
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    
 
    
 
   Delivered
 
    
 
   The Monster Trilogy: Book Three
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Marissa Farrar
 
    
 
    
 
    [image: WHPlogodarkblue.jpg]


 
   
  
 




 
   TABLE OF CONTENTS
 
    
 
    
 
   *You can click on the title to be taken to the selection. Additionally, clicking on the chapter titles will bring you back to the table of contents.
 
    
 
   One
 
   Two
 
   Monster (Present Day)
 
   Monster (Twenty-three Years Earlier)
 
   Monster (Present Day)
 
   Three
 
   Four
 
   Five
 
   Monster (Fourteen Years Earlier)
 
   Six
 
   Monster (Present Day)
 
   Monster (Present Day)
 
   Seven
 
   Eight
 
   Nine
 
   Monster (Present Day)
 
   Monster (Present Day)
 
   Monster (Present Day)
 
   Ten
 
   Eleven
 
   Twelve
 
   Monster (Twenty-nine Years Earlier)
 
   Monster (Present Day)
 
   Thirteen
 
   Monster (Present Day)
 
   Fourteen
 
   Fifteen
 
   Monster (Present Day)
 
   Sixteen
 
   Seventeen
 
   Monster (Present Day)
 
   Eighteen
 
   Nineteen
 
   Monster (Present Day)
 
   Monster (Present Day)
 
   Lily (Six Months Later)
 
   Acknowledgements
 
   About the Author
 
   Also by the Author
 
   Copyright
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   One
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Lily knew with absolute certainty the man standing before her was the one who wanted to own her.
 
   Monster snarling a name told her his identity.  
 
   Rodriguez.
 
   One of Rodriguez’s men had the girl they had rescued from Cigarette Hands—Jess—held from behind, his hand over her mouth to stifle her cries. As well as Rodriguez, three other men were standing, propped against the black Land Rover. Then she noticed what she hadn’t before—a second, identical vehicle parked farther down the road.
 
   She glanced back in fear. “Monster?”
 
   He stared back at her, clutching the gunshot wound in his shoulder, which Cameron had inflicted, using her gun, right before Sean Hamilton had shot Cameron dead. Blood continued to flow, saturating Monster’s shirt. His face was pale, the loss of blood causing his remaining birthmark to stand out starkly against his skin.
 
   “I’m so sorry, Flower.”
 
   She’d never seen him looking that way before. He appeared weakened from the blood loss, but more than that, he looked frightened.
 
   She’d never seen him frightened before.
 
   “What?” she said, looking to him in desperation. “No ...”
 
   He was giving up on her. She could see it in his eyes. Even he knew it was a lost cause. They’d lost everyone on their side, and if Monster didn’t get help soon, he would die.
 
   Behind them, on the airstrip, the plane Monster had ordered to be torched continued to burn with a steady roar, interspersed with popping and louder explosions. She could feel the heat warming her back and everything around her. The stench of burning fuel, rubber, and plastic filled the air, and a thick plume of black smoke trailed across the bright blue sky.
 
   Torching the plane had been pointless, she realized.
 
   Considering the number of people killed since, there was no reason to burn the plane to hide the bodies of the traffickers. Now they were surrounded by dead men—Cameron, Mason, and Evans. Was Sean dead, too? She risked a glance. The other man was slumped to the ground, blood soaking through his shirt. She didn’t think he was dead yet, but he probably wouldn’t last much longer.
 
   The police would be here soon. There was no way the explosion of the plane would go unreported. The explosion would have been seen right from the Marine Corps base, and the smoke would be spotted from even farther. In this day and age, someone would have instantly thought terrorism and reported it.
 
   Lily just hoped Rodriguez and his men hadn’t given the possible arrival of the cops any thought. If the police got here, she might stand some chance of being rescued, and Monster would get medical attention. Even if he did end up behind bars, at least he’d be alive.
 
   “What do you want us to do, boss?” one of the men asked Rodriguez.
 
   “Grab the woman. She’s mine now.”
 
   Panic punched Lily in the chest, and she spun on her heels to run. In that moment, she wasn’t thinking about the fact she’d be leaving Monster and Jess to the other man’s devices, or that she would be heading back onto the airfield, which was currently in flames. Her flight instinct went into overdrive, and her only thought was to get away. 
 
   She lunged for the doorway of the hangar, but something big and hard slammed into her from behind, throwing her to the ground. Her chin smacked against the gravel, her teeth clacking together so loudly she worried she might have shattered a couple.
 
   Lily groaned, pain swimming through every muscle and joint. A hard body pressed into her, something shoving against her backside. 
 
   “I’ve got her, boss,” a male voice grunted from right beside her ear. She felt the shove against her ass again, and her soul shriveled as she realized he was rubbing his crotch against her.
 
   “Get off her, Marco,” called Rodriguez. “I already told you that one is mine now. You can have her when I’ve finished with her.”
 
   The man, Marco, leaned in and spoke low against her ear. “Shame. I’ll catch up with you later.”
 
   Lily let out a sob, and found herself being hauled up by the back of her shirt, the neckline cutting into her throat. He spun her around and pushed her back out to the vehicles. Jess was looking at her with fear and misery in her eyes, tears shimmering in their blue depths, and shame swamped over Lily. She’d tried to run from Jess, to leave her to the men’s devices, when she’d promised the girl she’d keep her safe.
 
   Faintly, in the distance, came the undulating wail of sirens.
 
   All heads turned in the direction of the sound.
 
   “God damn it,” Rodriguez cursed.
 
   “Let’s get out of here, boss,” said the man who had hold of her.
 
   He gave a nod. “Get the girls into the vehicle.”
 
   “What about them?” Marco asked, jerking his head toward Monster and Sean.
 
   “We can’t leave him here,” Rodriguez said, nodding to Monster. “He knows too much to leave him for the cops, and besides, we still need him for business. He’s got too many contacts to see him dead. We’re going to have to bring him with us until we can figure out what to do with him.”
 
   A tiny part of Lily’s heart lifted. Whatever happened to her, they didn’t want to kill Monster. He might still make it out of this alive.
 
   “What about the other one?”
 
   Rodriguez cast an eye over Sean and wrinkled his nose. “Leave him. He’s as good as dead.”
 
   Tears filled Lily’s eyes as she looked over to Sean’s slumped body. The other man had never been her most favorite person—especially after he’d kidnapped her himself—but she didn’t want to see anyone else dead.
 
   The thought of people being dead made her think of Cameron. She pictured him never going home to his apartment, of the future he’d never have now, all because of her. She wished more than anything she could turn back the clock and walk away from him that day instead of asking for his help. Deep down, she’d known this was all going to lead to trouble.
 
   Lately, everything in her life led to trouble.
 
   Marco gave her another shove from behind. She twisted in his grip, wishing she could fight him, but too many guns were still trained on both her and Monster. Doing anything stupid would most likely end up with one or both of them receiving a bullet to the head.
 
   “Leave her the hell alone,” said Monster. It sounded as though he’d tried to shout the demand and had only managed a croak. He reached for her, but his hand trembled. He didn’t stand a chance against three armed men when he was so badly hurt. Lily’s heart clenched with pain—he was still trying to fight for her, even now. A painful ball choked her throat and her vision swam with fresh tears. Even when all was lost. She understood now the reasons he’d been so determined to make her start a new life. This was what he’d been trying to protect her from. Was every decision she’d ever made the wrong one? Should she have just gone when he asked instead of making them come on this crazy mission? 
 
   Part of her felt like she should have, but, if she had, wouldn’t Monster have still been in trouble with this man? Plus, they’d never have saved the women back in the shipping container, and Cigarette Hands and his comrade would still be continuing their trade. If she’d left, perhaps some lives would have been saved, but really she’d have only been saving herself.
 
   “Tie both the girls up,” ordered Rodriguez, “and throw them in the back.” He nodded toward Monster. “Put him in the other vehicle.”
 
   Marco reached into the Range Rover and pulled out rope they must have brought along especially for the occasion. Working quickly and deftly, he bound her hands behind her back, while the other man worked on Jess.
 
   Lily locked eyes with Jess. “Don’t worry. It’s going to be all right.”
 
   The sirens grew louder. The cops couldn’t be far away.
 
   Rodriguez laughed at her attempt to soothe the other woman. “No, it won’t. Nothing’s going to be all right for either of you again.”
 
   Marco and the other man shoved them into the back of the first Range Rover, so they were lying on their sides, face to face. The rear door slammed shut, narrowly missing their feet. Lily lifted her head, trying to see what was going on. She desperately needed to know what was going to happen to Monster. There was movement beyond the back window and she strained higher to try to see. The men had picked up Monster and were hustling him toward the other vehicle. Monster’s head hung down, as though his neck was unable to support the weight of his skull, and his feet dragged along the ground. She willed for him to fight them, praying for a miracle, but what could he do?
 
   The driver’s door opened and slammed shut again, and the engine roared to life. They raced away, tires screeching on the asphalt. Lily and Jess were thrown from side to side as the vehicle took turns too fast, in an effort to get out of the area before the police arrived on the scene.
 
   Beside her, Jess sobbed quietly.
 
   “Hey,” she whispered to the girl. “We’ll figure this out. Don’t give up.”
 
   The girl wouldn’t even make eye contact. “I’m so stupid,” she cried softly. “For a moment, I’d let myself think everything was going to be okay.”
 
   “It still can be. We’ll work a way out of this.”
 
   “No, I can’t fight any more. I’m done. I just want everything to be over.”
 
    “Don’t give up,” Lily said, an equal mixture of desperation and guilt rising up inside her. 
 
   “Shut up, both of you,” Marco shouted. “Or we’ll have to come back there and shut you up.”
 
   Jess cringed in response, her eyes squeezed shut, her body curling into the fetal position as much as the cramped space would allow.
 
   Lily wished she had her gun back and her hands were untied. She’d have shot each and every one of the men without hesitation. Her anger built. She lifted her head slightly to see out the back again, hoping the men wouldn’t notice. She caught a glimpse of the other vehicle following. They’d left the burning plane far behind, though the black smoke it emitted had gathered in a cloud above the airfield.
 
   The Range Rover continued away from the site, taking them farther from any chance of rescue.
 
   Suddenly, Lily heard the siren of a police car, growing louder with every second. The vehicle was probably extra backup heading over to the airfield, but it sounded like it was going to pass them. The two identical large vehicles weren’t exactly inconspicuous. Surely the police would realize they looked suspicious and pull them over to check things out.
 
   “Slow the fuck down,” growled Rodriguez. “Pull over here. We’ll shoot the fuckers if we have to.”
 
   Lily’s heart hitched with hope. Could this be their rescue? She widened her eyes at Jess, trying to get her to acknowledge what was going on around her, but the girl stared at a spot on the floor of the Range Rover, not even looking up at Lily.
 
   A pulse of blue and red light entered the vehicle. Marco started to pull over, both men up front releasing the safeties on their pistols. Lily prepared herself for a shootout, but the siren and lights flew straight past them.
 
   The two men let out a whoop of laughter and a holler. “Looks like it’s our lucky day.”
 
   This time, Lily couldn’t even look at Jess. Perhaps the other woman was right. Perhaps this was the end and she should give up all hope. Her thoughts went to Monster, alone and hurt in the other vehicle. What was he thinking now? Was he frightened for himself, or just for her?
 
   Would he die?
 
   Lily couldn’t even contemplate the thought.
 
   Up front, a cell phone buzzed. “Yes,” Rodriguez answered. He listened for a moment. “Take him to one of the safe houses. People there know how to keep their mouths shut. And make sure he doesn’t do anything stupid. Let him know that for everything dumb he does, we’ll take a finger from the woman he’s put so much at risk for.”
 
   Her heart stopped. They were talking about Monster, she was sure of it. Right at that moment, she didn’t care about herself, she just wanted for Monster to make it out alive.
 
   Lily lifted her head enough to see the second vehicle take the exit they’d just passed. She bit down on her lower lip, hard enough to taste blood, holding back the sobs. The Range Rover had taken Monster with it, alone and hurt.
 
   Would she ever see him again?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Two
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I’ve had too many chances.
 
   At some point her luck—as much as Lily could call her experiences over the last few weeks at all lucky—would run out, and when it did, the result would be her rape, probably by a number of different men, and subsequent murder.
 
   How long would it take to reach their destination, wherever that might be?
 
   They spent the next couple of hours in the back of the Range Rover. A heavy rock had settled in her stomach at the loss of Monster. At least when she’d known he was in the following vehicle, she’d still had some kind of connection to him, but now he was gone, the reality of what was happening finally sank in.
 
   Jess had completely zoned out. She stared at something Lily couldn’t see, as though asleep with her eyes open. The tears had ended a long time ago, but Lily felt like she’d prefer the other woman to be crying. At least then she’d be showing some kind of emotion, and not this far scarier detachment. 
 
   Lily didn’t plan on zoning out herself. She wanted to stay alert enough to be able to find her way back from wherever the hell they were going.
 
   Lily lifted her head slightly, looking toward the front of the vehicle, taking in the sight of the backs of the men’s equally dark hair. Rodriguez and Marco remained focused on the road ahead and weren’t paying any attention to the two women they had abducted in the back. She needed to know where they were going, and even just the glimpse of a sign would help.
 
   With her breath caught in her chest, her heart thrumming like hummingbird wings, Lily moved as quietly as she could, arching her back. The move was awkward with her hands tied behind her, but she extended her neck to see out of the window again.
 
   The scenery extended, flat and dry as far as the eye could see. Dusty orange and brown dirt, interspersed by low lying green shrubs. The blue sky reached to the horizon before blurring in a meeting of white haze, and wisps of cloud feathered the sky. There was nothing around to give her an idea of where they were or where they were heading.
 
   Lily ducked back down again, her heart hammering.
 
   The desert? Fuck. The desert.
 
   In Lily’s mind, there were only two good reasons to head into the desert. One was to gamble, which she doubted was on the minds of these men, and the second was that it was a good place to dump a body or two if you wanted them to never be found.
 
   She didn’t want to die, especially not at the hands of these men. She needed to live long enough to find out if Monster was all right. If he was safe, perhaps she could make peace with the idea of her own mortality, but until she knew he was alive and free, she would fight with her very last breath if she had to.
 
   Lily stayed where she was, hoping the vehicle would travel enough miles for the scenery to change slightly, or for a road sign to pop up, though she wasn’t holding much hope. When she felt enough time had passed, she cautiously pushed herself back up again. It looked like they were still on the same road. She peered around. Damn, they’d just passed a building—whitewashed with a neon sign attached to the roof. A small parking lot with a couple of cars was out front. Lily quickly read the sign before they were too far away for it to be legible. 
 
   Porter’s Cafe.
 
   Should she try and open up the back of the vehicle and throw herself from it? Assuming she didn’t break her legs or back when she hit the road, she’d be able to run for the cafe and scream for help.
 
   But she hesitated and it wasn’t just the idea of throwing herself from a moving vehicle traveling at about fifty miles per hour that stopped her. She knew the men were armed, and so they’d probably shoot her rather than allow her to go for help. But also, if she did try to run, she’d be leaving Jess behind. The state the girl was in didn’t give Lily any hope she might be able to convince her to join in on the crazy plan, and anyway, if she tried to say anything out loud, the men would hear her.
 
   The longer she thought on it, the farther away the cafe became, now a mere spot of white in the distance. That opportunity had been lost to her, and now the option was gone, she couldn’t help but kick herself. What if it had been her only chance?
 
   “Hey!”
 
   The shout came from the front and she instantly shrank back down, hoping the yell wasn’t about her, but then she heard Marco say, “Merrick’s little whore has been peering out of the window.”
 
   Her heart sank. She had been spotted. Every muscle tensed as she waited for the Range Rover’s brakes to slam on and for them to open up the back and deal out a punishment of some kind, but nothing happened.
 
   Rodriguez tapped his fingers on the steering wheel. “Not much to see anyway.”
 
   “Yeah, but she needs to learn to behave herself.” Marco sounded disappointed. “She should take some tips from the other one. We’ve not heard a peep out of her since we took her. I reckon Merrick’s bitch is going to give you problems if you don’t beat it out of her early on, boss.”
 
   “That won’t be a problem. I enjoy breaking the more resilient ones.” His words were cold and sent ice freezing through her veins.
 
   “Fine,” said Marco, but she could hear the petulance in his voice. “You’re the boss.”
 
   “We’re nearly there,” he replied. “We can deal with her then.”
 
   Nearly there? Nearly where? As far as she could tell, they were in the middle of nowhere.
 
   Lily remained motionless in the back of the SUV, not wanting to risk a beating from Marco, who seemed more than happy to do the job for Rodriguez. She tried to make eye contact with Jess, but the other woman was still zoned out, not even seeming aware of what was going on around her. Lily wished there was something she could do to bring her out of her stupor. She understood this was probably a coping mechanism, especially after what Jess had been through at the hands of Cigarette Hands, and then watching Lily blow his brains out. Her mind must have taken her somewhere it could be at peace. Perhaps the girl had the right idea—imagining herself on a beach in the Maldives was certainly preferable to her current situation, but Lily couldn’t do it. She needed to stay alert and focused if she was ever going to get them out of this situation.
 
   The vehicle continued down the same road for another fifteen minutes, and then took a sharp left hand turn. Immediately, she knew the terrain they were on had changed. The previously smooth ride now sent them bumping and jolting around the back of the vehicle, and red dust burst up from the wheels and settled on the windows. That they were heading away from the main road didn’t bode well. She kept in her mind the café she’d seen, and the approximate distance they were from it now—ten miles or more? She couldn’t be certain. If they traveled much more of a distance, she wouldn’t be able to make it back on foot and would need to think about an opportunity to steal a vehicle. That made the possibility of escape even more complicated, and things were already complicated enough.
 
   Rodriguez kept driving, another ten minutes or so, the bumpiness of the ride not lessening at all. Lily’s certainty they were being driven into the desert to be raped and buried in a shallow grave deepened. There was no way this road—if it could even be called a road—led to another town. She would fight with every bit of strength she had left—she’d kick and bite, and if they ever untied her hands, she’d claw their eyes out, too. Even if they killed her, she was determined to cause them some form of pain before they did.
 
   The Range Rover jolted to a halt, and she heard the beep of some kind of electronics, and then a low hum.
 
   What the hell is that?
 
   “Welcome to your new home, ladies,” Rodriguez called over his shoulder. 
 
   Home? At least it meant they weren’t about to be buried in the desert. Not yet, anyway.
 
   The vehicle got moving again and Lily risked lifting her head enough to peer out of the window. They passed through a set of massive, solid metal gates which were still rolling back even as they drove through. That’s what the hum is, she realized. Electric gates. Beyond the gates were tall, stone walls, the same color as the desert sand. The gates were also painted the same orangey color. If the property was viewed from a distance, it would blend into the background. Perhaps that was exactly the point—Rodriguez didn’t want anyone spotting the place, from the road or sky. She’d bet any money the roof of the building was the same color again.
 
   Lily tried to get Jess’s attention again. “We’re here,” she whispered. “They’re going to get us out of the vehicle now.”
 
   She didn’t respond, but when Jess blinked, a tear slipped down her cheek. Lily wished her hands weren’t tied. Even though she normally hated to touch people, right at that moment all she wanted to do was reach out and pull the other woman into a hug.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Monster (Present Day)
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   He’d lost a lot of blood. Perhaps too much.
 
   Monster thought he was still in the vehicle driven by one of Rodriguez’s men, but he couldn’t be sure. He didn’t know if it was the same Range Rover he’d first been put into, or if he’d been moved while unconscious. He also had no idea how long he’d been in it, or where they were going.
 
   His grip on the outside world was coming to him in fits and starts. He felt like he was dreaming, or had a fever, and he wasn’t quite sure which parts of what he was hearing and seeing were real, and which came from a dream. At one point, Lily’s face appeared above him, and she smiled down at him, her fingers resting lightly on his cheek. He reached for her, sheer relief flooding through him. She’d managed to get away from Rodriguez and find him, but then his eyes slipped shut and she vanished from view. When he opened them again—an undeterminable amount of time later—she was gone. With a heart crushing certainty, he knew she’d never been there in the first place.
 
   His shoulder throbbed and burned, a pulsing wave that encapsulated his whole body. The bullet must still be lodged inside his body somewhere, and from the heat spreading from the area, he assumed it would end up infected—if he didn’t die from blood loss first. Before now, he’d never realized it was possible to have one part of your body searing hot, while the rest felt ice cold.
 
