      All thoughts cease as his tongue delves deeply, tangling with mine in a sensuous kiss that is in complete contrast to the coarse feel of his palm mapping my body.

      I moan into the kiss, and that’s all it takes—one desperate sound to send him over the edge. He grips the hem of my panties, bunching them in a tight fist. His hips bear down hard against mine, pinning me to the bed, as he tears the thin material from my hip. Then he’s tracing a path across my pelvis and thigh, before he cups my ass firmly in his large palm, his fingers seeking lower…

      Luke moves to my ear, his breaths heavy. “Are you a virgin here?”

      I expel a frantic breath, my eyes sealed closed at the feel of his finger pressed to my anus. “Yes.”

      He groans and nips my earlobe, making my thighs flex at his hips. “Don’t be gentle,” I tell him. Hudson used me to fulfill some twisted need, and I thought it was normal. To be treated so delicately. But it was a ruse. I was his cover, to protect him. “Do what you want, as hard as you want.”

      I need to feel what it’s like to be ravished, overwhelmed in all the wrong ways when a man can’t help himself. The stuff romance novels are made of. Hot, dirty sex that makes you scream.

      As if I needed to give him permission, Luke’s weight disappears, the sensation making me gasp, as he gravitates down my body, his mouth and hands worshipful as he seeks the apex between my thighs. He spreads my legs wider and, with the heel of his hand, presses against my clit, making my hips buck off the mattress.

      Then his finger sinks inside, his thumb pinned to the nub, the sharp sensation keeping my ass lifted. I push my hands above my head to find the wall. I hold myself there as his mouth surrounds my sex, and his fingers work to open me up to him.

      Pressure builds; I feel everything, everywhere, and that’s probably the point. Too much stimulation and I can’t focus on the pain in my rectum. His tongue flicks over my clit with pulsing rhythm, lighting me up inside. I’m a bundle of electrified nerves as I pant to control my breathing.

      My chest aches in the best way, every stroke of his tongue fuses with the feel of his probing fingers, and I’m a livewire for pleasure. Every erroneous thought enters my mind. How this should feel so wrong, dirty. How I should be in pain—but I’m on the cusp of a fucking climax.

      All sensation stops, and my back falls against the mattress. Luke lifts up and reaches behind his head. He tugs off his shirt, revealing the hard planes of his chest, the sinew and muscle I’ve only felt. The sharp curve of his V muscle dips below his jeans, and I follow that erotic path as he crawls over me, simultaneously lowering his zipper. That sound sparks a throbbing ache, then the feel of his smooth cock pressed to my center makes me clench deep inside.

      “I want you…and I want you wrapped around my cock when you come.” His mouth descends on mine, stealing my reason, and I wrap my legs around his hips and use my feet to push his jeans down.

      He only breaks the kiss long enough to shove my torn shirt up and over my head, where he fastens it around my wrists, holding my arms captive above me. Then his body is covering mine, his hard length rubbing against my clit, slicking my lips as he opens me and then thrusts inside.

      I fasten my eyes shut against the feel of him pushing in—all the way in. His dark groan rumbles against my ear, and my body reacts, taking all of him. There are heated curses escaping our lips as he pulls out just enough before he drives inside me again. And he’s not gentle. He tightens his grasp on the shirt, sealing my wrists together, as his hips slam against mine. He circles his other arm around my thigh and hooks my knee, dragging my leg up so that he can fuck me as hard and as deeply as he wants.

      I beg him to keep going. I don’t understand the words falling from my mouth, but they’re an impassioned rush of pleas and commands every time he pulls out, cries of pleasure each time he thrusts deeper.

      His branding touch cleanses my mind and body of any thoughts of the past—of any and all touches from Hudson. I understand what Luke meant now at the burn site. How fire purifies. I feel as if I’m being seared from the inside out; all the tarnished pieces, every bit of damage, burned away, so that new growth can happen.

      As he loses control, he finally releases my arms so I can touch him. I find the back of his neck and hold him against me, or me to him. We’re woven together so tightly we move as one. I feel the moment he’s on the brink, his thrusts coming faster, his cock inside me growing harder, and I’m there also—my body clenching around him as he drives inside me one last time and stays there, his harsh growl rushing through me as I shatter.

      “Christ…” he says, his breathing hot against my shoulder.

      I splay my fingers in his hair, gripping there for a moment as I crash.

      “I want more,” I hear myself say. Just the once…and I’m an addict. I’m not even embarrassed to admit this. Being desired is addictive to someone who’s never truly felt it. “I want you to touch every inch of my body,” I whisper.

      He lifts up onto his elbows, his blue irises so clear it’s startling. “You’re going to wreck me.”

      I stop breathing, but then his mouth catches mine, and air blasts my lungs. Like the moment he gave me mouth to mouth, I feel resuscitated. Alive.

      Luke rolls me on top of him, and I ride him until I’m spent. We fuck up against the walls, the cellar door. I claw my nails over the hard concrete as he penetrates me and drives all the lurking demons from the dark corners of my mind.
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      Makenna

      I listen to Luke’s slow and even breaths as he lies next to me on the cot. It’s the sound of heavy, deep sleep. I’ve been lying here, restless, for at least an hour. Just staring at the rafters.

      I feel like I’m outside of myself. There’s probably a number of things I should be dealing with, confronting, feeling. But I’m pleasantly numb. For the first time since I lost Hudson, I feel nothing.

      All this is a conversation to have with a therapist. Much later. Once I’m finally free, and had time to process. When I’m secure in my life again, flipping through TV, bored. That’s when we start the self-evaluation. Trying to fix what’s broken, trying to figure out how to be normal.

      There’s no such thing, but it’s a good goal.

      For now, I look at the ceiling, tracing the rafters to the seam of the wall. Listening to Luke breathe beside me. When I’m confident that he’s in some part of the REM cycle, I dip one leg over the edge of the cot, then the other.

      I test my legs as I ease off the mattress. I’m shaky and sore, and as I walk toward Luke’s discarded jeans on the floor, a heavy ache presses at my pelvis. It’s not the bad kind of pain—it’s the kind that let’s you know you’ve been properly fucked.

      I keep hold of that thought, pushing any lingering thoughts of Hudson to the far back of my mind. I toe Luke’s jeans, hearing the jangle of his keys in the pocket.

      I take the keys and the knife that still rests at the foot of the cot.

      I slip my shirt over my head, and shimmy on a pair of shorts. Then I layer jeans over those as I search for…

      What?

      My jacket? What do I need to take with me?

      When I felt the keyhole on the cellar door, while Luke buried himself inside me, there was a moment of elation—that prickly sense of triumph.

      I stare at the cellar door now.

      I can walk out of here…and go live a different life.

      I can leave Luke Easton. Leave Hudson, and this cellar, and my loft apartment that I never finished unpacking, and my tarnished career… I can leave it all behind.

      I literally dodged a bullet.

      I can leave right now and never look back. Because if I don’t get away from here and the people who want me dead, I won’t have a life to live.

      I glance at the board, wondering who is out there this moment trying to track down my whereabouts. Who did Jennifer Myer send to look for me? How long will it take them to find me?

      I walk toward the door, my fingers trailing along the wall. Bone and ash, buried within, and the secrets hidden in this cellar. That’s engraved on me now. Wherever I choose to go, the cellar will be there. When I close my eyes, in my dreams. Whenever the lights go out. During a storm.

      Truth is inescapable.

      I could take my story to the department heads. Tell authorities about Luke and Hudson, and Jennifer Myer. But, I’ve already been labeled as crazy. My file holds a psych eval that will haunt me longer than the ghosts lingering in this cellar.

      How long would it take them to put me in a straightjacket? Who else could Jennifer Myer have on the inside? I might not even make it through the precinct door before the bullet I dodged finds its mark.

      I lift up onto my toes and search for the keyhole. My fingers probe the concrete and welded steel until I find the latch in the door. The metal fastening pushes in and, with a steady hand, I insert the key. It’s easy once you understand the trick.

      The door unlocks with a soft click.

      I open the door.

      And I step through the doorway into the outer chamber.

      There’s a moment of pause, my feet hesitant to move, as I stand in the middle of the chamber. Boards line a row of newly poured concrete. The remains of Myer and Keller being disposed of to add another addition to Luke’s cellar.

      Past the half-erected walls, the sculptures of faces frozen in time amid brutal torture taunt me to look. I’ve tried hard not to—frightened to see what might become of me if I didn’t escape…

      But even more terrified to come face to face with Hudson.

      I’m sure he’s here, amid the sculptures, his likeness captured in eternal pain.

      I look now. Walking through the warren of monuments, Luke’s shrines to death and revenge, I seek out the face of the man I once loved—the man who betrayed me.

      As I study the faces, features frozen in torment, I realize it wasn’t enough that they’re dead—Luke had to immortalize the torture they suffered. So that he can relive the kills, knowing he punished the people who harmed his sister.

      I look around, telling myself this isn’t my world. Whatever hell I thought I earned…I’ve already suffered. I looked my demon in the eye; I’m allowed to let go, to be free.

      I’m leaving.

      I take a step toward the spiral staircase, and a thump sounds.

      The hollow noise echos through the cellar, encasing me in dread, and suddenly I can’t move. I wait…and the sound comes again. Louder.

      I whirl around, my pulse careening against every artery. I force my legs to work, for my feet to take me back to the cellar door. I look inside, and Luke is still asleep on the cot.

      A bang ricochets through the underground chamber, and my eyes well with tears. I’m frightened and angry, and I can’t control the emotions rushing me, as I shake my head. I’m not hearing it. It doesn’t exist. Once I leave this dark place, I’ll never hear it again.

      But that’s a lie.

      I know if I don’t follow the sound, if I don’t confront the fear, it will follow me just like this damn cellar—and I’ll never be free.

      Freedom is knowing the truth.

      Yes. It’s knowing the truth…and burying it in a deep grave and never giving it permission to see the light of day.

      The noise becomes a steady drumbeat, guiding me with a haunted rhythm, as I make my way through the labyrinth of sculptures and blown glass orbs. When I come around the last half-amassed wall, my heart ceases to beat.

      A door.

      Not a way out. Another way in, deeper inside Luke’s twisted mind.

      This door is different than the bare concrete one that held me captive for days. This door is intricate in design. Carved bone and…teeth. A swirled design emblazons the surface. It’s beautiful and, it’s a warning.

      It’s very presence screams: Do not enter.

      I clutch the keys in my hand.

      I close my eyes for too long, waiting for the sound—and when it comes as a heavy boom that rattles my chest, I step forward.

      I push the key into the lock and push down on the handle. The door groans open, and I hold my breath.

      The sight within impales my chest with dread.

      No.

      I shake my head, no no no firing through my mind like a gunshot, and I don’t know if I’m saying it out loud, or if I’m screaming. The frantic gallop of my heart drowns out all other sound.

      Hudson is strapped to a chair in the middle of a white room. His wrists bound by razor wire. His feet are encased in a block of concrete. Clear tubes feed into his arms, either keeping him hydrated or feeding him intravenously, I’m not sure. He’s pale—he’s barely recognizable, thin and sickly. A railroad spike penetrates one of his shoulders…his other shoulder is coated in dry blood. I think of the spike that Luke used to shackle me to the floor that first day, and a nauseous pang hits my stomach.

      My world tilts.

      Hudson’s throat displays the crude scar from where it was slashed. Haphazardly stitched together, the sight gruesome. Like a Frankenstein monster. Yes—just like a monster.