   He couldn’t afford to die, if only for Lily’s sake. If he died, no one would ever save her from Rodriguez. That she was already in the hands of the other man killed him inside. The thought of Rodriguez touching her, of him tearing off her clothes, and forcing his cock inside her while she screamed and fought him caused a fire inside Monster which made him forget his equally burning shoulder. He tortured himself with the thought of the other man’s mouth on her skin, his tongue leaving trails of saliva across her. Would Rodriguez go down on her, and taste her? Would he love eating her as much as Monster did? Then the worst thought of all occurred to him, the one that teased and tortured his frazzled brain …
 
   Would Lily enjoy it?
 
   He couldn’t think like that. Just because Rodriguez had the looks of an Arabian prince, and was rich, and powerful, not to mention had the type of charisma that could make anyone do as he asked, didn’t mean Lily would fall for him. He’d taken her hostage, after all.
 
   That voice came again … 
 
   Just like you did, and she fell for you.
 
   What if, by some miracle, he managed to survive this and went to reclaim his Flower, only for her to tell him she didn’t want to leave?
 
   Once more, he forced the thought from his head.
 
   Lily was smart—she’d see straight through Rodriguez’s seductive ways—and she was a fighter. She wouldn’t just give in to him, though at the same time that worried him. He didn’t want her to end up hurt or dead by fighting back. No, he needed to have some faith in her. Lily wasn’t some helpless little female—she was clever and fearless. She’d proven that to him every single day he’d known her.
 
   The vehicle drew to a stop. Rough hands pulled at him, and he cried out in agony as pain gripped his entire body. He would die—surely he would die. No person could survive such pain. And yet the pain gradually faded to the intense throbbing he’d grown used to, and Monster found he was still alive.
 
   “You’re not going to die,” a male voice said. “As much as I’d like to see you dead for what you did to our cousins, Rodriguez says you’re too important. Apparently, we need your contacts, so you’d better god-damned live or I’m the one who’s going to be in the shit.”
 
   “Where are we?” he managed to croak. He was horribly thirsty. His tongue thick and his teeth sticking to his lips.
 
   “A safe house. I’ll get you inside and someone will treat your wound.”
 
   The man reached for him again. “No! Don’t touch me!” The memory of the pain was still so fresh, the terror of experiencing it again filled him.
 
   The man gave an exasperated sigh. “I have to. I can’t leave you lying on the ground.”
 
   “Please, just leave me.” Let me die.
 
   No, he didn’t mean it. He needed to live.
 
   Flower. Flower. Flower. 
 
   He brought to mind her beautiful face, the feel of her soft skin against his lips. 
 
   Resolve solidified inside him and he raised his hand. “Okay, do it.”
 
   The man grabbed his hand and hauled him back up, wedging a shoulder under his armpit to give him support. Pain blasted through him, causing every muscle in his body to turn to stone and agony so bright it was like he experienced the pain through every sense—a bright white flash of pain.
 
   Lily. Lily. Lily.
 
   He wanted to be able to fight the man who was helping him now, knowing he was one of Rodriguez’s men and had been a part of taking Lily from him, but Monster knew he had to be smart. Rodriguez didn’t want him dead—in fact, it wasn’t as though Rodriguez had even been the one to shoot him. That pleasure had been taken by the man Lily had been involved with. If he was smart about this whole thing, and recovered enough to be able to think and act clearly again, he might even get this man to take him to wherever Rodriguez was holed up. He just needed to hope Lily would be in the same place, and she’d still be alive, and hopefully untouched, when he got there.
 
   Monster wasn’t a fool. He knew the untouched part would be unlikely. Men like Rodriguez, and hell, even himself, took women when they wanted them. It wasn’t something he was proud of, but he’d never known any differently. They were a luxury—like a fast car, or good wine—to be enjoyed.
 
   Only since he’d met Lily had he started to think differently. 
 
   Monster took a moment to try to figure out where he was. He was being helped toward the front door of a small townhouse. Kids were hanging out on the street, but no one paid attention to the injured man and the other man supporting him. This looked like the kind of neighborhood where people knew to mind their own business. 
 
   They reached the door, and it opened before either of them had been able to knock.
 
   A woman stood in the doorway, a blonde of about his age, peering out at them with concern in her blue eyes.
 
   He knew this woman!
 
   Seeing her was like a punch in the chest, stealing air from his already struggling lungs. A memory poured over him of a young girl with honey-blonde hair, trying to scoop up hot lamb and rice up with her bare hands, while terrified she would be beaten for making a mess of the rug. Surely this couldn’t be the same girl. So many years had passed.
 
   But if his father had wanted to rid his house of the girl after perhaps sensing a connection between her and Monster, wasn’t it entirely possible he’d passed her off to Rodriguez’s family? 
 
   Unaware of his recognition, the woman ran forward to put her arm around his waist and support his other side. “What happened?” she asked, as she helped them into the house.
 
   “G.S.W. to the shoulder,” the other man said. “Happened a few hours ago. Think the bullet’s still in there.”
 
   “Get him into the back. There’s a gurney he can lie down on. I’ll grab my bag and be right there.”
 
   Was this woman a doctor? Or a nurse?
 
   The idea she was the same girl his father had owned was crazy, wasn’t it? He’d lost a lot of blood, and had been losing consciousness. It was probably his delirious brain trying to feed him lies. Perhaps the loss of Lily had recalled the time when he’d felt he’d lost this nameless girl as well, and he’d conjured up an image and attached it to the face of this stranger.
 
   She hadn’t looked at him with any recognition; why would she? He was a stranger to her as well.
 
   Rodriguez’s man helped Monster through the house and into a large kitchen-dining area out the back. As she’d said, a hospital gurney was pushed up against one wall, and a silver tray was on wheels beside it. Bringing back people with injuries they couldn’t take to the hospital was obviously a matter of routine here.
 
   “You need to get onto the bed,” the man said.
 
   He was so weak he felt like he could barely lift his own feet up. “I can’t.”
 
   “You’re going to have to help me. I can’t get you up there by myself. You’re not exactly a lightweight guy.”
 
   Monster found the backs of his thighs bumping against the bed. He just needed to get his ass onto the bed and then he could lie down. If he could lie down, then he could sleep. And right now, all he wanted to do was sleep. Even though he knew there were important things to do, his body was a dead weight. He’d never needed to rest more in his life.
 
   With a boost, he managed to get onto the bed. His shoulder screamed in fresh pain, and the edges of his vision started to gray out. The room appeared like it was at the end of a tunnel. A hand helped him lie back, and the moment he was flat, his eyes slipped shut.
 
   He needed to sleep. He just hoped no one died while he did.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Monster (Twenty-three Years Earlier)
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   A squeak caught the boy’s attention.
 
   A squeak? Nothing in his room made a noise like that. His ears strained as he looked up from the book he was reading—Robinson Crusoe—his eyes slightly narrowed as he concentrated.
 
   There it was again! Definitely a squeak, followed by a scurry of little feet over by his dresser. Wildlife wasn’t something Monster ever saw much of. Did he dare hope something had made it into his room? Only on the rare occasion did he not eat his meals in the room, so, even though his father had women come and clean the room thoroughly once a week while Monster exercised, crumbs were bound to be missed. Where there was spilled food, there were mice.
 
   Monster got to his hands and knees, and peered beneath the dresser. Right at the back, a small brown mouse sat on its hind quarters, using its front paws to wash its face and ears.
 
   A wide smile broke out across Monster’s face.
 
   “Hey, little guy,” he said softly. “You’re cute, aren’t you?”
 
   The mouse paused its washing at the sound of his voice and looked in his direction, its tiny black eyes alive and alert with interest.
 
   “Well, looks like you’ve found some food,” Monster said amiably, noting the half eaten cookie which must have fallen down the back of the dresser. “If you’re going to stay for a while, you’re going to need something to drink as well.”
 
   Monster found the mouse a thimble of water and placed it at the back of the dresser, well out of view. He tore up a sheet of paper into shreds, hoping the little creature could make a bed out of it. 
 
   When Monster’s next meal arrived, he dropped some of the potato down the sleeve of his shirt, and later deposited it for the mouse to make a meal of.
 
   Days passed, and he grew used to having the little creature around. He’d never had a pet before—the concept of one had never even occurred to him—but now he found he enjoyed the company. Though the mouse never came too near, Monster found if he was patient, and lay on the floor with his arm out, with whatever scraps of food he’d saved from the day’s meal held between his fingertips, the mouse gradually began to venture closer. Its whiskers quivered, nose twitching as it edged nearer and nearer. When finally the mouse darted forward and snatched the food from his fingers, Monster had to stop himself jumping up and down with joy.
 
   A couple of days later, his father sat with him in his bedroom, running through a history lesson with him. His father appeared in a warmer mood than normal, even offering Monster a hint of a smile, and ruffling the boy’s hair when he got a question right.
 
   But then halfway through a sentence which his father was reading from a textbook, he suddenly stopped and frowned.
 
   Monster froze, knowing exactly what he’d heard.
 
    His father’s eyes narrowed. “Did you hear that?”
 
   “Hear what, Father?” he bluffed.
 
   The older man didn’t respond, but sat with his head tilted to one side, like an animal himself, listening.
 
   Please stay quiet, Monster willed the mouse. Just a little longer.
 
   But the squeak came again.
 
   His father got to his feet, stalking to the other side of the room. “What the hell are these?” He bent and picked something tiny off the floor. “Ugh. Rodent droppings. How the hell did these get in here?”
 
   He got to his hands and knees and checked beneath the dresser. Monster’s eyes filled with tears, knowing his pet was about to be discovered. He reached beneath, but instead of coming out with the mouse, he held up some bits of bread, and the thimble with water. “What’s this, Monster? Have you been feeding something under here?”
 
   There was no point in lying. “Yes, Father. There was a little mouse. I thought it might be hungry.”
 
   He strode across the room and delivered a stinging blow to Monster’s ears, leaving one side ringing. “You not only keep the presence of rodents a secret, but you actually fed it with food I’ve given you? Just how much do you want to upset me, Monster? If you have one mouse, you’ll soon have hundreds. And I don’t expect to work hard to put food in your belly, only for you to give that food to a god-damned rodent!”
 
   “I’m sorry, Father,” he said, cowering. He was worried about the repercussions of what he had done, but he was also worried about the mouse. Where was he now? He must be somewhere in the room. Monster’s brain whirred, trying to figure out a way he could get the little creature outside, to relative safety. But it was impossible. He couldn’t get himself to safety, never mind a mouse.
 
   “Wait here,” his father snapped, as though Monster had any other choice, and stalked from the room.
 
   Quickly, his heart pounding, he ran around the room, stopping to lie on the floor and peer beneath the furniture, trying to spot his little friend. Where are you? Where are you?
 
   The bedroom door opened and his father returned with something in his hand. He held it out and Monster’s heart sank.
 
   A trap.
 
   “No, Father. Please, it will hurt him.”
 
   “Hurt him? It’s a god-damned pest, not a him!” He shoved the trap against Monster’s chest. “Here, set it up using the food you’ve been giving the damn thing. It’s about time you learned what should happen to filthy little creatures like that.”
 
   Holding back tears, knowing they’d only make his father angrier, Monster used a piece of the saved food and put the trap under the dresser.
 
   He wanted to move the trap, to set it off himself, but what was the use? His father would win. He always did.
 
   Even though Monster slept that night with his hands over his ears, he woke at the sharp snap and the high-pitched squeal which cut through the dead of night. Unable to bring himself to look, he hid beneath the covers and cried himself back to sleep.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Monster (Present Day)
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Monster woke to the movement of hands at his shirt.
 
   Instantly alert, he grabbed the arm of the hand touching him. The wrist was narrow and delicate beneath his fingers. His vision swam—the shape over him blurred—but gradually it took the shape of a woman. The blonde who had met them at the door. Once more, he felt recognition punch him in the chest—the same honey-colored, wavy hair, the same features, the fine line of her nose and jaw. The girl from his childhood would be about his age now, and that part fitted, too.
 
   He released her wrist.
 
   Her other hand slipped beneath his neck, and she lifted him up slightly. She reached out to pick up a glass of water from the silver trolley, and placed it to his lips. He gulped gratefully. Monster felt like he was dry from the inside out, as though his blood had been replaced with sand which grated through his veins, and his throat with paper.
 
   When he’d drunk his fill, she gently lowered him back down and placed the glass on the tray. 
 
   Monster glanced down at his shoulder. His shirt had been removed and he was now bare-chested, with the exception of the bandage wrapped across his wound. He was relieved to see the bleeding had stopped.
 
   He jerked his chin toward the bandage. “You did this?”
 
   She nodded. “You were unconscious. I removed the bullet and stopped the bleeding, and stitched you up. Don’t go getting shot again anytime soon. You lost a lot of blood, and I’m not sure you’d make such a good recovery.”
 
   “I’m not planning on it, but I can’t promise anything.”
 
   She was staring at him, her eyes slightly narrowed. “This is going to sound crazy, but I’d swear I know you from somewhere.”
 
   Hesitantly, she reached out and touched the side of his face. He jerked away. No one but Lily touched him with any intimacy. 
 
   “I’d be certain,” she said, “but this is different.”
 
   He knew she was talking about his birthmark. 
 
   “I’m different,” he said, his voice hoarse.
 
   “So it is you?”
 
   He nodded. 
 
   She pressed her lips together. “You helped me once, when I was a child. You got in trouble for me so I wouldn’t.”
 
   “Yeah, I remember.”
 
   “I never forgot that,” she said softly. “Your father sent me and my mother away afterward. I think my mother might have been in love with your father, for some crazy reason. She was heartbroken when we had to go and live with the Gonzalez family, but it was the best thing to happen to me. He saw I had an education, put me to work as more than just a maid.”
 
   “Is that how you learned to treat gunshot wounds?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Good thing for me, I guess.”
 
   She smiled. “I guess so.”
 
   Monster carefully pushed himself up so he was able to see around the rest of the room. They were alone.
 
   “Where’s the man who brought me here?”
 
   Her eyes flicked upward. “Upstairs, sleeping.” She lowered her voice. “If you’re feeling strong enough, perhaps you should go.”
 
   He sat up fully and winced, ignoring the pain shooting through his body. He swung his legs over the side of the bed so he was sitting upright. Even though she’d worked on the gunshot wound, the area still throbbed, and the rest of his body ached from where he’d been thrown in the plane explosion.
 
   “I can’t. Rodriguez has something of mine. That man is my only connection to getting it back.”
 
   Her head tilted to one side. “A woman, or money?”
 
   “Sorry?”
 
   “Those are the only two things I’ve ever witnessed a man risking his life for.”
 
   “I won’t be risking my life. Rodriguez doesn’t want me dead. He’s proved that much.”
 
   “You didn’t answer my question.”
 
   “A woman,” he confessed, though for some reason he felt strange admitting it in front of her. Part of his brain was still trying to align this woman—who must have been around his age, in her early thirties—with the young girl he’d fallen so hard for all those years ago. He’d been a child, but that hadn’t meant he’d felt his emotions any less deeply. There had been a period of several months when she’d been the only thing occupying his thoughts. He’d obsessed about her—innocent kisses and fantastical, romantic notions of them running away together. He hadn’t known his father had sent her away, but he was glad. Though he’d never wanted to admit it to himself, or think about things too deeply, part of him had always worried his father had known what had happened and had killed her for it.
 
   “I don’t even know your name,” he said.
 
   “Sophia,” she said with a smile. 
 
   “That’s good to know, after all these years.”
 
   Her lips twisted, her gaze shifting away, before it fixed back on him. “I know what your father used to call you back then.”
 
   “Monster,” he confirmed, his cheeks heating. “He used to call me his little Monster.”
 
   “I remember. I assume you don’t go by that now.”
 
   He shook his head. “Only with one person. Others call me Merrick now.”
 
   She smiled. “Merrick. Suits you far better.”
 
   He wasn’t so sure.
 
   “So,” she said, her blue eyes narrowing slightly in contemplation, “what happened to the birthmark? I hope you don’t mind me asking. I mean, it’s still there, of course, but compared to what it looked like when you were a child …”
 
   Subconsciously, he lifted his hand to that side of his face. “It’s a recent thing,” he said. “My father never did anything. The woman I’m looking for is the one who helped me.”
 
   “Where is your father now?”
 
   “Dead.”
 
   “Good.” She seemed to realize what she’d said and cupped her mouth with her hand. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean that.”
 
   “Yes. Yes, you did. And that’s okay. I feel the same way.” He thought of all the dreams and memories of his childhood that were coming back to him as though someone was drip-feeding his brain. He’d shut out so much of what he’d experienced at his father’s hand, as though he’d been protecting himself, but for some reason now he was starting to remember more and more. Part of him was nervous about what he’d remember next.
 
   She hesitated, her teeth digging into her lower lip as she thought. “This woman who Rodriguez has … she’s the same one who helped your face?”
 
   He nodded. “Yes, she is.”
 
   “Is that the only reason you want her back?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I suppose I’m asking what happens to her if you find her. Are you looking to harm her in any way?”
 
   Her question surprised him, making him sit up straighter, despite the aches and pain holding his body hostage. “No. Why would you ask that?”
 
   “I don’t know. I guess the apple tends to not fall far from the tree.”
 
   Had she seen that in him—his capacity for cold-heartedness—even in the few minutes she’d been speaking with him? Or perhaps she’d seen it in him as a child, and worried he’d grown into the name his father had called him. But she’d also seen in him an ability for self-sacrifice, and he hoped she’d remember that now.
 
   “I love her,” he said. “I’m in love with her. I’d rather die myself than let anything happen to her, which is why I need to get her back from Rodriguez. Just the thought of what he might be doing to her makes my blood boil.” Even as he spoke, his anger churned up inside him and he tried to rise from the bed, to get to his feet.
 
   Sophia placed her hand against his chest, gently pushing him back down. The touch of her fingers against his skin made his heart beat harder. “You’re not going anywhere yet,” she told him. “I removed a bullet from you only a couple of hours ago. If you go racing off to try to save this woman, you’ll only bust your stitches and bleed to death on the way.”
 
   He shook his head, and she removed her hand. “You’re exaggerating.”
 
   “No, I’m not.”
 
   “I can’t wait, Sophia. I mean it. I’d rather die trying than not try at all.”
 
   “I’m not asking you to not try at all. Just wait twenty-four hours.”
 
   His lips thinned. “Not going to happen.”
 
   “Twelve, then.”
 
   Slowly, he continued to shake his head.
 
   She expelled a frustrated sigh and put her hands on her hips. “Okay, so explain one thing. How are you even going to find Rodriguez and this woman?”
 
   “I’m thinking of beating the guy upstairs half to death, stealing his gun, and forcing him to take me there.”
 
   “You think you can beat a man half to death when you’ve been unconscious yourself for the past few hours?”
 
   “I plan on trying.”
 
   She shook her head. “You’ll lose.”
 
   “Perhaps.”
 
   She hesitated and then said, “What about if we make a deal?”
 
   His interest was piqued. “What kind of deal?”
 
   “You give yourself twelve hours to rest and heal, and I’ll take you to Rodriguez’s place myself.”
 
   His eyes narrowed. “You know where he’s taken her.”
 
   “I’ve got a pretty good idea. It’s the same place he takes all the new girls he plans on … breaking.”
 
   Monster winced at the word. Perhaps he and Rodriguez weren’t so different. He’d been on that path himself with Flower not so long ago. Hadn’t it been the way he’d gotten her to treat his face without worrying about her burning both his eyes out with the laser? He’d kept her without natural light, human contact, and only the most basic of meals for days in order to break her will. In the end, he’d learned none of those things had worked. He’d never broken her. Lily had helped him because that was who she was. She cared for others, even if those others didn’t necessarily deserve her help.
 
   “Why would you do that for me?” he asked.
 
   She gave a small smile. “You helped me, too, a long time ago. I guess I feel like I should repay that debt.”
 
   “It might get you in trouble.”
 
   “Yes, possibly.” Her gaze went unwavering.
 
   “What reason would you give to Rodriguez for being there?”
 
   “I’m not sure yet. If you agree to twelve hours, I’m sure I’ll be able to think of something in the time.”
 