      And his eyes—those eyes that I can never forget—are watching me. He opens his mouth, but only the faintest whisper escapes.

      “He can’t talk.”

      I don’t flinch at the sound of Luke’s voice. Nothing is so jarring as the sight before me.

      “But he likes to slam his block there to get attention, and he can hear just fine. You really did give him a show last night,” he says, and I close my eyes briefly as disgust worms into my gut. “I wouldn’t be opposed to an encore.”

      Luke snags the keys from my hand, and I think about the knife peeking out of my back pocket.

      “He grunts a lot,” Luke continues. “Makes enough noise to let you know what he wants, but otherwise, he’s useless.”

      I swallow the bile glazing my throat. “You kept him alive.”

      “I always keep them alive for a while. Until they give in, give up. Give me a name.” He moves into the room. He stands close. I can feel his body heat along my back. “Hudson is, by far, the most stubborn. Either he’s more afraid of what they’ll do to him, or he really doesn’t know who’s in charge.”

      A shuddering breath escapes. “Why didn’t you kill him?” I want to look away, but I can’t. Hudson gasps for air, in pain, unable to form words. He’s half dead already. “When you got your answer, why didn’t you just kill him?”

      It’s a selfish question.

      After the truth of my partner was revealed to me, it was easier knowing he was dead. That he already paid his price, and there was nothing I could do. No decision had to be made, no punishment to decide. It wasn’t up to me, because he was gone. I never had to look Hudson in the eyes and ask why?

      “You’re right,” Luke says. “I don’t need him anymore. You gave me the answer the first day you were here, Mak.” He spits my name, and I’m not sure if it’s meant as an insult to me or another affront to Hudson, using my nickname.

      “Why then?” I demand.

      “Look at the walls,” he says. “Look all around you. Here.” He takes a file down from the wall where it’s pinned. And I notice for the first time all the white files that paper-wall the room. They have names. God, how many more are there—how many does he plan to torture, to kill?

      He holds the file out to me. Detective Royce Hudson is handwritten on the cover. I shake my head. “No.” I can’t open that file. It’s Pandora’s box. If I see what’s within, I’ll be sucked down into the same dark pit as Luke.

      “I don’t want to know,” I say, as I attempt to get around Luke. I need to leave. I was so close… Escape was so close, and I need to go back. To just five minutes ago. Before I opened the door.

      Luke blocks the doorway, an immovable force. He takes my hand and makes me accept the file. I lift my gaze to his, a silent plea trapped inside me.

      “I was tempted,” he says. He swallows, his Adam’s apple working hard. “For just a second, I thought about what if. What if you were this beautiful angel with a broken wing sent to save me.”

      “That’s sounds crazy.”

      His smile is dejected. “I know. I figured that out. You’re no angel. But you’re still a beautiful interruption to my pain that made me question what if…we’re enough.”

      I reach out to him, and he lets me place my hand to his chest. His heart bangs his chest wall beneath my palm. It’s enough for me—to know he’s alive inside. That maybe…

      I remove my hand.

      Luke lifts his chin, his gaze cast down on me. “After all this darkness, Makenna,” he says, “we’d never be enough for each other. You know this.”

      “We could try…when it’s over.” But even as the words leave my mouth, I know it’s a lie. I glance around at the files. “This won’t ever end.” My voice quivers with the realization.

      “Why should it end?” Luke asks. “You think Myer and her empire are the only devils out there? There are so many…sometimes I can’t breathe, knowing that every few seconds someone else’s daughter, sister, girlfriend goes missing, and the torment they endure. Pure hell, Makenna. That’s what’s inside my head. Pure fucking hell. So no, this won’t ever end.”

      I nod, sealing my eyes closed against the flame in his luminous blue eyes. He’s my monster, and I have to accept him. As I open my eyes, as I truly see him, I know there’s too much ruin to ever escape this cellar.

      I feel his hand on me then. He palms my cheek, his thumb tips my chin up as he stares down at me, rapt for a moment, before he slides his hands to my shoulders and forces me turn and face Hudson.

      Luke slips the necklace over my head, fastening the clasp together at the back of my neck. He places a tender kiss there, a cruel reminder of how much I love his touch, then the feel of his presence is gone.

      “The longer I kept you here,” he says, his voice farther behind me, “the more I realized something.” He slips the knife from my back pocket and places the hilt into my hand. “He’s not my kill.”

      I turn around, but it’s too late. Luke is already through the door. His eyes meet mine and, I see the truth in that ice-blue gaze. He digs his coin from his pocket and holds it up.

      “Don’t, Luke,” I say, gripping the handle of the knife so tightly my knuckles ache.

      “You have a choice to make.” He flips the coin. “Heads, you kill him. Tails, you wait here to kill me.” He peeks at the coin. “Damn. I really hope the coin is wrong.”

      He slams the door closed.

      I hear the bolt slide into place with a chilling clink.

    

  



    
      
        
          19

        

        

    
    






          Catch Fire

        

      

    
    
      Luke

      Jennifer Myer has amassed an empire.

      Now that her husband is dead, she’s the sole owner of all his companies. All his shares. Stocks. Bonds. Every investment. Every property.

      She wears the crown.

      And like a true queen, she has protection. Before her hired PI went missing and Keller was taken out, before Milton was a pile of ash, she was safely concealed behind a man; she was unseen. Now, with a revenge-fueled vigilante on the loose, there’s a threat to expose her identity and position within Phiser.

      She won’t be taking any chances. Too many players have been taken out for Jennifer not to have shielded herself with the best security that money—a shit ton of dirty money—can buy.

      I’m parked across the street from Lake View Cemetery. Rain mists the air. It’s the kind of vapor rain that comes from all angles—the kind you breathe into you lungs with every breath. The gray-slate sky creates the perfect dreary backdrop for meeting unsavory types in a graveyard.

      I reach into the passenger seat and grab the canister before I exit my Charger. I give the hood a pat, saying my goodbye. My car will probably become a heap of dismantled scraps when Jennifer’s guys get done with it.

      Admittedly, Makenna was supposed to be here. She was the intended bait. She doesn’t present as a threat, and could’ve easily drawn Jennifer out with less of an entourage.

      Me, on the other hand, I probably have at least three sharpshooters aimed at my head. But, I’m willing to bet no one pulls the trigger. Not out here. Not until Mrs. Myer gets what she came for.

      There’s a particular thing this woman wants even more than a meddling ex-detective.

      Besides, Makenna is a busy woman at the moment.

      I feel a twinge of shame—but it’s brief. Easily snuffed out. I’ve mastered the desensitization process. I can’t let flashes of our heated encounter weaken me. As I make my way through the cemetery, I swear I can hear her voice, see those dark eyes watching me. Whatever happens next, I at least got to experience her, even if it was artificial, a manufactured moment. It felt real enough.

      Makenna taught me enough during her short stay in my cellar. I’m wearing thick long sleeves, for one thing. Women like to scratch.

      And two, women are in control.

      There’s no denying this. These past three years have been a service to Jules, the first woman of my heart. Her memory dictated every choice, every move I made. Until I looked into Makenna’s eyes in that alley.

      In that suspended instant, she made me question the truth of myself.

      Monster or man?

      The fear tasted like acid, a painful realization that I was crossing into a darkness no longer governed by my desire for revenge. I was feeding the beast.

      And I could’ve easily fell off the cliff right into the abyss. It’s easier than living with the pain.

      I place Myer’s ashes in the crook of my elbow as I walk past two luxury cars. One is Jennifer’s silver Lexus. The other, her security detail. She’d rather not be here, opting to let her associates handle any unseemly dealings—like her husband used to do for her—but this has to be done right. It’s too important. She can’t have any more mistakes.

      “Stop right there.”

      I halt at the command. A large man in a gray suit steps from behind a tree and directs me to place the canister on the ground. I do so, slowly, then hold my hands up as he proceeds to pat me down.

      “He’s clean,” he says to Jennifer.

      She’s seated on a cement bench, surrounded by three other men, just as large and intimidating, in black suits. They’re dressed appropriately for the scenery. Even Jennifer is wearing an all-black pantsuit and big black shades. She’s a widow, after all.

      “This is a tacky request,” Jennifer says. She stands and hooks her purse over her shoulder. “I take it there’s a reason you wanted to meet here, Mr. Easton. Some point you wanted to make.”

      I pick up the canister. My chest ignites with that familiar ache as I spot the marble gravestone just a few feet away. “My sister is buried here,” I tell her. “I find it highly appropriate.”

      She frowns and fans away the two men standing guard over her. “Give us some privacy, gentlemen.”

      The man to her right looks unsure, but he does as ordered. I wait for them to step aside before I say, “Her name was Jules. She was only sixteen.”

      Pushing her sunglasses atop her head, Jennifer inspects me closely, a sever furrow between her brows. Her eyes scan the scars on my face. “I am sorry for your loss, Mr. Easton. But holding my husband hostage won’t bring her back.”

      Fire licks the back of my neck. I tamp down the rage and swallow my practiced rebuttal. She’s in control. I need to let her be in control.

      “Is that him?” She nods to the canister.

      I nod once in reply.

      “Let’s get on with it, then.” She pulls her phone from her oversized purse and taps the screen. She goes through a series of screens before she sighs. “Ten million, as requested.”

      I pull my phone from my back pocket and click open the banking app. The funds have been deposited into the account. Ten million dollars. That easy. Most likely pocket change to Mrs. Myer.

      “Now,” Jennifer says. “I’d like to have my husband back. Do you know how difficult it is to take over your husband’s finances without a body?” When I say nothing, she sniffs hard. “Right. I imagine you do. That’s why we’re here.”

      I set the canister on the grass, and the guy who likes to hover inspects it first, then unseals the lid. “Looks legit, Mrs. Myer.”

      He wouldn’t know the difference if it was ashes from a fireplace. “Then we’re done here.” I turn to leave, and the guy in the gray suit steps in front of my path.

      “I’m not a forensic scientist, or whatever,” Jennifer says. “I’d be a poor business woman if I handled all my transactions on someone’s word.” She snaps her fingers, and two of the men take up either side of me.

      “This wasn’t the deal,” I say.

      I’ve only watched Jennifer Myer from afar. Clips on the Internet, shots of her during interviews. I’ve seen her interact on a topical level with people around her—and she’s every bit the title she’s earned, except for now. For a split second, I see the guise drop, and the ruthless nature she keeps repressed peeks through.

      Her smile is devious as she circles me. Like a shark in the water, she scents an easy kill.

      This wasn’t the deal we made. That deal required a trade, where I’d bring her dead husband’s ashes to a destination of my choosing, a public setting, and I’d receive millions for my effort. A payoff. A settlement for my pain and suffering.

      Then I’d take the money and disappear.

      This is only believable to people like Jennifer, who value one thing more than life. Money.

      “The deal, Mr. Easton, will be fully transacted when I receive verifiable proof that these remains are Milton’s.” She ticks her head toward the luxury cars, and the men take hold of my arms and begin escorting me that way. “Until then, you’re welcome to be my guest.”

      A mock laugh springs free. “Are those accommodations located in a morgue?”

      She walks ahead. “Says the man who stole a body and desecrated it. I should think that sort of man would feel right at home in a body locker.”