   Monster lifted his gaze to the ceiling. “What about him?”
 
   “He’s out of it at the moment. He drank half a bottle of brandy while you were unconscious. I don’t think he’ll be making an appearance any time soon, which gives us plenty of time to think about what we’ll do when he does.”
 
   Monster thought about Rodriguez’s men shooting Mason, Evans, and Sean. “I should go up there and kill him in his sleep. He’s responsible for the deaths of several of my men.”
 
   She arched a honey-blonde eyebrow. “And if he wakes and punches you in the shoulder, or manages to grab his gun and shoot you again? Then where will that leave your girl?” Her hand pressed on his chest again, pushing him back so he lay flat on the medical bed. “Just get some more rest. Let yourself heal, and we’ll figure out the details when you wake.”
 
   Monster hated the idea of leaving Flower for one moment more than he needed, but she spoke the truth. He’d only been awake a matter of minutes, and already the drag of exhaustion pulled on his limbs. His eyes were scratchy, his lids heavy. He wanted to be ready to go and fight for Lily, but he had to admit Sophia was right. He wouldn’t be any good to Flower like this. He’d only end up getting himself and probably her and Sophia, too, killed. He needed to remember Lily was an intelligent woman. She’d won him over, and while he couldn’t even stand to explore the idea of her winning Rodriguez’s affections in the same way, he had to have faith she would know he was coming for her, and that she would try to buy herself some time.
 
   “Okay,” he relented, even as his eyes pulled shut. “Twelve hours, but that’s it. Then we go and find Lily.”
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   Lily froze as the back of the Land Rover opened with a clunk.
 
   She tried to get Jess’s attention, but the other girl was still staring at a spot on the bottom of the SUV, acting as though none of this was happening. For some reason it felt vitally important to connect with Jess—they’d never both make it out of this alive if she didn’t.
 
   Hands grabbed her calves and yanked her from the vehicle so she hit the ground with a bone-jarring thump. A body thudded down beside her, Jess barely giving a whimper as she hit the gravel.
 
   “Untie them,” said Rodriguez.
 
   Lily tried to hide her surprise as hands worked at the rope around her wrists, freeing her poor, strained arms. She groaned as she brought her hands to the front of her body, rolling her shoulders and massaging the sore muscles around her wrists. She remained silent as the man got to work on Jess, untying her as well. 
 
   The two women pushed themselves to sitting on the ground, but remained hunched and suspicious of what would happen next. Lily noticed Jess, at least, had started to cautiously peer around, and she was relieved the girl had lost the distant look in her eyes, for the moment, anyway.
 
   “Get up,” Rodriguez told them, motioning with his fingers.
 
   Lily and Jess exchanged a glance.
 
   “It’s okay, you are free to move around now.”
 
   Slowly, Lily got to her feet. “Why did you untie us?” 
 
   “Because there’s no need to keep you tied up while you’re here. I’m not going to promise I will never restrain you—especially if you displease me—but if you behave yourselves, I will allow you that small amount of freedom, at least.”
 
   “Why would you do that?” Lily asked.
 
   “Because there is nowhere you can go. You might think you can escape, but in this heat, you’ll simply die of heat exhaustion and dehydration before you reach any sign of civilization. Don’t imagine for a moment that you might happen upon someone foolish enough to save you. This property is mine for hundreds of acres, and there are warning signs that anyone stepping onto private property will be prosecuted. You can take your chances with the heat and snakes, if that’s what you choose, or you can remain here and accompany me as I see fit.”
 
   Lily thinned her lips. “I’m struggling to see much difference between you and the snakes.”
 
   His hand shot out and caught her by the jaw, angling her face so she looked directly at him. Beside her, Jess whimpered. One side of his lips quirked up in a smile and he leaned in closer. “You’re right, little lady, and I intend for you and my snake to become acquainted very soon.”
 
   “Creep,” she snapped.
 
   He released her jaw and slapped her hard across the side of her face. Her head rocked on her neck, fresh heat and pain blooming in the shape of fingerprints where he’d hit her.
 
   “You’re going to have to start learning some manners,” he said.
 
   Lily bit her lip, holding back on the retort about how he should be the one who needed to learn manners, considering he went around slapping women, but she managed to hold off.
 
   “Are you going to rape me?” she said, instead, wanting to know exactly what she had in store. Where previously she would have shied away from the idea, probably doing much as Jess was doing now, and pretending none of it was happening, now she felt like she could be stronger if she knew what was to come.
 
   He fixed her with those black eyes. “I can only rape you if you don’t want me to touch you. But if you’re begging me to push my cock inside you, I guess we couldn’t call that rape, now, could we?”
 
   She shivered. “You’re crazy. That’s never going to happen. I don’t like anyone touching me.”
 
   “Except our friend, Merrick, is that right? Is that what made you so special to him, because you told him he was the only one who could get you wet? Did that make him think he was one of a kind? Because I promise you, Lily Drayton, you’ll be soaked by the time I’m done with you.”
 
   The mention of Monster’s other name made her insides echo with hollowness. “Fuck you!”
 
   He laughed. “I’m sure you will.”
 
   Rodriguez gave a nod to Marco, who bent and grabbed Jess by the arm, hauling her to her feet. Jess gave a sob, her hair hanging in straggles over her face. Lily’s heart ached for the other woman. She wished she could do or say something that would make things better again, but she’d promised her freedom once, and the promise had not been kept. Her words were worthless.
 
   “Follow me,” Rodriguez said. “I’ll show you to your rooms.”
 
   “Rooms? Can’t we stay together?”
 
   “You may want your privacy.”
 
   To her surprise, Jess spoke up. “No, please let us share. I don’t want to be on my own.”
 
   “Oh, don’t worry, sweetheart. You won’t be on your own for long.” He gave an exasperated sigh. “Fine, you can share for the moment, though you may end up regretting it.”
 
   Lily wondered what he meant by that.
 
   “Now come with me.” He led them toward the house—a large, but simply built single story property which was a basic square with everything painted or blasted in the same, sandy coloring. She assumed the decor was done for protection, a way of making sure others didn’t accidentally find out about the property. As they grew closer, she could hear the distinctive hum of a large generator, which must have been positioned around the side of the house, and to one side were a couple of solar panels. They were off grid here. She wondered if they were even able to get any cell phone coverage or internet access.
 
   Rodriguez strode ahead, not appearing to worry she might attack him at any moment, or try to make a run for it. What he’d said about them being miles from anywhere was probably true, but she also remembered the café they’d passed. Yes, it was probably miles and miles from here, but where there was food, there were people. Lily didn’t plan on doing anything stupid, but she wasn’t just going to lie back and let this man do whatever he wanted to her.
 
   He opened the front door to the house to reveal an interior with far more elegance than the outside. Everything was in white—the floors were white marble, the walls painted white, with archways leading to other parts of the house. Crystal chandeliers hung from the ceiling, and white fur rugs covered the floors. The only items breaking up the white were the massive gilded mirror at the end of the entrance hall, and a gold dresser. A number of rooms led off the entrance hall, and at the back the space divided into two hallways which she assumed led to the two wings of the house. 
 
   “You’ve got the left wing,” he said as he led them through. “If you want to be treated right here, you need to behave correctly. I expect my women to be ladylike, courteous, and well-groomed at all times. You’ll find suitable outfits to change into in your rooms. I don’t expect you to be working in any kind of hard labor—I have my cooks and cleaners already. Your roles while you’re here will be to please the men. You will speak nicely with them, serve them their food and wine, and look beautiful. You will do as they ask, however they see fit, with no complaints. Is that understood?”
 
   Lily opened her mouth to tell him exactly what she thought of his ideas, and then promptly shut it again. Arguing with him wasn’t going to get her anywhere. She needed to be clever, not sharp-tongued and fiery. 
 
   “I’ll take your silence as understanding,” he said, leading them down the hallway. He stopped in front of one of the doors, also painted in white, just as the rest of the hall was. “This is your room, Lily. The other girl’s room is the next one along.”
 
   Lily reached out and grabbed Jess’s hand. “It’s okay. We’ll share.”
 
   “The two rooms are connected with an adjoining bathroom, so if you do decide to take to your own bed, you won’t be completely alone. But if one of my men comes for you, you’ll be expected to be in your own bedroom.”
 
   He turned to her with a smile that made her blood run cold. “Don’t worry, Lily. The only person who will be coming for you, will be me.”
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   Rodriguez opened the door to one of the rooms and stepped back. “Please, make yourselves at home, ladies. Dinner will be served in an hour, and you will be the ones doing the serving. I expect you both to be washed and dressed appropriately. The adjoining door leads to the bathroom, and a second door leads through to the next bedroom. You can move between the three rooms as you please. I will be back for you in an hour.”
 
   And with that, he backed out of the room. 
 
   Lily heard the click of a lock catching. Whatever he had said about them not escaping due to the desert and snakes, he’d still made the effort to lock them in their rooms. That tiny action gave Lily a spark of hope. If there was no way to escape, why bother to lock them in? 
 
   She also had hope Monster was still alive.
 
   If Monster survived his gunshot wound, which she prayed to God he would, would he know where to come looking for her? Would he even try? She couldn’t bring herself to believe he would just abandon her now Rodriguez had her. Monster had been so desperate to see she was safe. But were things different now she was here? Monster might worry trying to get her back again would start a war. She wanted to believe he loved her enough to try to get her back, but she didn’t intend on relying solely on Monster riding in to rescue her. She needed to be her own damn knight and save herself, and Jess, too.
 
   Quiet sobbing caught her attention, and she turned to see Jess crouched on the floor, her hands covering her face.
 
   Lily went to her, her palm finding the girl’s back. “Hey, it’s going to be okay.”
 
   She shook her head. “No, it isn’t. I can’t do this again. I’d rather they just killed me.”
 
   Lily’s eyes filled with tears. “Please, don’t say that. We have to be strong, together.”
 
   “I’m trying, but all I keep thinking about is what it was like with those other two men—how they forced themselves—” Her voice choked. 
 
   Lily didn’t need her to finish what she was saying. She knew exactly how the story ended. 
 
   “Listen to me. I will do everything in my power to stop that happening to you again. What they did isn’t even about you. It’s about their own sick need to feel powerful around women. If they were real men, they wouldn’t need to go around forcing themselves on women. You’re the innocent in all of this.”
 
   She finally looked up, fixing Lily with bloodshot, blue eyes. “You, too. You’re innocent in this, too.”
 
   Lily wasn’t so sure. Hadn’t it been her who had brought Rodriguez into Jess’ life? If she’d done as Monster had asked, and left the city, Jess wouldn’t be in this position now.
 
   But Jess would be on her way to being sold to someone else, she reminded herself, and the other woman wouldn’t be free.
 
   She hoped, at least, those other women were safe. Perhaps she wouldn’t be able to save everyone—even herself—but those few might go on to have happy lives.
 
   Jess started crying again. “What do you think they’re going to do to us?” she asked between tears.
 
   “I think they’ll continue to do everything they can to make themselves feel like self-important, powerful men, when in actual fact they’re no better than overgrown bullies. We just need to go along with them for the moment, until we can figure a way out of this.” She took Jess’ hand and lowered her voice to a whisper. “I’ll kill if I have to. If the opportunity arises, this time I won’t even hesitate.”
 
   Jess pressed her lips together and nodded. “Kill or be killed?”
 
   “Sometimes that’s what it comes down to.”
 
   Jess shuddered. “I feel so dirty—inside and out. Do you think it would be all right for me to take a shower?”
 
   “I think that’s what they want, but of course. You do whatever it takes to make yourself feel better, okay? I’m going to take a look at what sort of outfits they’ve provided us with.”
 
   The white décor theme followed into both the bedrooms and the bathroom. White marbled bathroom, white bed linen, white carpets and walls. It was like living in the middle of a snow storm.
 
   Lily shut the bathroom door to allow Jess some privacy, and within seconds she heard the thunder of the shower. She was worried about the other woman’s state of mind, and hoped she wouldn’t do anything stupid. Perhaps she should have checked to see if there was anything sharp in the bathroom, but then she figured Rodriguez and his men would probably already have made sure of that. They would have been more worried about them using something sharp as a weapon against them rather than against themselves.
 
   Lily crossed the room to the large—unsurprisingly white—closet in the corner. She pulled open the door and surveyed the selection of clothing with a sigh. It was exactly as she’d been expecting. Every item was designed to highlight, reveal, and accentuate her figure. The dresses were all from slinky, clingy material, some long, some short, but all with plunging necklines and tiny straps, if they had straps at all. She guessed she should be glad they were at least in various colors. If they’d all been in white, she would have screamed. 
 
   Pushing the door shut again, she went to the dresser and pulled open the top drawer. She reached in and lifted up a handful of lacy, skimpy underwear. These clothes were here purely for the men’s benefit instead of to provide any kind of warmth or comfort to the wearer. 
 
   Lily contemplated refusing to wear the clothes, but the stench of death from shooting Cigarette Hands still clung to her shirt and jeans, and she was spotted in blood, though she couldn’t even be sure to whom it belonged. Though she hated the idea of dressing up to please Rodriguez, she also couldn’t stand the thought of living and sleeping in clothes covered in someone else’s blood.
 
   With a sigh, she reached into the drawer and found panties that would cover her most, and selected a black bra she hoped would fit. There were a selection, but she couldn’t even be sure what size she was anymore. While she’d always been voluptuous in that area, she’d lost so much weight lately, she was sure some of it had come off her chest. Moving to the closet, she flicked through the numerous dresses. She wanted to find the plainest dress which would hide the most skin, but none of them would work. In the end, she selected a long, one-shouldered, silver dress. The body was corseted, with a split in the skirt which would reach right up her thigh. 
 
   From the bathroom, the thrumming of the shower came to a sudden end.
 
   Lily waited for a moment, giving the other woman enough time to get out and wrap herself in a towel, and then went to the closed door and lightly tapped with her knuckles.
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   No reply came, so she pushed open the door. Jess was standing in front of the mirror, an area in the steamy condensation cleared away so she could see her reflection. Tears streamed down her now clean face, but she didn’t take her eyes off herself as Lily walked in.
 
   “Are you okay?” Lily asked again.
 
   She pressed her lips together and shook her head. “I barely recognize myself anymore. I don’t look like the same girl who was taken.”
 
   Lily hesitated, wondering if she should ask, but then figured perhaps talking about things would make them both feel better. “How long ago were you taken?”
 
   She shrugged. “I’m not sure. A couple of weeks, perhaps. Maybe a little longer.”
 
   Jess was abducted after Lily had been sent to Monster. Perhaps, if the timelines had been any different, they might have even ended up in the container together.
 
   “They took me, too,” Lily told her. “They kept me in the same place you were in before we found you on the plane.”
 
   She tore her eyes from the mirror and looked to Lily. “How did you get away?”
 
   “I didn’t, not really. I was sent away to the man who bought me. He made me come back to America, but I wanted to stay with him.”
 
   Jess’ brow furrowed, her eyes narrowing. “You wanted to stay with a man who bought you?”
 
   Lily nodded. “He was different. Not at first—at first I thought I’d be used for the same thing all these men try to use women for—but then it turned out he needed my skills for something else.”
 
   “Is that the same man who was with you at the plane? The one who was shot?”
 
   Pain punched her heart as she thought of Monster hurt. “Yes, that’s the same man. He has his faults, we all do, but he’s not all bad. The men who were working for him were also trying to help. They freed the other girls from the containers.” Lily sighed. “I guess what I’m trying to say is not all men are bad, and we can’t give up hope.”
 
   Jess shivered. “It’s going to be a long time before I can trust anyone again.” She gave a small laugh. “If we ever get out of this place.”
 
   “Come on,” Lily said, noticing the goose bumps on the other woman’s skin. “Let’s find you something to wear.”
 
   She guided Jess into the other adjoining bedroom. It was decorated almost identically to the room she’d just been in, with the exception of a couple of different pictures hanging on the wall. “There should be underwear in the drawer,” she said, nodding to the dresser, and then went to the wardrobe to look for something for Jess to wear. Opening the doors, she noticed the dresses were all of a similar style to the ones in her wardrobe—all glamorous and figure hugging. 
 
   Jess’ voice came from behind her. “That one.”
 
   Lily turned to see Jess standing in a set of black underwear, her arms wrapped around her body to cover herself as best she could.
 
   Lily looked to where Jess had nodded. It was a black dress, with a knee-length skirt which had several layers of ruffles beneath to give it the style of a dress from the fifties. Lily took it out and handed it to Jess.
 
   The other woman got dressed, and pulled a comb through her blonde hair, still damp from the shower. 
 
   “You look beautiful,” Lily said with a sad smile, and then immediately kicked herself. Perhaps that was completely the wrong thing to say. After all, they didn’t want to be beautiful here. They didn’t want to get any more attention than they already had. 
 
   “Are you going to be all right while I take a shower and dress as well?” she asked.
 
   Jess turned to her and gave her the first smile she’d seen since they’d been taken. “Of course. We have to look presentable for our master.”
 
   Lily wanted to throw a retort, to tell Jess Rodriguez wasn’t their master and never would be, but what was the point? Instead, she took her dress and the underwear she’d chosen into the bathroom.
 
   Rodriguez’s dress. Rodriguez’s lingerie.
 
   Maybe she hadn’t argued with Jess because the girl had been right.
 
   For the moment, at least, Rodriguez was their master.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Five
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   A knock came at the bedroom door and Lily and Jess turned to each other, their eyes meeting with reflected fear. 
 
   The lock clicked open and the door swung wide. Rodriguez stood on the other side. Just the sight of him made every muscle in Lily’s body tense. She wanted to rage at him, to bite and claw and kick, but she knew it wouldn’t get her anywhere. If Rodriguez was here to take them out of the room, she’d keep her eyes open, and try to spot a phone or a computer—if they were even able to get a connection. She didn’t believe they were out here in the middle of nowhere with no way to contact people. It had been different when Monster had taken her and she’d been looking for help because she hadn’t even known what country she was in. They were in America now, and she knew the number to call the emergency services just as well as any person. She could even give them an idea their location. All she needed was a phone.
 
   “I’m pleased to see you are both dressed,” he said with a smooth smile. “I hope you are ready for dinner,”
 
   Lily stomach gurgled in response. She hated her body for betraying her. It must have been loud enough to hear, because Rodriguez raised his eyebrows. “Oh, the dinner isn’t for you. If you please me, I’ll allow you to eat once the men are done. But until then, you will be serving us.”
 
   “Fuck you!” she spat.
 
   He ignored her. “And you look stunning, by the way. It makes me happy to see you make an effort.”
 
   Lily bunched her fists. “We could hardly stay in our filthy clothes, and you didn’t give us much of an option when it came to picking out something to wear.”
 
   “It’s just as it should be. Women should be beautiful creatures to be admired and to give us pleasure. If you can learn how to control that mouth of yours, we’ll all get along just fine.”
 
   Lily resisted the urge to growl at him. He was living in the dark ages.
 
   She glanced down at her still bare feet. “Aren’t you forgetting part of our outfits?”
 
   He followed her line of sight, and arched a dark eyebrow. “You don’t think I would give you high heels to wear, do you? The perfect thing to use as a weapon? No, you can stay bare-footed. It’ll help deter you from running off anywhere as well.”
 
   Again, that idea there might be somewhere he was worried they could run to. He’d told them they’d never make it, yet he was concerned simply having shoes would give them an advantage.
 
   Rodriguez stepped side-on to the door and gestured out into the hallway. “Now, you’ll come with me.” It was a demand, not a request.
 
   Lily shared another glance with Jess. They didn’t have a whole heap of choice in the matter, so Lily walked from the room, Jess on her heels. Rodriguez left their door open and strode down the hallway ahead, making them hurry after him. They found themselves back out in the entrance hall, four doors leading from the space.
 
   Rodriguez led them through one on the right, and into the kitchen.
 
   The kitchen was as luxurious as the rest of the house, with clean lines, and, even though three people were busying themselves preparing a meal, almost no clutter on the work surfaces. Lily was starting to think Rodriguez had some kind of obsession with dirt—everything was immaculate, even though the whole house was in white. His staff must work hard to keep things this way. The scent of food cooking—grilled meat of some kind—made her stomach clench with hunger. Other than a short period when she’d been well fed, this feeling of emptiness was becoming more familiar to her than being full. She’d taken being able to eat when she was hungry for granted before—even the slightest twinge of hunger had resulted in a snack—but now she knew hunger as a very real beast. Something that clawed up inside her throat and made her nauseated and starving all at the same time.
 
   The three people busying themselves in the kitchen didn’t even look toward the new arrivals. Two women, and one man of a small stature. They kept their heads down and continued with their work.
 
   Are they regular employees? Or are they stolen people, like me and Jess?
 
   She tried to make eye-contact with one of the young women, who scrubbed at pots in the sink, but the dark-haired girl remained focused on her task. Lily didn’t think these people were working for Rodriguez voluntarily. She’d probably never know their backgrounds, but by the beaten, cowed way they held themselves, they didn’t look like regular employees. 
 
   Lily assessed every item her gaze landed on for use as a weapon. They were in a kitchen, so there must be knives. She looked over to where the other staff, or slaves, were busy working, but she didn’t see anything. The food prep must have already been done, but perhaps one of the drawers held a knife or two. Why hadn’t any of these people tried to use a knife on Rodriguez or his men? Perhaps one of them had and they’d seen the consequences. What good were knives against armed men? Even so, she didn’t completely dismiss the idea. If the moment arose, she planned to use it.
 
   “You’ll collect the meals from the counter as soon as the bell rings,” he continued. “Keep them covered with the cloches until you bring them into the dining room, and once they’re on the table, you may remove the covers. You’ll also be serving the wine, and any other liquor my guests require while we are eating. Once we’re finished, you may remove the plates, and bring dessert.” He gave a slow smile. “Unless you’d prefer to be the dessert yourselves, of course.”
 
   Lily narrowed her eyes. “We’ll pass, thanks.”
 
   “We’ll see about that. Now do your best to remember what I said about being seen and not heard. Any smart-mouthed comments from you will be punished.”
 
   Lily clenched her jaw and stared at the ground, fighting the urge to retort.
 
   “I expect to see you both in the dining room shortly,” Rodriguez said, and left them alone.
 
   She looked to Jess, considering their next move. Should they go? Just run for the front door and pray it wasn’t locked? But she remembered the electric gates, and the wall surrounding the property, and then the miles of desert beyond. The door would be locked, and they were bare-footed and with no sustenance or water. They hadn’t eaten in forever, and their physical resources were low. Even if they got out of the door—which was unlikely—they wouldn’t make it far.
 
   The metal crash of a silver tray on the counter demanded her attention. Two plates covered in silver cloches were on the tray. The scent of grilled meat made her mouth water, and her fingers itched to lift the silver dome and inhale deeply over the meals that had been cooked for the men. She hated Rodriguez even more in that moment, that he could dine so luxuriously while she and Jess starved. It took all of her strength not to either pick up whatever was beneath the cloches with her fingers and tear into it with her teeth, or else lift up the whole tray and throw it at the wall. Jess was staring at the trays, and she swallowed hard. Lily knew she was going through the same internal battle not to fall on the food.
 
   The girl who set the tray down hissed at her. “You should go. They’ll be waiting.”
 
   Lily lifted her gaze and locked it with the girl’s dark eyes. The girl nodded, encouragingly or impatiently, Lily couldn’t be sure.
 
   “I don’t know where we’re supposed to go,” she suddenly realized.
 
   “They’re across the hall,” the dark eyed girl said. “Follow the noise.”
 
   “Come on, Jess,” Lily said to the other woman. “We can do this. Just suck it up and smile, okay?”
 
   Jess nodded.
 
   They lifted a tray each, the weight heavier than Lily expected. She hoped Jess would be all right carrying the weight. The other woman was weaker, having not had any kind of respite since being taken. She hated to think what would happen if they dropped the food. 
 
   Leading the way, Lily walked carefully into the hallway, and following the sound of voices, she headed toward the dining room. As she approached, raucous laughter bellowed out, and her shoulders tensed, her heart thrumming. She needed to tamp down on all her natural instincts of both fight and flight, and just do as Rodriguez asked until she came up with a plan.
 
   The door was already propped open, so she was able to make a smooth entry into the room. 
 
   It was decorated in the same style as the rest of the house, with plush white carpets, chandeliers, and a large mahogany table. Three other men, as well as Rodriguez, looked toward them as they entered, the laughter dying off. They were all smartly dressed in suits, and well groomed. She recognized one of them as being Marco.
 
   “Ladies,” said Rodriguez, clapping his hands together. “These are the gentlemen you’ll be serving today. I expect you to give them anything they want, and when I say anything, that’s exactly what I mean.”
 
   Lily’s blood ran cold. She walked to the far end of the table and set her tray down, allowing Jess to take the end closest to the door. She kept her eyes lowered, focusing only on the food, and not the men around her. She was horribly conscious of the way her dress clung to her body, of the flash of her cleavage exposed as she bent over, and the long slit showing off her thigh.
 
   She removed the cloche from one of the plates and tried not to drool on the food. Fillet steak, the creamy garlic of potato dauphinoise, fresh green beans. The sight and scent of the food made her want to weep, and the idea of having to watch these assholes eat and enjoy it, while they stood by, hungry, made her want to kill them. She never thought she’d be someone who would quite literally kill for a steak, but right now she was. 
 
   Lifting the plates from the trays, she served Rodriguez first, placing the plate in front of him, before moving to the man, who she didn’t know—older, in his late forties at least, with salt and pepper hair—and serving him, too. Jess placed the plates in front of Marco and another younger man.
 
   “Good,” Rodriguez said, “And we’d like some more wine. Red, I think. Like the blood in our meat.”
 
   She said nothing, but reached to the bottle in the center of the table, hating the way the action caused her to bend over again, pushing her bottom out for the men to ogle, and her breasts to almost fall out of the cups of the lacy bra. She’d never felt under such scrutiny before, as though the men could see through the clingy clothing she wore, straight down to her naked skin.
 
   Lily refilled Rodriguez’s glass first, and then moved to the older man across the table. As she reached over to pour the wine, a large hand made contact with her bottom. 
 
   “I like my meat juicy.” The older man laughed. “And this is a rump and a half.” He gave her rear a squeeze, and red clouded Lily’s vision.
 
   She whipped toward him, dislodging his hand and brandishing the wine bottle. “Put your hands on me again,” she snarled, “and I’ll cut your fucking throat.”
 
   She never knew she had this level of anger inside her, this vehemence. 
 
   The man’s eyebrows shot up his forehead in surprise, but instead of addressing her directly, he looked to Rodriguez.
 
   “Rodriguez, I think you need to take your little pet in hand.”
 
   Rodriguez looked at her with exasperation, his nostrils flared. “Yes, it looks that way, doesn’t it? A simple order, that was all you had to follow, and now you’ve let everyone down.”
 
   Marco pushed back from the table, removing his jacket to place it on the back of the chair, and pushing up his shirt sleeves. “I can take care of her, boss. It will be my pleasure.”
 
   Lily froze, trying to figure out her next move. Should she use the bottle still clutched between her fingers as a weapon? Should she drop everything and run for the door? She didn’t want to make things any worse, if that was even possible.
 
   Marco rounded the table, not even bothering to disguise the smile of pleasure cracking his face, and Lily’s mouth ran dry.
 
   “Wait,” called out Rodriguez, suddenly. “She’s not to be touched.” He nodded toward where Jess had backed against the far wall, clutching the now empty tray. Her eyes were wide with fear, and even from this distance Lily could see her trembling. “Punish that one instead.”
 
   “What?” Lily cried, adrenaline exploding inside her. “No, wait! I didn’t mean it.”
 
   He gave a slow smile. “Maybe you’ll think twice before you treat one of my men with such disrespect again.”
 
   “Please, leave her alone. It was me! She didn’t do anything.”
 
   But the men had already turned their attention to Jess. Joining Marco, the older man pushed back his chair and was heading toward the girl.
 
   “Lily?” she cried out.
 
   Marco grabbed her and the tray crashed to the floor.
 
   Lily lunged forward, intent on clawing Marco’s eyes out if it prevented him hurting Jess, but strong hands grabbed the tops of her arms and pulled her tight. She found herself locked against Rodriguez’s body. She kicked backward, hoping to connect with his shin, and wrenched and struggled, but he held her firm.
 
   He spoke low in her ear. “The more you fight me, the worse it will be for her.”
 
   She fell limp. “You fucking bastard.”
 
   He ignored her. “Bring the girl over to the table and bend her over it. I think her friend here just earned her a spanking.”
 
   “What? No!”
 
   Jess didn’t even try to fight. With her head hung, tears streaming down her cheeks, she allowed herself to be pushed over to the table. Marco swept aside tableware, plates, cutlery, and a full glass of champagne, so they crashed to the floor, making Jess jump.
 
   Fight back, Lily willed her. Perhaps if Jess fought back, the men would switch the punishment back to her instead. But Jess didn’t have the strength. Lily couldn’t hate her for it. She’d been through so much, and perhaps she’d been a fighter when she’d first been taken, but the past few weeks had broken any fight out of her.
 
   Marco pushed on Jess’ back, slamming her face down against the shiny mahogany of the table top. With a laugh, he yanked her dress up over her back, and then pulled down the flimsy underwear they’d been provided with.
 
   “No, stop it!” Lily yelled, unable to just give up. “Don’t you fucking touch her.”
 
   He looked up and smiled, and then breathed on the palms of his hands, as though warming them up, and rubbed them together. “I’m going to enjoy this.”
 
   Marco lifted his hand and slapped Jess hard on her naked bottom.
 
   Every muscle in Lily’s body tensed at the sound of the smack cracking, and she hissed air in over her teeth, feeling the strike for herself. Though she didn’t want to have that reaction, her inner muscles contracted, and her pussy throbbed as though she’d received the smack herself.
 
   Jess didn’t make a sound.
 
   Red bloomed on her pale skin, both erotic and horrifying to see.
 
   Marco lifted his hand and hit her again. Jess’ body shoved across the table at the impact, but still she didn’t say a word. 
 
   Heat rose to Lily’s face as a familiar pressure and tingling condensed between her thighs. She bit her lip, trying to distract herself from the feeling. What the fuck was wrong with her? She couldn’t let watching Marco spank Jess turn her on. It was wrong in so many ways.
 
   Marco smacked Jess again, and again, but still Jess remained pale-faced but silent. Tears trickled down her face. 
 
   “You like it, don’t you, bitch?” he growled. “Is it making you wet?”
 
   “Leave her alone!” Lily screamed. “Take me instead.” She’d be able to take the spanking better than Jess—hell, the way her head and body seemed to be working lately, she might even enjoy it.
 
   Rodriguez yanked her arms back. “You don’t get to offer yourself up like that. You belong to me.”
 
   “I’ll screw every man in this house if he touches her like that again,” she spat back. “I’ll climb on that table, spread my legs, and invite every one of them to fuck me.”
 
   Rodriguez’s body tensed behind her and then softened. “That’s enough,” he called out to Marco. “Let her go.”
 
   Lily exhaled a sigh of relief. Her stupid mouth was going to get her in serious trouble one day. 
 
   Jess bent to pull her underwear back up her legs, and dragged her skirt back down to cover up her bottom. The men all stayed back, as she let out a sob, and covered her mouth with her hand. With her head down, she rushed from the room.
 
   Rodriguez released his grip on Lily’s arms and she yanked herself away.
 
   “I meant what I said,” he told her. “Every time you step out of line, it’ll be your little friend who gets the punishment. That was just a taste. Threaten me like that again and I’ll have every man I know rape her over and over, and I’ll force you to watch every single moment. Do you understand?”
 
   Her inside twisted with a sickening hatred. She wanted nothing more than to kill this man in the most hideous, violent ways she could think of. She’d believed she’d hated Cigarette Hands as much as it was possible to ever hate someone, but Rodriguez had taken her loathing to a whole new level. Monster had been right when he’d said he would make the Gonzalez-Larrinaga brothers look like a couple of school boys. She understood now why he’d said such a thing.
 
   Lily had killed before, and now she knew she’d happily do the same thing again.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Monster (Fourteen Years earlier)
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Days had passed since he’d last seen the girl with the honey-colored hair and creamy skin. Though he knew he should be relieved at the lack of repercussions from claiming the spilled meat and rice, and the ruined rug was his fault, he couldn’t stop worrying. Other than a missed meal, he’d not been punished in any way. The girl, however, had not returned, and Monster worried endlessly about her safety. His father must have known he’d been hiding something. Why else would he have stopped the girl from bringing him the meals? Or was it that his father had picked up on the attraction and affection Monster had experienced for the girl, and he’d wanted to bring it to an end before it could cause any trouble? 
 
   Either way, Monster struggled to believe his father had bought his story about tripping on the rug and spilling the food himself. He didn’t know how, but his father always knew the truth of what happened in Monster’s life. It was as though he had eyes in the corners of the bedroom, and ears pressed against the walls. Monster never got away with anything, but especially not something as big as telling a direct lie to his father.
 
   The thoughts of what had happened to the girl troubled him. Every time he closed his eyes, the image of her deep blue eyes completely meeting with his filled his mind. He remembered the tears trembling in their depths, but more than that, he remembered how she’d focused only on him, and not on the birthmark which blackened one side of his face. He found himself touching his fingertips against his lips, remembering how they had brushed her soft skin, and imagining he was touching her arm again. He hated that the last thing he’d ever said to her had been said in anger. 
 
   “Go,” he’d snarled. “Don’t make me say it again, or I will be the one you receive the beating from.”
 
   The memory of those words cut him deep. More than anything, he wished he could go back and sew his mouth shut. Would she hate him now? Was she frightened of him? Was that the reason she’d not returned, or was his father at the root cause? When he lay in bed at night, the thing that haunted him the most was the idea of his father hurting her. Was she lying somewhere, beaten and broken, because of the lie he’d told? If they’d been honest about what had happened, would she have received a simple punishment, but still be visiting him now?
 
   He had so many questions he couldn’t bring himself to ask. 
 
   Two more days passed, and the rug his father had removed for cleaning was brought back to the room by a couple of his father’s servants. He wanted to ask them if they’d seen her, but couldn’t get the words off his tongue. They didn’t speak, or even look at him as they laid the rug down in its original position. They turned to leave, and as they did so, his father stepped silently through the door.
 
   Monster inhaled, his breath trapped in his chest. He knew his father well enough to be able to read him instantly, the slightest bit of body language or facial expression—the tick in his jaw, a stiffness to his shoulders—to alert him to when trouble was brewing. Monster had known this all along. His mistake wouldn’t go unpunished.
 
   “I’ve always taught you to respect your belongings and those of others, is that right, Monster?”
 
   He used to call him ‘my little Monster,’ but he was too big for the name now.
 
   Monster nodded. “Yes, sir.”
 
   “When I speak of our belongings, I don’t only mean the inanimate ones. I’m talking about the men, women, and even girls who work for us, too.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” he repeated. “I understand.”
 
   “So what happened between you and the girl who was bringing your food?”
 
   His heart rate stepped up a notch, pattering in his chest. “Nothing, sir.”
 
   His father’s eyebrows lifted. “Nothing? You expect me to believe that? Have you been having impure thoughts about that girl? Did you touch her? Did you think about her when you touched yourself?”
 
   His cheeks burned with shame, fire rolling down his neck and chest. “No, Father, of course not.” It was a lie, another lie. So many his father would certainly see through them all.
 
   “Did you forget I was young once, too? I know how a boy’s mind works. Why else would you take the blame for something she had done?”
 
   He knew. Of course, he knew. He always knew.
 
   “I’m sorry, Father. I felt bad for her.”
 
   “And you think feeling sorry for some girl is an excuse to lie to your own flesh and blood?”
 
   He shook his head. “Not an excuse. I was just trying to explain—”
 
   His father crossed the short space between them and his hand shot out and cracked across Monster’s cheek. He was bigger now, and the slap rocked his head, but didn’t send him to the floor. Monster clutched his cheek, now burning for a different reason. Anger coiled inside him, but he hadn’t been raised to fight back. His father was trying to teach him how to behave in order to protect him. Monster knew he was different. He didn’t have any experience in the world that would make him think fighting back was the right thing to do.
 
   “You were happy to go without a meal for someone else. Let’s see if you’re still happy after several meals. Perhaps then you’ll learn whose side you’re supposed to be on.”
 
   His father turned and stalked from the room, slamming the door behind him, and clicking the lock into place. Monster went to his bed and sank down on the edge of the mattress. How many meals did he mean? It was already lunchtime, and he was hungry, but he guessed there wasn’t much chance of that meal arriving.
 
   Knowing it would do no good to bang on the door and try to get his father to change his mind, he sighed and threw himself stomach-down on the bed. He picked up the paperback he’d been in the middle of, determined to lose himself in the story and forget about his empty stomach for a few hours.
 
   Dinnertime came and went, and no one disturbed him.
 
   As the hours passed by, a need greater than hunger began to take over, but at least this was a need he could sate. Monster climbed off the bed and went to his bathroom, intending on turning on the cold faucet and drinking his fill. Perhaps the water would also help fill his empty stomach.
 
   He turned on the faucet, but nothing happened. Confused, he turned it off, and back on again, but still the sink remained dry. Ducking down, he peered up the tap, wondering if something was stuck up there that might be stopping the water, but nothing was apparent. 
 
   Monster swallowed against his dry throat, and tried not to focus on the deep concern squirming around his gut. His father wouldn’t have done this, would he? Had he turned off the water?
 
   He went to the shower and turned it on, praying the showerhead would spray, but again, nothing happened. He twisted the bath faucet, and held back a sob. His father must have had the water to this wing of the house turned off. 
 
   Trying to ignore the tightness of his throat and the way his tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth, Monster left the bathroom and went back to his bed. He threw himself on his back, his forearm covering his eyes. His father wouldn’t leave him long enough to die of thirst, but he’d torture him long enough to make sure the lesson was learned and remembered.
 
   His hunger had taken a back seat to his thirst.
 
   With nothing else to do, he curled up on his side and fell asleep. His dreams were haunted by tall glasses of water with ice clinking against the side. He lifted the glass and drank deeply, relishing every drop, but when he woke it was with intense disappointment and the realization nothing had changed.
 
   Monster swung his legs off the side of the bed and walked to the bathroom again. He tried all the faucets, but there was no change. His bladder felt full and heavy, and he went to the toilet to relieve himself. Pulling up the seat, he freed himself and then paused. He was staring down into clear water—the only source in his vicinity—and he didn’t want to piss in it.
 
   Twisting to one side, he held his penis over the side of the tub and urinated onto the porcelain. The urine was a dark yellow, and the stench of it hit him like ammonia, making him turn his face away. He wished he had some way to wash the piss away, but he didn’t want to waste any of the water he had available. At least he hadn’t needed to take a shit—he guess there were some benefit to not having eaten recently. Emptying his bowels would prove to be more of a problem than peeing in the bath, but, considering he hadn’t had anything to eat or drink for hours now, he doubted the situation would be a problem any time soon.
 
   He glanced toward the water, motionless and clear in the bottom of the toilet bowl, and swallowed again. No, he couldn’t drink from the toilet. He just couldn’t. His father would let him out, or at least have one of his servants push a tray into him soon. He just had to hold out a little longer.
 
   Putting the seat back down, so the sight of the water didn’t tempt him, he left the bathroom and went to the bedroom door. Using his fist, he pounded on the wood.
 
   “Hey!” he tried to yell, though his voice came out as a raspy croak. “I’ve learned my lesson. Please, I’m so thirsty. Don’t give me any food, but please just let me have a drink.”
 
   No response came, no hint that someone was even out there, never mind had heard him and reacted to his pleas.
 
   Holding back tears, Monster went back to his bed. The effects of dehydration were taking their toll on his body now. How long could someone last without water? Five days? A week? He’d read that just mild dehydration could cause fatigue and dizziness. He didn’t know how long it had been since he’d last had a drink—perhaps twelve hours. It wasn’t long. He didn’t even want to think what sort of state he’d be in after another twelve. 
 
   He slept again, but woke with his lips cracked and his mouth as dry as sand. He rubbed his gritty tongue over the roof of his mouth, trying to generate some saliva, but there was nothing. When he blinked, even his eyes felt dry, as though it took more effort for him to get his eyelids to slide back up over his eyeballs. He wasn’t sure how long he’d been asleep. 
 
   Getting to his feet, he stumbled back to the door, his legs weak beneath him, and banged again. 
 