      The barrel of a gun pushes against my ribs as I’m shoved into the backseat of the silver Lexus. The man follows me inside, taking the seat beside me, as he keeps his gun aimed. Jennifer seats herself in the passenger seat, and her driver starts the car.

      As we head out of the cemetery, I glance through the back windshield. The black BMW follows a car’s length behind. I settle against the backseat. “I saved the teeth,” I tell Jennifer. No reaction from her. “That’s your verifiable proof.”

      “Even so, I’ll need to match dental records.” She slips on her shades. “Once that’s confirmed, you can leave Seattle.”

      I smile. “Of course.”

      She twists around, angling herself so that she’s looking directly at me. “What is it that you want, Mr. Easton? I mean, besides money.”

      “I think we’re good enough acquaintances you can call me Luke.”

      Her collagen-filled lips smirk. “Would you like an apology, Luke? Although I do feel badly for your situation, I didn’t kill your sister. Milton is dead. He can’t apologize to you, either. You made sure they were all dead. So what else is there left to do?”

      My hands ball into fists. “This isn’t over.”

      She expels a breathy sigh. “I didn’t approve of Milton’s extracurricular activities,” she says, her tone dripping with disdain. “Men like Milton…born with wealth, never having to want for anything, never being told no, they become easily bored. They seek out challenges, trophies of their own design.”

      “My little sister wasn’t a trophy.”

      “No. You’re not understanding me. Men like Milton and his…friends,” she stresses the word, “they have particular cravings. Pushing boundaries and getting away with it… Well, that excites them. Gives meaning to their mundane lives.”

      “How can you be so cavalier about kidnapping and raping young girls?”

      My question makes the driver and the man to my right uneasy. They’re privy to the interworkings of Jennifer’s company but, unlike her late husband, she doesn’t surround herself with sadists and deviants.

      She’s smarter than that.

      That’s why she’s the queen.

      “Honestly,” she finally replies, “I’m anything but cavalier, Luke. I didn’t make the rules in this world. I’m not the first to capitalize on this particular trade and currency. Women have been selling their bodies since the beginning of time. That hasn’t changed, and it won’t change any time soon. This business is simple supply and demand. You can see me as the villain here, or you can point the finger in the right direction.”

      I raise an eyebrow.

      “Point it at yourself,” she says. “Point it at every man. Without demand, there’d be no supply. It’s always men. This world revolves around the desires of men. I’m an entrepreneur. There was already a market in place; I just made it more efficient. Now, as for your sister…” She trails off, a forced sympathetic tug at her lips.

      “That wasn’t supposed to happen,” she continues. “For that, I am truly sorry. But see, I’m efficient in every aspect of my company. I made sure it would never happen again. I didn’t want to get rid of Milton. I did love him. But punishment wouldn’t be enough. You made sure of that. You forced my hand. So I say we’re even.”

      “You’re saying my sister and your husband is tit for tat?”

      She shrugs a slender shoulder. “I wouldn’t put it exactly that way, but yes. We both lost someone due to selfish men and their insatiable appetites. And now they’re gone. We can both move on.”

      But she has no plans for me to move on. I’m not leaving Seattle. I probably won’t even leave this car, except in a box.

      I peek at the hired gun beside me. The silencer digs into my side as he turns to look out the window. While Jennifer rambled on, she didn’t notice the detour.

      “Mrs. Myer, we’re going the wrong way.” The gun in my sides slips an inch.

      “Ben, why are we on the five-twenty?” Jennifer glances at the exit sign as we pass it on the highway. “Take that exit. Head back into downtown.”

      But Ben doesn’t take the exit.

      “Call your security detail behind us,” I say to her. “Tell them you’ve had a change of plans. Get rid of them.”

      A flicker of incredulity creases her too-smooth face. “And why would I do that, Luke?” But her question is rhetorical. She directs her immediate attention on the driver. “Take the next damn exit. Now.”

      We are creatures of habit. We might think we like change and spontaneity, yet we gravitate toward what we know, what is dependable. For Jennifer Myer, that’s the people she depends on to keep her safe.

      For me, it’s risk. I avoid risk by always having a detailed plan. I might flaunt a coin toss in Fate’s face—but there are never any unknown variables in that toss.

      Until now.

      To get this close, I had to go in blind. I had to risk it all.

      The guy seated beside me becomes distracted with Jennifer’s annoyance, and I act quickly. I send my elbow into his kidney and then slam his head against the window.

      The gun goes off.

      I don’t hear it—I feel it.

      A sharp pinch in my thigh, then enough raging adrenaline to numb the pain. I smash his head against the window again, and knock the gun to the floorboard. He lands a solid punch to my ribs before he comes at me with both hands.

      I slide across the backseat and wedge my foot between us, holding him back. Then I kick his face. Blood splatters the cream seats, a fine mist coats my boot. He’s stunned for long enough that I get in position and anchor my arm around his neck.

      Through the pulse-thumping whoosh filling my head, I hear Jennifer’s frantic voice.

      The guy grunts as I choke up on his neck. I kick off the console and twist. Hard. His head snaps right. I feel the resounding crunch as his brainstem disconnects from his spine.

      Breathing hard, I shove him against the door.

      “You’re making a dire mistake.” Jennifer says this to the driver.

      I glance behind us, at the car still trailing too close. “Call them off.”

      She faces forward stubbornly.

      I slip down and scoop the gun from the floorboard. The driver already has one trained on her, but I doubt she fears he’ll use it. I push the silencer through the console and seat, nudging her arm.

      “I have no reservations about putting a bullet inside you,” I say. The bullet in my own leg is starting to throb.

      After a pause of silent contemplation, she makes the call. She tells her security detail that there’s been a situation, but now it’s handled. She directs them to return to her mansion.

      “They don’t believe me,” she says. “I’ve trained them for situations like this.”

      I watch the black car turn onto the exit ramp. They won’t go far. They’re tracking her right now. I don’t need much time.