   “Father,” he rasped. “I’ve learned my lesson now. Please, I’m so thirsty.”
 
   How long had it been now? A day? Even if someone could last five days without water, he didn’t think the final days would be pleasant ones. He hadn’t even needed to urinate again, so he knew he was severely dehydrated. 
 
   Unable to give up hope, he tottered toward the bathroom again just in case the water had been switched back on. Imagine he’d been suffering all this time, only for his father to tell him the water came back on hours ago. But when he checked, the pipes still ran dry.
 
   His eyes were drawn back to the toilet again and he gulped. He didn’t want to go there, imagining all the microscopic feces and germs in the bowl. He could fight it, he could. He would go back to the bed and wait for his father to unlock the door. There was no way he was going to debase himself by drinking out of a toilet.
 
   Inspiration suddenly struck. Water wasn’t just held in the bowl. There was more, fresh water held in the tank above, ready for the next flush. If he could get to that water, he’d be able to drink his fill.
 
   Adrenaline caused his heart to race as he hurried to the porcelain tank. There appeared to be a ridge between the main tank and the lid, but it was glued down with some kind of adhesive. Monster ran his blunt nails between the groove, but he didn’t feel any give. He tensed his arms and tried to pry the lid off, straining with the small amount of strength he had left, but it didn’t budge.
 
   “Fuck,” he cursed beneath his breath, still worried his father might hear the bad word.
 
   There was no way he’d be able to lift the lid off. The only other option was to try to break it.
 
   Monster glanced around for something he might use. His hands wouldn’t be enough; he needed something hard and heavy. There was nothing in the bathroom that would be hard or heavy enough, so he walked back out to his bedroom and stared around, his muddled brain trying to figure out what would work. His gaze alighted on a set of weights in the corner, which his father had given him and instructed to use to keep him physically strong, despite his lack of access to the outside world. In particular, the metal circle of one of the dumbbells caught his eye.
 
   That would work!
 
   Monster crossed the room and bent to pick the object up. It was heavier than he remembered, though his current physical state didn’t help. Determined to get access to the clean water, he carried it back into the bathroom and stopped beside the toilet.
 
   Holding the weight in both hands, he lifted it as high as he could, and brought it down on the porcelain lid. It hit, the impact reverberating up through his hands and arms, and he almost dropped the weight, but managed to hold on. He stared down at the white lid, inspecting the damage.
 
   A crack fractured across the top of the lid, and he drew in a breath. He placed the weight onto the floor and straightened back up. Carefully, he reached to one side, hoping to pry off the lid. He wiggled the top, and the crack spread, running down the side of the tank.
 
   “No! Don’t you fucking dare!”
 
   But an inanimate object was never going to care about his curses. He tried to lift the piece of the lid that had cracked, but the crack down the side ran deeper. It was a case of getting the lid off and taking a drink before the whole thing fell apart. Filled with urgency, he heaved the chunk of porcelain off the top, intending on sinking his hands into the tank and drinking his fill, but even as he tried to lift it, he discovered it was heavier than he’d thought. In his weakened, dehydrated state, his grip slipped and it dropped, hitting the top of the tank.
 
   The hairline fracture opened like a gaping maw, and the side of the tank fell away, hitting the floor, narrowly missing Monster’s toes. He jumped away just as a flood of water like a wave spilled from the tank and onto the floor.
 
   Not allowing himself to think, he fell to his knees and pressed his mouth to the tiles, but already the pool of water had dispersed, leaving him licking wet tiles, all concerns for germs and hygiene long gone.
 
   He wanted to cry. Licking the water from the tiles hadn’t quenched his thirst. If anything, it had made it worse.
 
   Monster didn’t care anymore. With the knees of his pants wet from the tank water and clinging to his skin, he crawled to the toilet. Leaning over the bowl, as though he were about to be sick, he scooped his hand into the water. The porcelain was reasonably clean—his father’s staff would never allow the place to become dirty—but as he lifted the water to his mouth, he had to fight the multitude of voices in his head telling him about all the invisible particles of shit and piss he was about to ingest. He closed his eyes, blocking out the sight, and slurped down the water. It had a faint taste of toilet cleaner, but otherwise it was fine. His eyes opened and he scooped another palm-full, and another. He drank until the water sloshed around in his stomach, but he felt better almost immediately. The dizziness vanished and strength returned to his limbs. 
 
   Drinking the water meant his hunger returned with ferocious demand, but there was nothing he could do on that front. He just needed to wait things out now. He wasn’t going to die; he was just going to suffer some more until his father decided he’d learned his lesson.
 
   No longer thirsty, Monster took back to his bed.
 
   Another twelve hours passed before his father eventually let him out again, and with each hour he waited, Monster’s hatred for the man grew.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Six
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Lily was taken back to her room, Marco pushing her along the hallway as she walked. She knew she’d angered Rodriguez, but at that moment she didn’t care. She was furious at what had happened to Jess, but there was nothing she could do about it. Rodriguez said anything she did to displease him, Jess would be punished for. That evening it had only been a spanking, but she knew things would get worse for both of them. These men wouldn’t be happy with a little light punishment. Things would escalate fast.
 
   Marco shoved her from behind again, sending her stumbling. “I’m walking just fine,” she snapped over her shoulder.
 
   He gave a tight smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “Shut it, bitch, or you’ll get a lot worse than a little shove to complain about.”
 
   Lily faced forward, trying to ignore the bully behind her. She hoped Jess had run back to their rooms. She assumed she had—after all, where else would she have gone? If Rodriguez had any inkling she might have tried to run away, she was sure he would have sent one of the other men after her.
 
   They reached the bedroom door. Marco leaned past her and swung it open. Another shove against her back sent her flying forward in the expensive dress. She heard a tear from somewhere along the seam as she fell. The moment she hit the floor, the door banged shut behind her and the lock clicked into place.
 
   Lily remained on her knees for a minute, forcing herself to take deep breaths to keep it together. What she really wanted was to leap to her feet and tear the room to pieces, to punch walls, and scream, and kick at the door, but there was a fragile girl in the room beside her, and Lily knew if she lost it, Jess wouldn’t have anything to grip hold of. Lily needed to be the anchor for both of them. If she went down, they’d both be lost.
 
   Blinking back tears of anger, fear, and frustration, Lily tugged her torn dress up her thighs and shakily got back to her feet. The anger hadn’t left her—far from it—but she felt she had control over it now. Raging over inanimate objects wouldn’t do any good. She was already weak from lack of food and everything she’d been through, the drop in adrenaline now sapping the righteous energy that had been coursing through her body only moments before.
 
   She looked toward the bathroom. The door which separated Jess’s room from the other side of the facilities was closed, and she hadn’t heard any sound emitting from behind the shut door. She must be in there. There was nowhere else she could be, but for just a fraction of a second panic rose inside Lily that something else had happened to Jess.
 
   Spurred by her alarm, she hurried through the bathroom and pushed the adjoining door open without bothering to knock.
 
   She exhaled a sigh of relief. Jess was curled up on her side, facing the wall. Her body shook with silent tears, and she didn’t do anything to acknowledge Lily had entered.
 
   Lily crossed the room and sat on the edge of the bed, the mattress dipping under her weight. She lifted her hand, wanting to place it on the other woman’s shoulder as comfort, but wasn’t quite able to bring herself to do so, so her fingers hovered, mid-air, instead.
 
   “Are you all right?” she asked in the end.
 
   The crying stopped and Jess’ body went rigid.
 
   Lily held her breath, waiting for a new outpouring of sorrow, but instead, Jess sat up and faced her. 
 
   “No, I’m not all right! What a stupid fucking question. Would you be all right if you’d just been exposed and spanked in front of a group of strange men?”
 
   Lily reared back and shook her head. “No, of course not.”
 
   “Well, then, what makes you think I’m going to be?”
 
   “Nothing. It was a stupid thing to say. I just wanted to …”
 
   Make sure you were okay.
 
   She couldn’t think of anything else to say. Jess was right. Of course she wasn’t okay. They’d been taken and were going to be used as slaves to entertain power-hungry, abusive men. Neither of them should be okay.
 
   And yet Lily felt stronger—far stronger than she’d been after Monster had taken her. Fear no longer held her its captive. She knew what she was capable of now, and that was far more than she’d ever given herself credit for.
 
   A knock came at the door.
 
   Lily frowned. Who would bother to knock?
 
   She exchanged a glance with Jess, and then got to her feet and crossed the room. “Yes?” she called out.
 
   The lock clicked open, and one of the women who’d been working in the kitchen opened the door. She carried a tray which held two identical bowls, plastic cups of water and spoons. The woman didn’t make eye contact with them, but did a little dip, as though she were of servitude to them.
 
   “Master told me to bring your meals to you,” she said in a quiet voice, thick with an accent. “I must bring back the tray.”
 
   “Yes, of course,” Lily said, trying to give the other woman a smile while she lifted the bowls and cups of water off the tray and placed them on the dresser. “Thank you.”
 
   But the woman had already backed out of the room and locked the door behind her.
 
   Lily checked out the food and wrinkled her nose. “Not exactly filet steak,” she said out loud, but not to anyone in particular. The meal appeared to be a watery porridge. She lifted one of the plastic spoons and took a mouthful, trying not to grimace. Yes, watery porridge was exactly what the food was. No sugar or cream to add flavor. The meal was as plain as you could get.
 
   Even so, her stomach growled with hunger. Holding back on her own desire to shovel food into her mouth, she lifted the other bowl and spoon, and carried them over to Jess, who still sat on the bed.
 
   “Here,” she said, setting them down on the bedside table. “Eat. It’ll make you feel stronger.”
 
   Jess pressed her lips together and shook her head. “I’m not hungry.”
 
   “Don’t be stupid. You need to eat.” She lowered her voice. “If an opportunity arises where we can get out of here, how are you going to feel if you’re too weak to run?”
 
   “We’re not getting out of here,” she said, resolutely. “I wish you’d stop saying that.”
 
   “I have someone on the outside. He’ll be looking for me, I’m sure of it.”
 
   But was she sure? What if Monster decided this was too big a problem to get involved with? Though she didn’t want to doubt him, she couldn’t help but worry. She hoped Monster would come for her, but she wasn’t going to rely on him. She would need to save herself, and Jess, too, if things came down to it.
 
   “He might be dead,” Jess said suddenly.
 
   Lily’s head snapped around. “What?”
 
   “He was shot. I saw he was hurt. He might be dead.”
 
   A flood of hot, followed by cold, rushed over her. “No, he’s not dead. I’d know somehow. I’d feel it inside me.” But those were stupid, romantic notions. How would she know he was dead? Wasn’t the truth simply that she was lying to herself?
 
   “Just eat the food,” she said, walking back to where she’d left her own meal. She picked up the bowl and glass, and carried them back to her room. She couldn’t stand to be in the same space as Jess right now for suggesting such a thing. Though she wanted to help the other woman—felt responsible for her, for some reason—she couldn’t allow Jess to bring her down, too. Already she could feel the depression clawing at her limbs, and weighing on her heart, as though it were a living being that literally wanted to drag her down to the floor.
 
   She pulled the door partially shut behind her and took the bowl to sit on the side of the bed. The food was tasteless, but warm and filling. She ate quickly, and in less than a minute she was scraping the bowl clean.
 
   Exhaustion swept over her, weighing down her eyelids. She hadn’t slept at all the previous night, and she needed to rest. 
 
   Placing the bowl beside the bed, she curled up on her side, her hand beneath her head.
 
   Within seconds, she was asleep.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Monster (Present Day)
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Someone was shaking his shoulder.
 
   After the shaking, the pain made itself known, throbbing through Monster’s collarbone and down his arm. He forced himself awake and tried to focus, though the memories that had been resurfacing of his childhood clung to his thoughts. Why had his father been so insistent Monster should have been taking care of their ‘property’ and treating it with respect? He’d never been a man to give a shit about respecting women before, or even people in general. Had his father’s reaction been more to do with Sophia’s mother than anything else? Sophia had said she’d believed her mother to be in love with his father, so was it possible his father had thought of Sophia as a daughter—a beautiful child to replace the hideous one he had locked away in a bedroom? Was that why he’d sent Sophia and her mother to belong to the Gonzalez family instead of just casting them out, or having them killed? After all, he knew his father was perfectly capable of killing women he didn’t want to keep around. Wasn’t that exactly what he’d done to Monster’s mother?
 
   Sophia’s voice, hissing at him, dragged his attention from the past. “I can hear movement from upstairs.”
 
   Monster grunted and sat up. “What?”
 
   “I think our friend upstairs is awake. What are we going to do?”
 
   He shook off the last residual cobwebs of sleep and rubbed his hand across his face. “How long have I been out?”
 
   “About eight hours. Your shoulder is looking better.”
 
   He nodded. He felt better, though guilt filled him at the idea he’d been sleeping all this time when Lily had been in danger. If something awful had happened to her in that time, he’d never forgive himself. “Are you sure you know where Rodriguez will be keeping Lily?” he asked Sophia.
 
   She nodded. “It’s always the same place for his new pets, as he likes to call them. It’s a place out in the desert where he knows they can’t escape.”
 
   A creak of floorboards came from upstairs, and they both glanced toward the ceiling.
 
   Monster got to his feet, testing out his limbs. He needed to know he was stable enough to be able to fight if needed.
 
   “Here,” Sophia said, pushing a glass of water toward him. The color was cloudy, and he frowned in suspicion. “It’s just a combination of salts and vitamins, to help rehydrate you, and some pain medication for your shoulder. It will help, I promise.”
 
   He didn’t have much choice but to trust her. After all, she could have killed him, or simply let him die, any time over the past day, but she hadn’t. And part of him still felt like he knew this woman. Even though years had passed since they’d last spoken, she didn’t feel like a stranger to him.
 
   Monster drank the concoction down in a couple of large gulps, and set down the glass on the counter.
 
   More movement came from upstairs.
 
   Sophia snatched up a set of keys, which he assumed Rodriguez’s man must have left, and then tugged a light-weight, zip-up jacket from the back of one of the kitchen chairs. “Here, put this on. We need to go!”
 
   The floorboard creaked again, and Monster took the jacket from her and carefully pushed his injured arm into one sleeve, tugging it up to cover the bandage over his shoulder. He hooked it over his back and slid his other arm in, before pulling the two sides together and zipping the jacket up.
 
   He knew Sophia wanted to go, but he wasn’t about to run from some guy who probably had a raging hangover. The idea of leaving someone behind who would immediately either take after them, or else contact Rodriguez and tell him they were coming, just didn’t sit right with him. He wasn’t a coward, and he wasn’t afraid of death—either his own, or someone else’s at his hands.
 
   Footsteps fell heavy on the treads of the staircase, and Monster knew he had to make a decision. He didn’t have long. His gaze flicked to the countertop, where a block of knives sat.
 
   “We can’t leave him here,” he said. “He’ll inform Rodriguez.”
 
   “No, he won’t. He’s just one of Rodriguez’s monkeys. He’s barely got the brains to think for himself.”
 
   “Monkeys can be trained. I don’t like leaving loose ends.”
 
   She caught his hand to tug him toward the front door, but he pulled free and made for the counter instead.
 
   Her eyes flicked toward the staircase, wide and desperate. She opened her mouth as though to call a warning, but then shut it again. A thread of confusion ran through him. Why did she want to protect this man? 
 
   “Let’s head out the back,” she hissed. “He won’t see us then.”
 
   Monster nodded, but didn’t move. He couldn’t just walk out and leave this guy to hunt them down. Loose ends weren’t working so well for him at the moment.
 
   He jerked his chin toward the door. “Go! I’m right behind you.”
 
   “No, what are you doing?”
 
   “Just go!”
 
   The footsteps had reached the bottom of the stairs. They were slow and sluggish, most likely the result of the half a bottle of liquor he’d consumed before crashing. Monster wasn’t fully fit himself, but he would use the other man’s hangover to his advantage.
 
   Moving as quickly as he could, he snatched a knife from the block—a slender, sharp blade used for filleting fish, and stepped back behind the door. The footsteps had reached the bottom of the stairs now. Monster held his breath, wondering if the man would make his way to the front door, which could spell disaster if he had to take after him on a public street with a knife in his hand, but then the footsteps turned toward the kitchen.
 
   “What are you doing?” Sophia whispered, her blue eyes wide.
 
   He didn’t speak, but jerked his chin toward the back door again.
 
   She looked between the door to the hallway and the rear exit, appearing torn between the two, but then she made a small sound—somewhere between a sigh and a sob—and turned toward the back door. She bent and picked up her purse which had been left on the floor nearby. 
 
   As she unlocked and opened the door, the man’s voice sounded, so close. “Sophia? That you?”
 
   The interior door opened and the man stepped through. His attention was drawn by the open back door, from which Sophia had just fled, and he didn’t notice Monster in the shadows.
 
   Monster stepped up behind him and caught him from behind by the jaw. Moving quickly, so the other man barely got the chance to cry out, he yanked the man’s head back, exposing his throat, and slid the sharp edge of the knife across his skin.
 
   The man gave a gurgled cry and his hands lifted to clutch at his throat. A sheet of blood cascaded down the front of his body, and Monster stepped back to avoid the deluge. The man’s hands fluttered at the wound in his throat, and he managed to turn to see Monster standing behind him, before his legs gave way and he crumpled to the floor. Blood left his body in pulsing spurts, spreading across the linoleum, and creating a pool beneath him. Monster stood and waited for the light to go out of his eyes and for the spurts to slow down to a dribble, signifying the heart stopping.
 
   Monster wished he felt something, some kind of remorse or even disgust for the man dead in front of him. But he felt nothing. Perhaps his father’s training had worked after all. He was the cold, heartless creature his father had always wanted him to be. All he could think about was the fact this man had played a part in Rodriguez taking Lily from him, and for that alone, Monster was glad he was dead.
 
   He had blood on his hands in a quite literal way.
 
   Though he didn’t want to wait around, he stepped toward the sink. He turned on the faucet, and rinsed any trace of blood from his hands and beneath his fingernails, and then wiped any fingerprints from the knife handle. His DNA was probably all over this place from the treatment of his gunshot wound, but he couldn’t do anything about that now.  He also preferred not to leave bodies lying around, but considering what they’d left back at the private airfield, he guessed that ship had already sailed.
 
   Giving the body a wide berth, purely so he didn’t get any blood on his shoes, rather than it being anything squeamish, he strode to the door Sophia had exited from. He stepped out into a small, paved yard, and then rounded the house to the front. Sophia sat behind the wheel of the vehicle he’d been brought to the house in. She was peering toward the house anxiously, the engine already running. Dawn was just starting to bloom in the sky, threading the blue with strands of orange, pink, and yellow. The early hour meant there was no one around to see them leaving, and no one called the alarm.
 
   She leaned back in her seat as he opened the passenger door and slid into the car.
 
   “What the hell were you doing?” she demanded, then she raised both hands, her lips pressed together as she shook her head. “Actually, no. Don’t even tell me. I don’t want to know.”
 
   “I was only doing what had to be done.”
 
   “I hope you haven’t just landed us in a big pile of shit.”
 
   “It’s better this way. He’d only have come after us, and alerted Rodriguez to the fact we were coming for Lily.”
 
   Sophia pulled the car out into the street, her foot on the accelerator as she spoke. “You don’t know that. He had no way of knowing you’d go to Rodriguez. He might just have thought you’d escaped.”
 
   “Then he’d have still alerted Rodriguez. It’s better this way, trust me.”
 
   Though she was staring at the road, he didn’t miss the way she pressed her lips together and gave her head a slight shake of disapproval. 
 
   “I don’t understand why you’d want to protect someone like that,” he said. “He helped to kill three of my men, and he played a part in kidnapping two women. You should be happy to see him dead.”
 
   “I’m a healer—that’s my job. I don’t like death or violence in any form, no matter who it’s against. I want to help you, but I can’t encourage you to hurt someone else, even if the someone else was an asshole. “
 
   He shook his head. “Sometimes violence has to happen, even if we don’t want it to. We can have it forced on us, and it shapes the people we become.”
 
   She took her eyes off the road for a moment and glanced over at him. “Did your father hit you?”
 
   He grimaced. “Do you even need to ask?”
 
   She shook her head. “I’m sorry. You’re right.”
 
   “The hitting wasn’t the worst of it. I could have lived with that. It was the other things he did, the ways he controlled me. Those are the things that are harder to come to terms with.”
 
   She nodded. “Even though I was only in your home for a short while, I knew exactly what kind of man he was. I guess I was just hoping you’d turned out differently.”
 
   Her words cut him. “You don’t think I’m any different from my father?”
 
   “I didn’t mean it like that. I guess I’d just been hoping all these years that you’d escaped this life. That you’d ended up happily married in a regular job, but I suppose those were the silly dreams of a young girl. People don’t escape this life until they’re dead.”
 
   “I’d hoped for the same thing for you,” he said softly.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “That you’d gone on to live a normal life.”
 
   Her mouth twisted. “Normal doesn’t exist for people like us.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   
 
   Monster (Present Day)
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   They drove out of the small town, leaving it far behind and getting on the Interstate.
 
   They needed to come up with a plan. They couldn’t just show up at Rodriguez’s place and expect him to hand Lily back. He’d never do that. Monster knew he’d have to fight, and most likely kill, if he was ever going to get his Flower back again.
 
   He wondered what had happened to Chapman and the women they’d rescued from the shipping container. Had he dropped the girls off and tried to join them at the airfield, only to be stopped by the police? Or had he decided he couldn’t leave the women and so never made it as far as the airstrip? There was a chance Chapman had some idea of what had happened, and was looking for him. He thought he knew Chapman’s cell phone number off by heart, but he worried the police had him in custody and were monitoring his cell phone. 
 
   His thoughts turned to the location of his own cell phone. He must have dropped it somewhere along the way. He hoped it hadn’t been when he’d been thrown by the force of the explosion back at the hangar. The cops would be crawling all over the place by now, and there was no way he’d get the phone back. He was always cautious, never storing numbers in his phone, and clearing his history, but he was sure someone skilled in the police force would be able to get a wealth of data from the SIM card.
 
   He also wished he hadn’t wiped off the gun Lily had used to kill the trafficker she called Cigarette Hands. The police would have found the body of her friend, Cameron, and the gun beside it. They’d soon figure out the same gun had killed the trafficker—though that evidence had probably been destroyed in the plane explosion. Even so, they’d have run prints on the weapon, and found Lily’s. It wouldn’t take long to see she was the same woman who’d been missing for over a month, and who had also reported she’d been taken by a sex trafficking ring. The cops would assume she’d been recaptured and hopefully would have launched a search for her. But all of this was wishful thinking. He’d rather Lily be arrested for a murder investigation and serve time than for her to be in Rodriguez’s clutches. At least with the cops she could plead self-defense. With Rodriguez, it was life, with no chance of early release.
 
   Monster looked over to Sophia as she drove, concentrating on the road ahead. He still couldn’t believe the young girl from his childhood had reentered his life. He’d never thought he’d see her again, had wondered if his father had been responsible for her death. Knowing he hadn’t had lifted a weight from his heart. Even though she’d never completely escaped the criminal life, at least she’d been treated well. 
 
   He glanced down at the purse on the floor of the car at his feet. The same purse Sophia had grabbed before she’d fled the house.
 
   “I don’t suppose you’ve got a cell phone in that thing?” he asked.
 
   She looked over at him, her eyebrows raised. “Sure. Who the hell doesn’t own a cell phone these days?”
 
   She leaned over as she drove, so she was practically in his lap, her cheek dangerously close to his crotch. The proximity of a woman’s face so close to that area caused an instinctive reaction in him, so he had to turn away and stare out of the window until she was done. Sophia fumbled around inside the bag until she produced a cell phone. 
 
   She handed it to him. “Knock yourself out.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   Quickly, he dialed Chapman, thankful he’d always had a good head for numbers. It started ringing, and for that, at least, he was grateful. There was a chance the other man might have destroyed his phone after hearing things had gone so badly wrong at the airfield.
 
   A male voice answered. “Yes?”
 
   “Chapman, is that you?”
 
   “Holy shit, Merrick,” he said, his voice alive with surprise. “I thought you must be dead!”
 
   Thank God, it was definitely Chapman on the line, and not a cop trying to fake him out. 
 
   “It takes more than a shot to the shoulder to kill me.”
 
   “Where the hell are you?”
 
   He glanced around, but didn’t see any signs. He’d been too far out of it on the drive here to take in much of the scenery. He mouthed to Sophia, Where are we?
 
   “We’re about to head east on the highway,” she replied.
 
   “Did you hear that? We’re taking the highway east to look for Lily in the desert. That bastard Rodriguez took Lily and killed Sean, Mason, and Evans.”
 
   “No, sir, not Sean. From what I’ve found out, he was alive but unconscious when the police arrived on the scene. Because they haven’t been able to get a word out of him, they still don’t know how he fits into what happened at the airfield. As far as I’m aware, he’s in the hospital, under police custody.”
 
   “Shit.”
 
   The news of Sean still being alive was both good and bad. While he was happy the other man had survived, he also didn’t want him in the hands of the police. If the right cop came down on him hard, he might just tell him everything he knew, and that would include a whole heap of information about Monster. Even though Monster had trusted these men—and still did—he wouldn’t blame Sean for spilling the beans in return for a shortened sentence. After all, they were essentially just muscle for hire, and he didn’t pay them enough to buy their complete silence.
 
   “Do you think Sean is still unconscious?”
 
   “No idea. I haven’t been able to get near him.”
 
   “Is he at the same hospital you took the women to?” It occurred to him that he should probably ask after their wellbeing as well, but right now he needed to focus on the things that directly affected him.
 
   “No. That hospital was too small. He’s been taken to the Kaiser Permanente Medical Center.” 
 
   “Hang on,” Monster said. He turned to Sophia, who was still concentrating on driving, while flicking curious glances over to him every so often. He recounted the conversation briefly and then asked her, “How far away are we?”
 
   “An hour. Maybe ninety minutes.”
 
   Monster nodded. “We need to get Sean out of there,” he said to Chapman. “Think you can meet us a couple of blocks from the hospital?”
 
   “Us? Who have you got with you?”
 
   “An old friend who is helping. Can you meet us or not?”
 
   “Yeah, of course. I don’t want the cops to have Sean any more than you do. I know him being there is a security risk.”
 
   “Let’s just hope he’s well enough to walk out of the place.”
 
   Monster wasn’t going to say it out loud, but if Sean was still unconscious, or too badly injured to be of any help to them, he might be forced to finish the job Rodriguez started. While he didn’t want to kill one of his men, he also couldn’t risk the fallout if Sean told the police everything he knew.
 
   “Meet me one block east of the hospital in a little over an hour.”
 
   “Got it.”
 
   Monster pressed the end button and dropped the phone back in Sophia’s bag.
 
   “I assume we’re taking a detour?” she asked.
 
   “Yeah. A couple of my men are still alive—or at least I hope one of them is still alive. He’s in the hospital after Rodriguez shot him when he took Lily. Either way, I’d prefer to approach Rodriguez with someone else at my side, no offense. I have a feeling getting Lily back is going to take a bit of firepower.” He didn’t want to leave Lily any longer than he had to, but having extra men at his side would give him an advantage.
 
   She shifted in the seat. “I don’t want there to be a big shootout. I was hoping we could all just sit down and talk about things reasonably.”
 
   He frowned at her. “Reasonably? You have met Rodriguez?”
 
   “Of course. We grew up side by side. I know the family as well as anyone.”
 
   “So why are you helping me now?”
 
   “Because we have a past, and you were kind to me many years ago. I haven’t forgotten that Monst—Merrick,” she corrected herself. “What you did stayed with me for a very long time. I was a girl who never knew what self-sacrifice was until that day. You gave me hope that decent people existed in this world, and at the time, that was something I needed to believe very badly.”
 
   It didn’t feel like she was talking about him, even though he knew she was. The boy who had helped her wasn’t the same as the man who was with her now. Did he still have that ability for self-sacrifice? The man his father had raised him to be was a purely selfish and self-focused being. Until Lily had entered his life, he hadn’t given the wellbeing of another person any more than a lingering thought.
 
    
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
    
 
   A few hours had passed since he’d taken the last dose of pain medication, and the throbbing in his shoulder began to intensify. Even though she was driving, Sophia must have noticed his discomfort by the way he shifted in his seat, his opposite hand reaching to place pressure against the wound.
 
   She frowned at him. “We need to stop and get you something to drink so you can take your meds.”
 
   He shook his head. “I’m fine.”
 
   “No, you’re not. You won’t be any good to anyone if you can’t think straight because you’re in pain.”
 
   “Please, Sophia, I just want to get there.”
 
   “Tough,” she said, craning her neck to spot a gas station along the highway. “Your doctor knows best.”
 
   He cocked an eyebrow, wondering what her medical qualifications actually were, but considering she’d removed a bullet from his shoulder, he decided not to question her.
 
   They approached a gas station and Sophia signaled. She pulled off the highway and parked in front of the store. 
 
   “Wait here,” she said. “I’ll get some water so you can dissolve the pain meds.”
 
   Not giving him a chance to respond, she jumped from the car and headed inside.
 
   Monster didn’t want to stay inside the car. He needed to stretch his legs after having spent the past couple of hours cramped in one position.
 
   Sophia exited the store carrying a small paper bag. She reached in and pulled out a couple of bottles of water, and some snacks. “Grab my purse for me,” she said. “The meds are in there.”
 
   He did as she asked, and she unscrewed the top of one of the bottles and emptied a small sachet of powder into it. She gave the bottle a shake and handed it to him. 
 
   “Thank you,” he told her.
 
   “Welcome.”
 
   She moved to stand beside him, both of them leaning against the side of the car. The metal was growing hot under the sun, and Monster wished he could remove the zipped up jacket he wore. As though she’d had the same thought, Sophia tugged off her sweater so she stood beside him in only a strappy white top and her jeans. The material molded to her breasts, her cleavage a full swell he couldn’t help staring down into.
 
   To take his mind off Sophia’s wicked curves and long, blonde hair, he filled the moment with questions.
 
   “What about you, Sophia?” he asked. “What’s been happening in your life all these years? Do you have a family?”
 
   She took a sip of her water and shook her head. “I was married for a couple of years, but it didn’t work out, so we separated.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Don’t be. I’m better off out of it. He liked other women too much, though I think that might have been partly my fault.”
 
   He stared at her in confusion. “How could that ever have been your fault?” How could a man who had a woman as beautiful and warm as Sophia ever look at anyone else? “If he didn’t see how amazing you are, that’s his problem, not yours.”
 
   She glanced away. “I don’t know about that. Perhaps if I’d fully given my heart to him, then I would have blamed him more for all the cheating.” She raised her blue gaze back to his. “But the truth is I think I was always hung up on a boy from my childhood. A boy who offered me kindness when no one else did.”
 
   They locked eyes, the air between them sparking with tension. Monster’s heart rate rocketed. 
 
   “The birthmark never bothered me, Monster. I could see how handsome you were beneath it, how troubled, and tortured. You found a place in my heart, and you never left.”
 
   “Sophia,” he breathed. She’d found a place in his heart, too, all those years ago.
 
   No, he had Lily. He didn’t need or want another woman in his life. 
 
   But Sophia moved closer, all honey and sunshine, and parted pink lips, the swell of her breasts rising and falling. He felt his cock jerk in response to her proximity. Even though both his head and heart wanted Lily, his body still betrayed him. Thoughts of Sophia pummeled his head—he imagined her naked breasts, her nipples pink, erect nubs. Was her pussy covered with blonde curls or was she bare? 
 
   She reached out and placed her hand over his crotch, squeezing him tight, making his breath catch.
 
   “I still want you, Monster,” she breathed. “I used to think about you at night, when we were younger. I was just exploring then, but I touched myself and thought about you. Did you do the same?”
 
   Her breasts pressed against his chest, her breath warm, and the pressure on his erection increased as she began to stroke him over his pants, causing him to grow harder. She dragged a groan from his throat.
 
   No, he couldn’t do this. He loved Lily. Even though he hated the thought she might be having sex with Rodriguez right at this very moment, he couldn’t use that as an excuse to give in to carnal pleasure. Lily would never forgive him, and he wouldn’t forgive himself either. Lily was one of a kind, and it wasn’t just that she was beautiful and smart. Her natural instinct was always to help others, to put their needs above her own, and yet she could be fierce when she wanted. She was caring, and passionate, and felt her emotions to her very core, and he admired her so much for that.
 
   He stepped back, dislodging Sophia’s hand, putting space between them. His cock throbbed, his balls heavy, and he wanted nothing more than to undo his zipper and masturbate here and now, but he had to hold back on the compulsion. He needed to get sex out of his head and concentrate.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said to Sophia. “I just can’t.”
 
   Her lips twisted. “The other woman?”
 
   He nodded. “I’m in love with her. I can’t hurt her like this. She’s been through too much already. It would destroy her.”
 
   “It’s okay, I understand. I just had to try, you know. I’d never have forgiven myself if I hadn’t taken this moment to see if there was any possibility of there being something between us.”
 
   “If it wasn’t for Lily, then yes, Sophia, I would have kissed you so hard you wouldn’t have been able to breathe, and then I’d have screwed every inch of you. When I was younger, I wanted you more than anything. But things are different now.” He shouldn’t even be saying these words, feeling his erection starting to stiffen again. Lily was his and he was hers. She would never forgive him if she learned he’d betrayed her with another woman, just as he’d go crazy if he discovered she’d slept with Rodriguez and had enjoyed it.
 
   Jealousy was the one emotion that could burn hot enough to eradicate even the heat of love. 
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   A noise woke her.
 
   Her eyes shot open and she froze in the bed, waiting for the sound to come again. Lily had no idea how much time had passed since she’d been sleeping, and she cursed herself for allowing herself to fall into such a deep slumber.
 
   Knocking sounded at the door and her head snapped in that direction.
 
   Her first thought was it must be the woman wanting to take the empty bowls back to the kitchen.
 
   The lock gave its familiar click and the door opened.
 
   Lily sucked in a breath and pulled her legs up onto the bed. Instead of the woman, Rodriguez stood in the open doorway, his hands behind his back. He stared at her with his black eyes, his chin lifted, his mouth a straight line. This was it. Her turn to be punished. She wondered what he would do with her. Whatever it was, she was sure it would be worse than what had been dealt out to Jess. Rape was her worst fear … no, actually death was her worst fear. She could recuperate if she was raped, or at least try to heal. There was no coming back once you were dead.
 
   She narrowed her eyes at him. “What do you want?”
 
   He entered the room and closed the door behind him. “I have something for you.”
 
   “Whatever it is, I don’t want it.”
 
   She noticed he still had one hand behind his back.
 
   Lily moved higher on the bed, so her back pressed against the headboard.
 
   He pulled his hand from behind his back, holding a small plastic bowl. “Are you sure? I thought you could use a treat.”
 
   Was it possible to smell chocolate even from this distance? If she’d been asked that a couple of days ago, she’d have said no, but even from across the room, the sweet milky aroma tickled the insides of her nostrils, making her mouth water. He took another step toward her, but she wasn’t focused on him now. She hadn’t tasted anything sweet for several days, and, despite the thin porridge, her body was still starved for calories.
 
   His head tilted slightly to one side, like a predator assessing its prey. “You want it, I know you do.”
 
   She glanced to her left, toward the door which separated her room from the bathroom and Jess’ bedroom. She hoped Jess was sleeping. She didn’t want the other woman to know Rodriguez was in here. God only knew what her reaction would be.
 
   “Why do you want to give that to me?” she asked.
 
   “Because I thought after everything you’d been through you could use a treat. I want you to learn to trust me, Lily. I want you to one day understand I can provide you with everything you need to live a happy life, here with me. A little chocolate is just a token of my affection.”
 
   “You’re insane. I’m not going to fall madly in love with you because you’ve brought me some candy.”
 
   “I don’t expect you to. This is just the start.”
 
   “If you want me to care for you, why would you treat Jess that way back in the dining room? All that’s done is make me hate you more than I did before, and I didn’t even know such a thing was possible.”
 
   He touched his hand to his heart. “Don’t say such things, pet. I don’t want you to hate me. But please understand that I don’t take kindly to bad behavior either. My guests are very important to me, and when one of them is treated badly, I must be seen to take things in hand. He should never have touched you, and I apologize for that, but I expect my girls to be restrained and disciplined, and what you did and said was neither of those things.”
 
   “If you think I’m the kind of woman who stands by while some asshole tries to grope me, then you’ve got the wrong kind of woman as your slave.” She spat the final word.
 
   “I want you to be more than that. I want you to worship me, and one day, I believe you will. Now please, take the chocolate as my way of saying sorry, and in future, simply report anything that upsets you directly to me, and I’ll make sure the person is dealt with severely.”
 
   “What about Jess?” she said. “Who does she get to report to?”
 
   He at least had the courtesy to glance away. “The other girl wasn’t meant to be here. I only ever planned to take you—”
 
   “Lucky me!”
 
   He lifted his hand to silence her. “I could have killed your friend. Don’t think for a moment that I’m not capable of it, but instead I was merciful and brought her here. She will be clothed and fed, and in return she will serve my men, in whatever way is needed. Don’t say I’m not caring, Lily. You have a friend here now. Don’t make me regret it.”
 
   Lily opened her mouth, and then shut it again. She didn’t want to do or say anything that would get Jess in more trouble.
 
   Rodriguez crossed the room and put the bowl on the bedside table. She glanced at the chocolate, but didn’t reach out to take it.
 
   “A gift normally receives a thank you,” he said.
 
   “Thank you,” she muttered, tearing the words from her lips.
 
   He leaned down, and she froze. Aftershave washed over her, musky and clean and fresh. He pressed his cheek against hers and then kissed the spot just below her ear.
 
   She did her best not to jerk away from him, but inwardly she recoiled. He lingered, so she felt the heat of his breath on her skin, the slight scrape of his stubble brushing her jaw. Her heart thumped against her ribcage, her whole insides vibrating with tension. She didn’t want to show that he affected her, wanted to be cool and composed, but internally she was a mess.
 
   He straightened up and she held back a sob of relief that he’d increased the space between them.
 
   “I mean what I say, Lily. I want things to be … different between us.”
 
    “Why me?” she asked, trying to hide how much she was affected with a question of her own. “What makes me so special?”
 
   “Honestly, at first I only wanted you to hurt Merrick. I wondered what was so special about one woman that he would go to such effort and risk so much, but the moment I saw you I understood.” He reached out a finger to stroke her face. This time Lily jerked away. “There’s something beguiling about you. You’re not obvious and trashy like some women who want to be around men with money, but you’re not meek and broken like others who’ve gone through what you have. Even though I don’t want to encourage bad behavior, I’ve enjoyed seeing that spark in you, the fire that made you stand up for your friend even when you were in a dangerous situation yourself.”
 
   “But the irony is you want to break me. You want to put that fire out.”
 
   He shook his head. “No, not break, just bend to my will. I want you, Lily, I think I’ve made that clear, but I want you to want me, too.”
 
   “That’s never going to happen.”
 
   A knowing smile curved his perfect lips. “I’m not so sure. I think there’s something inside you which you haven’t acknowledged properly even to yourself. Did it turn you on, to watch your friend get spanked over the table like that? Did part of you wish it had been you?”
 
   “No!”
 
   “Really? Because I looked between you and her while it was happening, and I saw the heat rise to your face, the way your breath grew shallow, the way you bit your lip.”
 
   The heat he’d been speaking of blasted her cheeks again, spreading to her neck and ears, and down to her chest. “I was angry!”
 
   “Oh, I know you were angry—furious, even—but that doesn’t mean you weren’t wet as well.”
 
   She gritted her teeth. “I don’t want you to even think about me that way.”
 
   He smiled again. “Too late, sweetheart.”
 
   Lily bit down on her fresh fury, remembering what he said about Jess being punished for everything she did wrong. She knew Jess was in a bad place right now—as was she—but she didn’t think it would take much to push the other girl over the edge.
 
   “Don’t worry, pet,” he continued. “I’m not going to treat you with a gentle hand, because I don’t think that’s what your body truly craves. I think you like it rough. I saw how your eyes lit up, that fire behind them. Is that why Merrick became so obsessed with you, because you didn’t flinch from him in the bedroom? I imagine a man like Merrick would be quite … demanding.”
 