      Jennifer glances over at Ben. “I’ve trained them to handle situations exactly like this,” she reiterates.

      Which means, Ben is a dead man. But, ten million dollars is enough for some people to trade their life for. For Jennifer’s right-hand man—the guy that is seen with her everywhere—it was the magic number. It was as easy as a phone call and setting up a bank account for him.

      The two days I watched Makenna process her truth in the cellar, I worked out my plan. I arranged the setup. I painstakingly plotted each detail. I waited. Patiently. And when I lost Makenna to the room, I knew there was no going back for me.

      I made the call.

      There was a chance this would go badly. That Ben would be loyal to his queen. That I’d end up in a box—and I still might. Makenna might stay sealed inside the cellar with a grotesque and tortured Hudson.

      If I make it out of this part alive, I’ll pay for what I’ve done to her. I never questioned that. Makenna is justified in her revenge.

      I slip my hand into my jacket pocket and touch the coin as I try to ignore the pain in my leg. Maybe Makenna won’t go with heads or tails—she’s proven to be exceedingly stubborn. There’s a chance—a slim chance—that she won’t stick a knife in my gut. But what then?

      There are no white picket fences in our future.

      Still, it’s the question of what if that gives me hope.

      What if she’s enough to silence the hunger, to kill the beast.

      I shove the thought far, far down. It won’t do anything but make me weak right now, and I need every last bit of fire to get me through this.

      The driver pulls off the highway. He takes the agreed upon route toward the car I have stashed beneath an underpass.

      “Killing me won’t bring her back, either,” Jennifer says to me. Then to Ben: “Whatever he’s paying you, you know I’ll give you more.”

      Greed is a powerful influence. It also makes us stupid.

      I get out of the Lexus and pop the trunk of my Impala. My blood is in the backseat of the Lexus, and there’s no time to clean. I grab the cloth and haul out the gas can from the trunk. Fire has never disappointed me. It’s quick and thorough.

      “Give me your phone.” I hold out my hand to Jennifer.

      She hesitates a moment until I shove the gun in her lower back. I don’t like using guns. Too many things can go wrong. Like Ben now, holding his on his boss. I can see the indecision in his eyes; he’s wavering.

      Jennifer hands over her phone, and I toss it into the backseat. Then I douse the seats and the dead guy with gasoline. “Take off,” I say to Ben.

      He doesn’t move, his eyes shifting back and forth between me and his boss. I don’t have time for greed and indecision. He turns his weapon on me, and I take aim and pull the trigger. The bullet banks in his throat, where he grabs his neck, eyes wide, before he drops headfirst into the front seat.

      Jennifer curses. “I’ll give you more money,” she pleads to me. “Anything. Whatever you want.”

      I stow the gun behind my back in my waistband before I grab her arm. “Don’t start begging this soon. It’s unbecoming of a woman of your status.”

      As I force her into the passenger seat of the Impala, she puts her hand out, preventing the door from closing. “I’m not like them,” she says. “I didn’t hurt your sister, or any other girl.”

      I dip my head down, putting my face close to hers. “We both know that’s not true.”

      “I swear,” she pleads.

      “What about Makenna Davies?”

      The silence that follows is answer enough.

      “This will be easier if you go to sleep.” I douse the cloth with gas and smother her face. She struggles, shiny pink nails clawing at my hands as the rag covers her mouth and nose.

      She’ll have a bitch of a headache when she wakes up, but she’ll wake up.

      Once I get Ben’s limbs completely tucked into the Lexus, I strike a match. I drop the flame in the front seat and wait for it to catch fire before I slip behind the wheel of my car and leave the scene.

      I catch a glimpse of the blaze in my rearview mirror. An ominous sight, like literally watching your life blaze out of control. Only one woman can quiet the roar.
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      A bullet in the thigh makes for a painful getaway. It makes every damn move painful. But I manage to lug Jennifer Myer through the garage and down the spiral staircase. She starts coming to when I drop her to the cold slab before the cellar door.

      I reach inside my pocket for the key ring, and look down the warren, to the door where Makenna waits. I leave Jennifer where she is.

      Some things have to be dealt with before you can move forward.

      I link the same cuff I used on Makenna around Jennifer’s ankle and chain her to the spot. “I won’t be long,” I say as she groans awake. “One way or another, you’ll get what you deserve.”

      Whether that’s death, or a trip to prison dealt by Makenna, I’m not sure.

      I make my way toward the concealed torture room, and take a moment to admire the artistry on the door. Makenna was right. There’s always something left behind. A killer can’t part with his trophies. He has to keep at least one reminder.

      I insert the key and turn the lock.

      There’s a suspended breath where the door clicks open and I wait, before I push the door all the way open. I imagine her tiny body jumping out at me, knife plunged into my neck.

      But as my gaze roams the room, I find her banked against the wall. She holds my hunting knife in her lap, her finger tracing the heart charm, her gaze intently focused on Hudson. He’s still alive. Barely. I can see his chest moving, but he’s not conscious.

      “He’s lost too much blood,” Makenna says.

      I start to take a step toward her, then halt. The files that covered the walls have been removed. They’re stacked into a pile next to her.

      “You didn’t kill him.”

      “I didn’t save him, either,” she says.

      Murder in its own right.

      She won’t look at me, and she doesn’t have to. Off to her right, I spot Hudson’s opened file. Maybe if she hadn’t read it, seen the vile images and read the sadistic descriptions within, she could’ve slid the blade across his neck. Given him a mercy killing.

      But she couldn’t. To do that, she would have to forgive him. Instead, she’s watching him suffer as he dies a slow, slow, painful death.

      “Give me the knife, Makenna.” For her, I’ll end this. It’s gone on long enough.

      She drags her feet up and links her arms around her knees. “I want to watch.”