   “That’s none of your business,” she snapped, trying not to think about all the times she’d been fucked by Monster, how she’d loved it best when he’d tied her up and been forceful with her.
 
   “It is my business, because you’re my business now. I intend on learning every inch of you, Lily. Both inside and out.”
 
   She shivered. “Leave me alone.”
 
   He touched the bowl of chocolate beside her. “Please, enjoy the treat I’ve brought you. You don’t know when there will be another one.”
 
   Why did everything he say sound like a promise and a threat all rolled into one?
 
   Rodriguez turned and left the room, locking the door behind him.
 
   Lily looked to the chocolate, the milky sweet taste drawing her in. She wished she’d had the strength to throw it at him as he’d left, but the truth was she wanted to eat that chocolate more than anything she’d wanted to eat in her life.
 
   Her hand hovered above the bowl as she glanced toward the closed door. This was probably some kind of test about her strength, and by eating it she was failing. It was a battle between her desires and her will, and she didn’t want to fail.
 
   Eating it will give you energy, she told herself, knowing she was trying to talk herself into giving in. You need energy for what’s to come. 
 
   Just a little taste, another voice whispered seductively. What harm could it do? 
 
   Lily knew someone else who would also need their energy.
 
   She glanced toward the closed door between the bathroom and the bedrooms. No noises had come from within since she’d left Jess with the porridge. She didn’t even know if the other woman had eaten or not, or if she’d thrown it against the wall in disgust. Lily had to assume she was sleeping now. She didn’t blame Jess for her earlier outburst—it was the least that should be expected in this situation. Her own lack of a meltdown was stranger, but they couldn’t both afford to lose it. They might have only met a matter of a day ago, but they’d been thrust together in the most extreme of circumstances. Their shared experiences bound them, and right now they only had each other.
 
   What time was it? Morning yet? She felt as though the porridge she’d eaten was a distant memory, her body already empty.
 
   Perhaps if she shared the chocolate, she wouldn’t feel so bad if she ate some herself? Lily reached over and picked up the bowl. She stared down at the small, brown squares. She knew if she so much as nibbled the corner of one of those squares, she’d lose all self control and wolf down the lot before she’d even thought any more. No, she’d take it in to Jess and give her a share before she touched it herself.
 
   Getting to her feet, the bowl clutched in her hand, she tried to ignore the way her mouth watered and her nostrils flared at the sweet scent. She shouldn’t want anything from Rodriguez the way she wanted these few squares of chocolate, but she did.
 
   Lily opened the door which led onto the bathroom. The connecting door to Jess’ room was still firmly shut, so she crossed the space to stand before it.
 
   She knocked. “Jess?”
 
   No answer.
 
   Was she still sleeping? Lily couldn’t blame her if she was. After spending countless nights on the floor of the shipping container, the luxury of a real bed was immeasurable. 
 
   Knocking harder, she called out. “Jess?”
 
   Butterflies, that were more like large, furry moths, beat their wings against the inside of her stomach. A sudden certainty something was very wrong fell upon her, sending adrenaline shooting through her veins.
 
   Not wasting any more time, she pushed open the door.
 
   Lily gasped, the bowl of chocolate falling from her fingers to tumble, forgotten, to the floor.
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   “Oh my God!”
 
   Jess lay slumped on the floor beside the closet, a white sheet wrapped around her throat. She was unmoving, her eyes closed. From where she was standing, Lily couldn’t tell if she was still breathing.
 
   She rushed over and dropped to her knees beside the other woman. Frantic, she pulled at the sheet, loosening it from Jess’ throat, before yanking it back over her head. Please don’t be dead, please don’t be dead. Her eyes filled with tears, and she blinked them away, needing to see clearly. She held her hand beneath Jess’ nose, trying to feel any breath, but she couldn’t tell if she could or not. Her skin was still warm, something she took hope in. 
 
   “Come on, Jess, please don’t be dead. I need you.” 
 
   Lily’s mind quickly pieced together what might have happened. The mattress was bare, where the sheet had been pulled off. The closet door was open, the clothes pulled out and thrown to the floor. The end of the white sheet was wrapped over the top of the hanging rail inside the closet.
 
   What had she done? The rail wasn’t high enough for Jess to hang herself on. Did she really have the will and determination to strangle herself? From the abrasions on her neck, and the way the end of the sheet was still wrapped around her hand, it certainly looked that way. Lily didn’t need to question the reasons why Jess had done such a thing. She knew the reasons, and she wished more than anything that she hadn’t stormed out earlier when Jess had refused to eat. Perhaps if she’d stayed a little longer, been more understanding and patient, Jess would never have done this. 
 
   She realized in that moment Jess gave her a reason to be strong. She gave Lily a focus other than her own pathetic existence. Perhaps Lily had always thought she’d helped others because it was in her nature, but perhaps this whole time it had never been about helping others, but instead about giving herself a reason to live. She wasn’t altruistic at all. She was as selfish as every other asshole out there.
 
   Lily took hold of Jess’ wrist, feeling for a pulse. She held her breath, concentrating. She felt something! She was sure she did—a faint beat, but a beat nonetheless. Or was she feeling her own pulse in her fingers …
 
   Uncertain if what she was doing was right, she leaned over Jess, pinched her nose shut, tilted back her head to lift her chin, and open her airways. She tried not to look at the bright red abrasions around her throat. She sealed Jess’ mouth with her own and exhaled a long breath, watching her chest rise and fall, as her lungs expanded. Nothing else happened, so Lily repeated the process, each second that passed making her panic and dread rise higher and higher inside her. She was certain this was all going to be pointless. Jess was going to die, and Lily was going to be left here alone with Rodriguez.
 
   Suddenly, Jess took a sharp breath by herself, the sound a wheezy rasp that was both painful and miraculous to hear.
 
   “Oh, thank God.”
 
   She helped Jess sit up, as Jess took big gulps of air between coughing.
 
   Jess caught her breath, looked around, and burst into tears. “What did you do?”
 
   “I saved you! You could have died!”
 
   “Don’t you think that was what I wanted? Why else would I have done this? I was finally getting my way out.”
 
   “No, you’re giving up too soon. Please, Jess. Just give it a little more time. Give me a little more time to figure out our way out of this.”
 
   She covered her face with her hands and continued to cry. “I don’t think I can.”
 
   “Yes, you can. It just takes some more bravery, and I know you’ve got that in you. After everything you’ve been through and come out of in one piece, you’ve got enough courage inside you, I know you do.”
 
   She shook her head. “I’m not in one piece. Maybe physically I am, just, but inside I’ve broken into a million little pieces.”
 
   Lily squeezed her fingers. “We can put them together again. Maybe they won’t be exactly the same, but they’ll still work, eventually. I promise.”
 
   She sniffed. “The problem is, Lily, you still believe we’re getting out of here. I don’t know why you believe so whole-heartedly that somehow we’re going to walk out of this place, but in my mind all my future is going to consist of is being raped repeatedly by these guys, until I eventually end up dead. I don’t want that for my future, and I don’t want my death to be at their hands. At least if I do it my way, then I’m making my choice. I’m not giving those bastards what they want.”
 
   “You don’t know Monst—Merrick,” she said. “He’s the reason I have hope. He’ll kill every man in his way to get to me, I know he will.”
 
   Her blue eyes filled with tears. “You, Lily. He’ll come for you. No one who cares about me even knows I’m here.”
 
   She locked her gaze with Jess’, wanting to drive home her sincerity. “I’m not going anywhere without you. I swear. If I leave this place, you’re coming with me.”
 
   Jess pressed her lips together, looking down as she nodded frantically. “Okay,” she whispered. “Okay.”
 
   Lily fought her body’s desire to freeze as she reached out and pulled Jess into a hug. The other girl allowed herself to be pulled and she clung to her, her fingers bunching the thin material of Lily’s dress.
 
   Lily held her tight. “I’m not going anywhere without you.”
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   Lily didn’t dare leave Jess alone again, though she knew chances were they would be separated at some point. Instead, she helped the girl up onto the bed, settled her down beneath the covers, like a mother caring for a sick child, and then curled up beside her.
 
   She didn’t think she would sleep after everything that had happened. She felt shaken from finding Jess like she had, and worried if she fell asleep Jess would try the same thing again. The sheet was still bunched up on the floor, so they slept on the bare mattress, Jess beneath the covers and Lily on top. Considering the conditions in which they’d both been forced to sleep in the past, this was luxury.
 
   Despite thinking she wouldn’t sleep, Lily found herself fighting oblivion. Sleeping felt too much like giving in, when giving in was absolutely the last thing she wanted to do. 
 
   She needed to get a better idea of the layout of the house, and the outside grounds. She’d seen the wall and the gate when they’d been driven in, but was that the only way in and out? Perhaps there was smaller gate around the back, a service entrance? The other thing she needed to discover was if there were any phones or computers she could get access to. She had a vague idea of the location of the property, and so if she could just get to a phone she’d be able to dial nine-one-one and tell them she and Jess had been kidnapped. It occurred to her that she had forgotten Jess’ surname. Something ‘Stone,’ she thought, but couldn’t be certain. So much had been going on when she’d told her at the airfield. Her stomach knotted at how important that tiny bit of knowledge was. If she didn’t know, and Jess had succeeded in killing herself, her family might never have gotten to know what had happened to her. 
 
   Another possible avenue of help might come from the other people who worked here. She’d seen several in the kitchen, and chances were Rodriguez had more people working in the grounds. Men like Rodriguez didn’t clean or garden themselves.
 
   Her mind whirred as she lay with her hand beneath her cheek, watching the steady rise and fall of Jess’s shoulders, trying to think over all the possibilities. The main thing all her ideas had in common was that she needed to get out of this room. She couldn’t do anything locked up in here, and the rooms had no windows to the outside world. She needed to make Rodriguez trust her enough to give her access to the rest of the house, but she shuddered at the thought of what that might entail. She knew what her one power over Rodriguez was, but the idea made her blood run cold. Was his ego big enough to make him believe she actually wanted him, when everything she’d done and said up to this point had been the complete opposite?
 
   More importantly, could she fight her fear of touch and her hatred of Rodriguez enough to make it appear genuine?
 
   At some point, lost in thought, Lily’s eyes slipped shut and she slept.
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   Sophia stopped the car one block from the hospital.
 
   Chapman was already waiting for them, standing beside a car Monster didn’t recognize. He guessed the vehicle was stolen, or possibly rented under an alias. Either way, Monster figured he was better off not knowing.
 
   Chapman spotted Monster in the passenger seat and straightened, his gaze flicking between his employer and the gorgeous blonde beside him, clearly trying to figure out where she fit into this whole thing. Monster climbed from the car and Sophia followed.
 
   There were no niceties, no hugs of affection, or claps on the back to show appreciation of the other man being alive. They didn’t work that way. Chapman gave him a nod as he approached, his eyes flicking to Sophia, and then he launched straight into business.
 
   “I figured you’d need this,” Chapman said, leaning back into his car and pulling out something wrapped in a jacket. He handed the bundle to Monster, and by the weight alone, Monster knew what he’d been given.
 
   A gun.
 
   “Thank you, Chapman,” he said. “I feel better knowing I’ve got this on me. How’s our other situation looking?”
 
   “Sean is awake. He’s on the fourth floor, with two police officers outside his door. They don’t exactly look like high security, just a couple of local cops, though if Sean starts to talk, that will change. They’ll get the feds in.”
 
   “I don’t think he’ll talk so soon,” said Monster, “But even so, I think we should get him out of there.”
 
   Sophia looked between the two men. “Please, no more violence.”
 
   “I can’t promise that,” said Monster. “We have to do what needs to be done.”
 
   She chewed at a piece of dried skin on her lower lip. “But you don’t want to be arrested at the same time, or have cops chasing after you. Maybe I can do something?”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “Cause a distraction? Or try to get into the hospital room and tell your guy what’s going on? I don’t know. I just think rather than going in shooting, we should look at other options. Surely that’s better than more people getting shot.”
 
   Monster narrowed his eyes. “They’re not going to let just anyone wander in.”
 
   “No, but you seem to be forgetting I’m a registered nurse. I have identification to prove so in my purse, so if they ask for it, I can show them.”
 
   “They might get suspicious if it’s not under this hospital.”
 
   “Possibly, but I’ll just say I’m new and then throw some jargon at them. If they see a uniform and some ID, and I sound like I know what I’m talking about, I doubt very much they’ll ask any more questions. This hospital must have a couple of hundred nurses working in the wards. I won’t stand out as someone suspicious.”
 
   “Okay, so say you get into the hospital. What then?”
 
   She smiled. “I have a plan.”
 
    
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
    
 
   They took the back entrance to the hospital and found the staircase which headed into the bowels of the building. The few people they passed didn’t pay them any attention—the way Monster still held his injured shoulder must have made him look like a patient. They needed to get down to the laundry room and find Sophia an outfit.
 
   “There,” she said, nodding down the windowless corridor they had found themselves in. This was the same floor which held the morgue and pathology suite, but, according to the sign on the wall, the laundry room was located at the end. The three of them hurried toward the room, hoping they wouldn’t meet anyone else along the way. They might have more trouble explaining away their reason for being this far into the hospital’s infrastructure. 
 
   Sophia hurried to the door, looked around quickly before pushing it open. “Wait here,” she said, and then disappeared inside. 
 
   Monster was pleased the access was so easy—he’d been concerned a keypad lock might have been on the door—but it appeared the hospital didn’t think anyone would want all their dirty sheets and uniforms. He and Chapman exchanged a glance, and Monster knew what he was telling him without him even needing to open his mouth. They were both armed now and were willing to shoot if necessary.
 
   A couple of minutes passed, with them remaining undisturbed, and then Sophia emerged wearing a set of blue nurse scrubs—wide legged pants with a short sleeved top.
 
   “These were the cleanest I could find,” she said. “I’m trying not to think whose bodily fluids might be on them.”
 
   Monster didn’t care. More important things were at stake than her personal hygiene. “Let’s move.”
 
   “Wait one minute,” she said. She approached him and reached to the zipper of his borrowed jacket. He reared back, jerking away as she started to unzip him. 
 
   “I’m not trying to hit on you,” she said in exasperation. “Just expose your bandaged shoulder so you look like you should be here. The two of you hanging out in the corridor will look like a couple of hit men. At least with the bandage you’ll look like a hit man with a reason to be here.”
 
   She had a point, and he allowed her to undo the jacket enough to pull it over his shoulder and expose the bandage.
 
   “Stay close,” she said, “but give me enough space to do my thing. You’ll know when it’s time for you to step in.”
 
   Monster didn’t like putting this much trust in someone else. On one part, she was a stranger to him, but in other ways she was someone he’d known his entire life. But she appeared to want to help him, and he couldn’t see any reason to doubt her. Sometimes, he just needed to trust people.
 
   He gave a nod. “Okay. We won’t be far behind.”
 
   They hurried back up the staircase, to the floor where Chapman had discovered Sean was being held. A quick glance down the corridor revealed two young, uniformed officers. One lounged against the wall, staring up at the ceiling while he flicked a coin between his fingers, while the other sat in a chair positioned outside of the door, leafing through a magazine he must have picked up left over from a patient.
 
   Sophia locked eyes with Monster. “This won’t take long.”
 
   She turned from them and hurried toward the officers.
 
   Monster and Chapman stepped back around the corner. A notice board was attached to the wall, and they stood as though studying it, while every nerve was on edge, waiting for Sophia’s signal. The seconds stretched on, and Monster felt like they’d been waiting forever, each passing minute making them more conspicuous and likely to be stopped and questioned by a member of the hospital’s staff. He didn’t want that to happen. Shooting innocent people in a hospital wasn’t something he felt comfortable with, though he’d do it if not shooting them meant he’d never find Lily.
 
   A sudden shout snatched his attention.
 
   “Help, he’s having a seizure!”
 
   It was Sophia’s voice, shortly followed by the loud, urgent beep of machines—the kind that always got medical staff running. 
 
   Monster risked poking his head around the corner to see Sophia emerging, panicked, from the room. “Find a doctor,” she yelled at the two cops, who were suddenly spurred into action, “or your prisoner is going to die on you.”
 
    Both cops rushed down the corridor, one heading the opposite way from the other, so one of the officers ran right past them. Wasting no more time, Monster and Chapman ran down the corridor and burst into the room where Sean was being held. To Monster’s surprise, Sophia was already getting Sean dressed, the pair of handcuffs he must have been cuffed to the bed with discarded on the floor.  
 
   Monster glanced down at the open cuffs and raised his eyebrows. 
 
   Sophia noticed where he was looking. “You learn some skills when you’re raised among people like the Gonzalez family,” she said.
 
   “So I see.”
 
   “Now help me before they come back.”
 
   Between Monster and Chapman, they hauled Sean to his feet.
 
   “You have no idea how happy I am to see you, sir,” said Sean.
 
   “Save the mushy stuff for when we’re out of here,” he replied.
 
   Sophia checked out of the door to make sure no one was coming, and jerked her head. “Let’s go.”
 
   They hurried out of the room, and ran down the corridor, Sean held up between them. 
 
   A couple of uniformed officers were running down the hallway toward them, and Monster did an about turn, moving the others with him. His fingers twitched to pull his weapon, but so far those particular cops didn’t appear to have pieced together the small group with the man they’d left supposedly having a fit and cuffed to the bed in the private hospital room. 
 
   Monster took another turn, which led them back onto the corridor they’d started on.
 
   “The stairwell,” Monster gasped, his breath harder to catch since he’d been shot himself. They ran toward the back staircase, Sophia leading the way, and heard a yell of alarm and annoyance.
 
   The cops must have discovered the room empty. 
 
   “Shit!” 
 
   Sean groaned in pain, his feet dragging, his body almost a dead weight between them. Monster’s own injury was starting to pull, as though the stitches wanted to bust free, but he ignored it. The cars were parked down an alley at the back of the hospital and they needed to reach the vehicles and get away before the cops upstairs reached them, and gunshots started to be fired.
 
   “I’ll drive Sean,” said Chapman, heading toward his car, stolen or not. “You follow with the woman.”
 
   “My name is Sophia,” she said.
 
   He nodded. “Nice to meet you, Sophia. Good job, by the way.”
 
   She repressed a smile. “Thanks.”
 
   The police would be right behind them. They couldn’t afford to waste any more time standing around chatting. It occurred to Monster that only Sophia knew where they were going.
 
   “We need to move,” he said.
 
   Chapman strapped Sean into the passenger seat and then ran around to the driver’s side. He hopped in, and the car was speeding away before the driver’s door had barely shut.
 
   Monster exchanged a glance with Sophia, and then they both hurried to their spots in the car. Sophia started the vehicle and put her foot down to the floor, taking after Chapman and Sean. From somewhere behind them, the faint wail of police sirens could be heard over the growl of the car’s engine. 
 
   They weren’t going to hang around long enough to be caught. Even though Monster wanted to get to Rodriguez’s place and find Lily more than anything, right now they just needed to put distance between them and the hospital. He didn’t know if anyone had gotten a visual on the car they’d put Sean into, but if they had, there was a good possibility police helicopters would soon come after them.
 
   They got onto the freeway and drove away from town. 
 
   Because Sophia was the only one who knew which direction they were supposed to be headed, Monster told her to overtake the car containing Chapman and Sean, so she could lead the way. 
 
   Making sure they didn’t lose sight of the vehicle Chapman was driving, they kept a fast but steady speed within the limit so as not to bring any unnecessary attention to themselves. Monster kept twisting in his seat, expecting at any moment to be chased by flashing lights and a wailing siren, but everything remained quiet. Gradually, his heart rate began to slow and he allowed himself to sit back in his seat and exhale a sigh of relief. 
 
   He wasn’t sure how they’d managed it, but it looked like they’d gotten away.
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   When they’d put enough distance between them and the hospital, and were confident the police weren’t following them, Monster told Sophia to pull up beneath an underpass. She signaled and Chapman did the same, pulling in behind them, both vehicles coming to a halt.
 
   Monster needed to see how Sean was and decide what would happen next. He didn’t want to have to make a tough choice, but if Sean wasn’t going to be any use to them, sometimes hard decisions had to be made.
 
   He opened the car door and stepped out onto the road. Sophia also got out, but she paused to get something from her purse, while he walked over to the vehicle behind them.
 
   Chapman had climbed from the driver’s side, and made his way around to the other side of the car. He reached the passenger door at the same time as Monster.
 