      After a few minutes of listening to her partner struggle for air, a bang draws her attention, awakening her from her trance. She finally turns her gaze my way. “You brought her here.”

      There’s an accusation in her statement, a question as to why Jennifer is alive.

      I’m not entirely sure how to answer that charge.

      “Is it because she’s a woman?” Makenna asks. “Because you failed to kill me?”

      “Yes,” I say, letting that be my answer. Though I’m not sure it’s true. “Or maybe I fear what happens when this ends.”

      Holding me captive in her gaze, the way she did just the night before, when I lost control of my whole damn purpose, Makenna climbs to her feet. She looks at the bleeding wound in my thigh. “You’re hurt.”

      “Flesh wound,” I say, but it’s no flesh wound. I’m losing a lot of blood.

      She gathers the files under her arm and approaches me with determined steps. “Give me the coin.”

      I hesitate only a second before I slip the quarter into her open hand.

      “What do you want?” I ask her.

      She walks around me. “To let her decide.”

      She doesn’t look back. She leaves the room without a backward glance at Hudson. He’s dead to her.

      I close the door, sealing him inside.

      Before she reaches Jennifer, Makenna studies the woman who hired her. Jennifer’s gaze rakes over Makenna. Even now, even dethroned and powerless, she can’t disguise the loathing she feels for her own sex.

      “How did I not see that you two were involved in this together,” Jennifer says. “Of course you are. Dead girls and dead lovers. The perfect matchmaking recipe.”

      After she lays the files at the base of the staircase, Makenna turns toward Jennifer. “How many?” she demands.

      Jennifer raises an accusatory eyebrow. “How many what, Ms. Davies?”

      Makenna steps closer, and Jennifer shuffles to stand, forgetting the chain linked to her cuffed ankle. She stumbles and reaches a hand out to right herself. “Shit. How many fucking what, Ms. Davies?”

      “How many girls have you sold into slavery?”

      She crosses her arms. “You won’t like the answer.” At Makenna’s disturbing silence, Jennifer sighs. “Too many to count. It’s not about quality. It’s quantity.”

      I park my shoulder against the wall, needing the support to hold me upright.

      I thought I’d seen the bottom of the abyss—that I’d stared into the eyes of devils. But this woman is evil in its purest form.

      Jennifer watches me. “Shocked, Mr. Easton? It took how many years of you killing off my employees before you found me? Why do you think it took so long?” She lifts her chin in defiance. “Because you couldn’t fathom a woman running Phiser, that’s why. It’s the perfect set up. My late husband agreed, too, the idiot bastard, before his dick got in the way.”

      Makenna is the one to respond. “And Detective Royce Hudson worked for you.”

      A dark glint sparks in Jennifer’s eyes. “He enjoyed company benefits the most.”

      Makenna palms her stomach; Jennifer’s words a dagger.

      “At least Hudson was neat and tidy. Milton got sloppy. Men shouldn’t be given any power when it comes to sex. They can’t help but to shit where they eat. They’re like animals.” She turns toward Makenna. “Hell, I believe Ms. Davies said something to that effect when I hired her. Unfortunately, that check has bounced. You understand. You didn’t do what you were hired to do. Be a witness to my husband’s death.”

      “That’s not why I was hired. I was supposed to die.”

      “Waste not, want not. I’m a minimalist.”

      I push off the wall and walk toward Makenna. “She likes to ramble. I say this is done. Right now.”

      Makenna shakes her head. “I can’t fathom it,” she says. “I can’t conceive of how a woman can be so…” She trails off.

      “That’s sexiest,” Jennifer says. “I’d expect more from a woman detective. Why can’t women be in charge of an operation of this magnitude? Is it the size, or the success? Or is it the horrid particulars that disturb you the most?”

      Holding up a hand, Makenna starts to walk away. “I’m through. With all of this.”

      Jennifer smiles. “Good. Now take me in. Make your arrest, or whatever.” She shakes her loose blond bangs out of her eyes. “Oh, and I’ll need a phone. I should call my lawyer beforehand.”

      Across the chamber, I meet Makenna’s eyes. She’s stands paused on the first step.

      “I won’t stop you,” I say.

      She can leave. She doesn’t have to be a part of this.

      I gave her the choice before now. She could’ve gutted me the moment I stepped into that room, and I wouldn’t have fought her. I asked only that I be able to finish what I started. And I have. The head snake is in this hell, where she belongs.

      “Walk away,” I tell Makenna.

      She drops her gaze and stares at my coin still clutched in her hand. “She should serve the same sentence she inflicted on all those girls.”

      “Will she get that if you take her in?” It’s an honest question. Will Jennifer even serve one day in prison? Phiser may shrivel and die after it’s exposed to the light but, just as Jennifer made so hideously clear, who will want to believe that she is to be held accountable?

      Jennifer tries again to move, and the chain snaps taught. “Take this fucking thing off me.”

      I remove the keys from my pocket. Makenna flinches at the sound as I open the cellar door. “This is where you belong. Your own personal prison.”

      “Wait,” Jennifer says. “Honestly. Whatever you want…I can make happen. Please don’t to this. I have a son.”

      A grown son that may be better off without a sociopath mother. I unshackle her and she fights, nails and teeth gnashing. Her wail pierces my ears. And the whole while I’m fighting Jennifer into the room, I can feel Makenna there. She’s a part of this as much as I am now.

      I thrust Jennifer past the door, and she scrambles to stand upright. She holds up her hands, defenseless. The most believable injured expression creases her features. “Just kill me,” she says.

      Before Makenna took up residency in this cellar, I probably would have. A mercy killing is easier than witnessing someone deteriorate, and far easier than torture. As Makenna has now discovered.

      I limp toward a shelf, bringing Jenifer her welcome home gift. “I made this for you,” I say. Her husband’s teeth, wired together in the shape of a crown. “The verifiable proof you wanted. It’s all yours. This cellar of ghosts, this dark realm of torture and pain.” I place the band of teeth atop her head. “This is your new empire to rule over as you see fit, Mrs. Myer.”

      One last look at her as she stands in the middle of the cellar, the crown crooked atop her silky blond head. Her eyes large and pleading…

      I close the cellar door.

      The screaming starts.

      I walk toward the spiral staircase, my leg on fire. “Are you going to flip the coin?”

      As if awakening, Makenna finally raises her head. In one hand, she palms the coin. In the other, she grips the knife. “We need to remove that bullet before you pass out.”

      “Or…” I kneel before her. “Heads, you make my death quick. Tails, you make sure Jennifer never leaves that room and you make my death quick.”

      A hard swallow forcibly works its way along her throat. She nudges the stack of files with her boot. “Heads, we find them all and make them a part of this cellar. Tails, we seal it closed and never talk about it again.”

      Makenna flips the coin. She catches it out of the air and slaps the coin to the back of her hand holding the knife.

      I cover her hand, preventing her from revealing the answer. Her eyes meet mine searchingly, and I drown in the depth of her dark irises before I remove the coin and drop it to the floor of the cellar.
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      Makenna

      I can’t remember who said it, but the claim was made that cellar-door is likely the most beautiful phrase in the English language. Heard out of context, the two words paired together evoke a melancholy that settles deep in my bones. An echo of beauty that feels forbidden.

      I probably heard this in school, from some pretentious English teacher. There were a few of those. People who moved in and out of my world with no purpose.

      Pieces of my life filter in past the dark, shallow glimpses, the light finding the cracks. I place my hand to the cold floor and capture a splinter of the rays.

      Cellar door.

      Cellar door.

      Cellar door.

      I repeat the phrase over and over, trying to force my mind not to recognize the meaning of the words. I want to hear them with a foreign ear; I want to know what they might mean to another woman.

      His shadow moves across the light, blotting out the only warmth in the room.

      My lungs cease to breathe.

      I can’t inhale until the light returns.

      I used to hold my breath during storms, counting the seconds after the strike, waiting for the roll of thunder. But the storms vanished the moment he stole me. A beautiful monster full of anguish and wrath tore me from my life.

      Now, I’m his captive.

      A way out always exists.

      Only my mind rebels, insisting it’s the way in that must be found. A window to the soul. Through the eyes. I must’ve heard that in school once before, too.

      He watches through ice-blue stained glass.

      How does he see me?

      How do I appear out of context?

      Like the cellar door that conceals our secrets, if I repeat the truth enough, reciting it over and over, it loses meaning—becoming an obscure and distant version of our reality.

      There is more than one door. There is an infinity of doors. All leading to where the bones of our darkest secrets haunt. We all have a cellar door of our own design.

      My door is made of bone and ash.

      It lies below me, an inanimate object that has become as much a part of me as a part of this room. Easily ignored, numbed. Luke calls this the desensitizing process. I look at the door to the cellar every day, and I no longer fear what’s below the hatch.

      The sun peeks through the literal stained-glass window in front of me, and I pull in a lungful of air. I hear the drop of the hammer. The residual bang travels through the floor, the vibration sending a ripple effect across my skin. The feeling reminiscent of crunching bone as its beaten into dust.

      I force the thought back into the vault.

      In this room, surrounded by the veracity of who I am and what I’ve done, I’m every bit as sealed away from the outside world. I feel safe in spite of the gory details that infuse this space.

      Today, Luke is finishing the last addition to the house. I’ll move my investigation into the new office, where it will be hidden; out of sight. I’ve sat in this room for three months, walking around the hatch in the floor, knowing what we sealed down in the cellar.

      We welded the hatch closed.

      And we never spoke of it again.

      Instead, I leaped over the process and dove straight into a new obsession. There was no returning to the job as a detective, but that doesn’t mean I lost the fire, the passion to solve crimes.

      We are who we are.

      Luke has moved his projects to the garage, where he creates his art in peace, no longer enclosed by death and decay. His artwork is a disguise we use to conceal what we do. Another kind of door.

      Understanding how to move on was as simple as a toss of Luke’s coin.

      Taking revenge on the men who brutally harm and injure doesn’t bring back the lost lives of victims. It doesn’t change a damn thing. Even Luke admitted that there was no peace in the savage kill; his hunger only grew with each, more and more until the monster almost swallowed him.

      There’s another side to the coin that Luke’s pain wasn’t allowing him to see.

      I circle the name, then tap the window to draw his attention. He places the hammer in his tool belt, ready for this next part.

      Mariana is fifteen. She was taken four months ago. Her family has posted flyers all over their hometown in Venezuela. She vanished during the day. She vanished with no clues…except for the ones only Luke and I can decipher. Because we have inside knowledge of Phiser.

      For every name scrawled across the files, we focus not on retribution, but on finding what was lost.

      Recovering the lost girls is not atonement for the decimated bodies in the cellar. It’s not an offered amends to dodge hell, or whatever damnation Luke and I may deserve. It’s the answer to the riddle of us—of who we are.

      Jules was lost forever. Laura was lost forever. But their memory will live on with every life we recover and bring home to their loved ones. It’s the beauty found on the other side of darkness.

      And one day, when Luke and I are nothing but ash ourselves, this house will be tore to the ground and the hatch ripped open. The cellar door will be unsealed and the remains of our darkest truth will be brought into the light.

      For now, in this suspended moment of time that belongs only to us, I walk through our house with the comfort that, I have no regrets. I circle my arms around the monster that haunted my dreams, stare into his crystalline blue eyes, and finally understand the seduction of power.

      Why run from the storm when you can control its destructive path.
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