   “He’s awake and talking,” Chapman said. 
 
   Monster nodded. “Good.”
 
   Sophia hurried over. “Here,” she said, handing him the second bottle of water she’d bought. “I’ve dissolved more of the pain medication in it for Sean. Hopefully it will help.”
 
   “Thanks,” he said with a nod. He was still struggling to get the thought of Sophia’s lush body pressed up against his, while she looked up at him with those limpid blue eyes, out of his head. He’d done the right thing by rejecting her, but now he felt awkward being in such close proximity to her. It was hard to look at her and not think about the swell of her full breasts, or the scent of her golden hair.
 
   Pushing thoughts of Sophia away, he opened the passenger door to reveal Sean sitting with his eyes open, his head leaned back against the headrest. His skin was pale, and he appeared thinner, his cheeks sunken and dark hollows beneath his eyes. Despite his appearance, he managed to smile at Monster.
 
   “Good to see you alive, sir,” Sean said.
 
   “You, too, Sean.”
 
   Sean shifted in his seat and sucked air in over his teeth, as the movement had obviously caused him pain. “Thanks for getting me out of there.”
 
   “You’re welcome. How are you feeling?”
 
   “I’ve been better.”
 
   “Where were you shot?”
 
   Sean’s hand clamped to his abdominals. “In the stomach. I had surgery, but obviously I’ll survive.”
 
   Monster hoped that was true. He was about to ask the man to get into another dangerous situation, and he’d only just gotten out of the hospital, and it wasn’t as though he’d been properly discharged. Right now, with the way he looked, Monster seriously doubted he was anywhere near up to the job.
 
   “Here’s the situation,” he said, to both men, wanting to fill them in on any of the details they might have missed. “Rodriguez showed up and ambushed us at the airfield. He took Lily, and the other girl who the traffickers had been trying to move. I don’t care too much about the other girl, but I know Lily will. She feels responsible for these women, for some reason. Anyway, Sophia over there was one of the Gonzalez family’s captives for a long time. She knows where he keeps the women he takes, and is willing to help us.”
 
   Chapman narrowed his eyes and looked toward Sophia. “Why are you helping?”
 
   She straightened. “Because I knew Monst—Merrick—a long time ago, and he helped me. I believe in paying back good favors. Call it karma.”
 
   Chapman nodded. “Okay. So do you think you can get us into this place?”
 
   “Yes, but it’s going to take some trickery on our part. Rodriguez will let me in if he thinks I’ve got something for him.”
 
   Monster tensed. “And what would that something be?”
 
   “One of your men, but ideally you, Merrick. I’ll tell him I overheard you planning to kill him and I thought you were going to run, so I managed to take you down instead—perhaps I’ll say I dosed you up on something and you thought I was still treating the wound.”
 
   He frowned. “So I’d need to pretend to be unconscious.”
 
   She bit her lower lip, her eyes shifting away from his. “Yes … although the real thing would work better.”
 
   “The real thing as in you actually want me to be unconscious?”
 
   She nodded. “That way Rodriguez won’t think to doubt me.”
 
   Monster pressed his lips together and shook his head. “Not going to happen.”
 
   “We need this to look real. Rodriguez can smell a scam from a mile off.”
 
   “I get that, but no way am I going in there completely defenseless.”
 
   “You won’t be. You have your two men now, and you have me as well.”
 
   “Even so, one of those men is injured, and you’re …”
 
   “A woman?” she filled in, her head tilted to one side, her eyebrows raised.
 
   “Exactly. Rodriguez always has people around him. Our chances of beating him are low.”
 
   “So we need a plan he’s not going to be suspicious of. Remember, I’m putting my life at risk here, too. The minute he gets an inkling that I’ve betrayed him, he’s not going to hesitate to put a bullet in my head.”
 
   Monster allowed her words to sink in. She had a valid point. She was risking her own life by helping him, but the idea of being unconscious while in Rodriguez’s presence unnerved him. Control was very much a part of who he was, and letting go of it completely while being in the presence of the man who had stolen the woman he loved was not something he took lightly.
 
   “How would you suggest I end up unconscious?” he asked, willing at least to hear her out.
 
   “My medical kit is in my purse,” she replied. “I can give you a dose of a short acting sedative—enough to keep you down while we get you past the walls of the property. You’ll be a little woozy when you come around, but you won’t have any other side effects.”
 
   “Apart from a hole in my head when Rodriguez sees me. I doubt I’ll come around from that quite so quickly.”
 
   “You said yourself that he doesn’t want you dead.”
 
   “That was different. He might not want me dead when he thinks I’m no threat to him, and assumes I’m still going to throw business his way. He’ll think a whole new way when he figures out I’ve manipulated my way past his walls and I plan on killing him.”
 
   Her face paled. “I thought you just wanted your girlfriend back.”
 
   “That, too, but I don’t intend to let him get away with killing my men, or with taking Lily.” His voice became a growl, rage spreading up through his body to clutch at his heart. “I don’t even want to think about what that son of a bitch has been doing with her over the last couple of days.”
 
   “So let’s do this right,” she replied. “We’ll distract Rodriguez and his men by bringing you to him. Let your guys get in over the walls while no one is watching, and then you come around. We’ll hide a gun on your body—they won’t think to search you if they think you’re too out of it to use one—and as soon as you regain consciousness, you can shoot him.”
 
   Monster looked to Sean and Chapman. “What are you thinking?”
 
   Chapman shrugged. “It’s risky, but it just might work.”
 
   Sean held his hand to his wounded stomach. “I might struggle to scale a wall.”
 
   “We’ll figure something out,” said Chapman. “We’ll find a tank and drive straight through the wall if we need to.”
 
   He nodded. “Okay. I’ll do what I can, but don’t expect miracles.”
 
   “We don’t,” Chapman replied. “Even if you just stay in the car and cover me while I go in, it’ll be a help.”
 
   Monster’s stomach roiled with nerves. Was he really going to allow himself to be put under, and just trust that he’d wake up inside Rodriguez’s house? He looked around at the small group. “Please tell me someone has a better idea?”
 
   They all remained apologetically silent.
 
   He wished he had a better idea himself, but how far had his plan stretched? Not much beyond finding the house and busting his way in and killing everyone he came across. If Sophia was right, and the place was walled and gated, as he’d expect it to be, with Rodriguez’s men watching the perimeter, her proposal won, hands down.
 
   “Fuck,” he exhaled, realizing he didn’t have any other choices.
 
   She risked a small smile. “Does that mean we’re doing it?”
 
   “I guess there aren’t many other options. I hope you know what you’re doing, Sophia.”
 
   “I do. I know exactly what I’m doing.”
 
   He turned to the men. “How about you both? Are you on board?”
 
   Sean nodded. “I don’t know how much help I’ll be, but I’ll do everything I can. That bastard ordered Mason and Evans dead. I don’t want to see him walking around anymore than you do.”
 
   “Okay,” Monster relented. “Looks like I’m going to do this. Knock me out and serve me into the hands of the man I hate the most.”
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   They were on the road for another couple of hours before Sophia finally signaled for them to pull over. The landscape around them had grown scarce, lush greenery giving way to stubby, succulent plants. They passed through a couple of small towns, but even those had thinned out to the occasional homestead, until eventually there was nothing to see for miles around except the road and desert scenery.
 
   The two cars stopped on the side of the road about forty minutes from where Sophia said Rodriguez’s property was located. The four people mingled between the two vehicles, planning and preparing themselves for the fight which would come next.
 
   They took time to help Sean build up his strength, making sure he was taking regular sips of water and the pain medication Sophia had mixed in with it. The gunshot wound to his stomach was causing him pain, but he had no fresh bleeding, and he was one of the world’s tough guys. He wasn’t going to let a little something like being shot hold him back. 
 
   Monster couldn’t pretend he was comfortable with leaving Sean and Chapman behind, or allowing Sophia to knock him out. In fact, every part of this plan made him uncomfortable, but he couldn’t see any other way around it. Everything Sophia had said was true—they’d never get into the property without being seen as they approached—and no one had a better idea of how to rescue Lily. He refused to allow his fear for his own safety be the thing that held him back, the thing that abandoned Lily with Rodriguez. But he needed to take precautions, and while Sophia was busy getting various medications ready for them, he made sure he had a quiet word with Sean and Chapman, so they understood exactly what needed to be done.
 
   Sophia stood with a map spread across the hood of one of the cars. “You’re going to need to give us enough time for Rodriguez’s men to take us inside before you can approach,” she called out to Chapman. “Hopefully, our arrival will be a big enough distraction that they’ll keep their eyes off the surrounding area long enough for you to both make it in and over the walls, or through the gate if the opportunity arises.”
 
   Monster gave a nod. “Let’s hope so.”
 
   “We’re well armed,” said Chapman. “They won’t be expecting us, so that will be our advantage. They’re never going to suspect this is a set-up. No one in their right mind would have the kind of balls it takes to be knocked out and delivered right to their enemy.”
 
   Monster turned to him. “You’re making me want to shoot you myself.”
 
   “Sorry, sir.”
 
   Sophia opened her bag and removed a small glass vial and a syringe. “This sedative will knock you out for not much longer than an hour. I’ll only give you a small dose, so you will appear completely under, though you might find some awareness coming back pretty quickly. Just make sure you keep your eyes closed until the right moment, and until you feel completely back in control of yourself.”
 
   Monster nodded. “I understand.”
 
   “Don’t be alarmed if your legs or arms jerk while you’re going under or coming back out of it again, it’s just a side effect of the drug. It’ll happen when you’re fully under as well, but you won’t be aware of it. I’ll explain the movement to Rodriguez and his men so they won’t be suspicious.”
 
   Monster inhaled a deep breath, trying to quell his nerves. He didn’t like going into a situation he wasn’t in control of, but he didn’t have any choice. He rolled up his sleeve. “Let’s just get this over with.”
 
   “Oh, one more thing,” she said, pulling a scalpel out of her bag, the blade wickedly sharp, glinting in the bright sunlight. 
 
   Monster frowned at the item, and she quickly pulled open his jacket, and slit down the bandages, nicking the stitches of the wound she’d sewn up herself. He sucked air in over his teeth at the sting of pain. Immediately, blood trickled from the injury. 
 
   “Sorry,” she apologized. “We need to make it appear as realistic as possible. Can’t have Rodriguez thinking I did too good a job with you, or he’ll wonder how I managed to inject you.”
 
   “As long as I don’t bleed to death on the way there.”
 
   “You’ll be fine. The wound isn’t deep. This is just for show.”
 
   Chapman stepped forward and handed him a gun and an ankle holster. “You’ll be needing these.”
 
   “Thank you,” said Monster, taking the weapon and holster. He bent to secure them both to his leg. He felt better with the weight of them there, knowing all he needed to do in this was wake up, grab the gun, and shoot before anyone else did. If he killed Rodriguez, this whole thing would be over. He was sure Rodriguez would have someone down the line who would want to avenge his death, but for the moment he just needed to focus on taking one man out, and getting his Flower back.
 
   Sophia’s hand on his shoulder drew his attention. “If you’re ready, I suggest you sit on the back seat while I inject you. That way we won’t have to struggle to move you when you’re unconscious. You’re not exactly a lightweight guy.”
 
   He did what she suggested and opened the rear door and sat on the edge of the seat. He rolled the sleeve of his jacket up, exposing the inside of his elbow and the network of blue and purple veins and capillaries which ran right beneath the almost translucent, pale skin. He flexed his hand, squeezing his fingers tight to make the veins pop. 
 
   Sophia removed the plastic casing from the end of the needle, and then shook the bottle containing the anesthetic and tipped it upside down. She pushed the syringe into the soft sponge which blocked the end of the bottle and pulled the end of the syringe to draw the clear fluid down.
 
   “Aren’t you supposed to tourniquet my arm?” he asked, knowing he was delaying the moment, but wanting to speak to focus himself in the real world for a moment longer. 
 
   “Don’t worry,” she said with a smile. “I’ve always been good at finding a vein. It’s like my superpower.”
 
   He didn’t have anything to say to that. Light banter wasn’t something Monster had ever needed to use before.
 
   She tightened her hold on his wrist, keeping his arm held with the palm of his hand upward. “Now hold still.”
 
   He wasn’t squeamish, so he stared down at the needle as it punctured his skin and entered his vein. His heart was beating harder than he wanted. He wished to remain cool and impassive, while every part of his brain wanted him to run. He didn’t want to think about where he would be when his eyes opened again, or what sort of fight he would be in, but he couldn’t risk not thinking about it. He needed it to be the first thing he thought about the very moment he became conscious again. Quite literally, it meant his life. 
 
   At the point of the injection, his arm grew suddenly cold, a rush of ice swooshing up his veins.
 
   “Lie down and count backward for me from twenty,” Sophia said.
 
   He lay back on the leather seat, staring up at the roof of the car. Already her voice was distant, and he had the strange feeling of panic rising up inside of him, wanting to fight what was taking over his body, together with an intense sleepiness.
 
   “Twenty …” he started. “Nineteen … Eighteen … Seventeen …”
 
   And he was gone.
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   Lily woke to the certainty someone was standing over her.
 
   Her eyes shot open and she inhaled sharply, instinctively trying to push herself up the bed and away from the person, while grabbing at the sheets to cover herself, even though she was still wearing the dress from the night before. The sleep-blurred person took on shape as she secured herself more firmly in the land of the conscious.
 
   Rodriguez!
 
   Lily glanced to one side, making sure Jess was still there. Yes, she was, thank God, in exactly the same position and so far undisturbed by their visitor.
 
   He gave a slow smile. “Good morning sleepyhead.”
 
   “What do you want?” she snapped, momentarily forgetting her promise to herself that she would try to win Rodriguez’s trust.
 
   “I came to spend some time with you, of course. What’s the point in having a new pet if I keep her locked away in here all the time?”
 
   Pet.
 
   Ugh. 
 
   Was that how he thought of her? 
 
   He lifted a hanger containing an item of clothing, covered in a protective bag. “Plus, I brought you a present.”
 
   Not waiting for her to say anything, he unzipped the bag to reveal a beautiful, emerald green wrap around dress, with a plunging neckline. 
 
   “I have plenty of dresses,” she said. “Some pants and a t-shirt would have been more practical.”
 
   His gaze grew darker. “I don’t want my pets to be practical. You are a thing of beauty, and therefore should wear clothes that highlight that beauty. I chose this dress especially for you. The green will look stunning against your hair and skin tone, and the cut will accentuate your curves.” He held the hanger out toward her. “Put it on.”
 
   Jess had begun to stir, and Lily shot her a glance. “What? Now?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Not wanting Jess to wake up to Rodriguez angry and towering over her after what she’d been through, and trying to remember her promise to herself that she’d win Rodriguez over, Lily carefully got off the bed and took the dress from him. He folded his arms across his chest, crinkling the sleeves of the suit over the muscles beneath.
 
   “Can I go in the bathroom and change?”
 
   “No. You’ll do it here, where I can see you.”
 
   She hated that she wasn’t fighting him—every instinct made her want to tell him to fuck off—but what choice did she have? She didn’t know how he would react. What if he got really mad and locked her away from Jess? Who would be here to save the girl then if she tried to take her own life again?
 
   Lily bit the inside of her lip as she raised her hand to the one solitary strap on her shoulder.
 
   Rodriguez watched her with dark, hooded eyes, his lips pursed slightly. She slipped the strap of the dress from her shoulder and then reached behind her back to undo the hooks. When the bodice was loose, she allowed the dress to fall in a puddle around her feet. She’d thought his gaze would trail down over her body as she undressed, but instead, he kept his eyes on her face, locked with hers, challenging her to disobey him.
 
   “Lily?” Jess’ small voice came from the bed. “What’s going on?”
 
   “Nothing, Jess,” she said, her stomach sinking at the fact the girl was awake and watching this. Lily didn’t move her gaze from Rodriguez’s as she stood before him in only the black underwear he had provided, the dress still around her feet. “Go back to sleep. Everything is under control.”
 
   “But what’s …”
 
   Rodriguez turned his head and snapped at the girl. “Don’t cause me any problems or I’ll send one of my men in here to take care of you.”
 
   Jess’ lips slammed shut.  
 
   Lily wanted to hit Rodriguez. That was the worst possible thing he could have said, and now she was going to have to leave the younger woman alone again.
 
   “It’s going to be okay, Jess. I’ll be back soon. Just stay safe, okay?”
 
   In her peripheral vision, Jess pulled the bedcovers up to her chin and nodded. 
 
   Lily reached out and hooked the new dress from where it had been laid out on the bed. She took it from the hanger and held the garment against her body. Rodriguez was right. The dress was perfect for her. She just wished she wasn’t being forced to wear it in such heinous circumstances.
 
   Lily pulled the dress over her head, her view of Rodriguez’s dark eyes blocked momentarily, until the silky soft fabric slid down her body. She secured the tie at her waist, pulling the dress so it hugged her curves, but when she looked back up, he was no longer looking at her, his eyes focused on something on the floor on the other side of the room.
 
   Sickening dread settled in her stomach. What now?
 
   His expression was clouded and thunderous. She followed his line of sight and saw what had caught his attention. The bowl of chocolate on the floor where it had fallen, forgotten in the events that had followed her entering Jess’ room.
 
   He looked back to her, his voice cold. “You didn’t like my gift?”
 
   “I’m sorry,” she said in a rush. “There was an accident, and then I fell asleep. It didn’t mean—”
 
   “It meant you didn’t appreciate what was given to you. I hope this isn’t what I’m supposed to expect from you.”
 
   She shook her head. Her main worry was that he’d take out whatever punishment he wanted to deal out to her on Jess. “No, no, not at all.”
 
   “Pick,” he said slowly, “it … up.”
 
   Stepping out of the old dress, Lily hurried over and squatted to pick up the small squares of chocolate. She worked quickly, her face burning with shame, feeling his eyes on her the whole time. With the bowl full again, she carried it back and stood before him. Jess watched the scene with wide, frightened eyes.
 
   “Now eat it.”
 
   She needed to be stronger than him, and not let his campaign of intimidation get to her. She remembered what she’d promised herself right before she’d fallen asleep—that she would win him over until he let down his guard.
 
   Lily glanced down at the small bowl and purposefully bit her lip. She felt stupid and false, but she needed to make him think she was on his side. She picked up one of the pieces and brought it to her lips, swiping her tongue across her bottom lip, wetting the plump skin. She took a small bite, and then lifted her eyes to his, allowing the sweet, creamy chocolate to melt on her tongue.
 
   “More,” he said.
 
   She took another bite, and then another, the sugar instantly hitting her system, making her more alert. She made sure to lick her lips and gently bite her lower lip, wanting his attention to stay on her mouth.
 
   “Good,” he told her when she’d finished. He reached into the bowl to remove another square. “Now this piece.”
 
   Lily swallowed and then opened her mouth, allowing him to feed her, his fingertips brushing her lower lip. She tried to put everything into acting coy and seductive, while inwardly every part of her rebelled. In her mind, she could see Monster’s face, how he would be looking at her right now if he could see her doing this, if he was watching another man’s fingers touch his Flower’s lips. His dark eyes would be burning with anger, his jaw tight with jealousy. She felt guilt right down to her very core, but she didn’t stop.
 
   She had Rodriguez’s attention, and she knew it. Continuing the act, she reached into the bowl for another piece of candy, trying not to think about the fact it had been on the floor, but before she could get the piece to her mouth, his hand caught her wrist,
 
   “What are you playing at, pet?”
 
   Lily blinked in mock innocence. “I’m only doing what you asked.”
 
   She recognized the suspicion in his eyes, his desire between wanting to believe her act and wanting to call her out on it. 
 
   “Only a few hours ago you hated me.”
 
   “Maybe I just decided I don’t want to fight anymore. Sometimes it’s okay to take the easy path.”
 
   He stared into her eyes a moment longer, as though searching them for the answer. She forced herself to hold his gaze, her heart beating hard. Would his next move be a kiss or a kick?
 
   It was neither. He released her hand, revealing red finger imprints around the circumference of her pale skin. She resisted the urge to rub them away.
 
   “Very well. In that case, I’d like you to join me for breakfast.”
 
   “Will I be serving it this time?”
 
   “No, not today. Today I will allow you to be my guest.”
 
   She risked a glance at Jess. “What about Jess?”
 
   “She will be staying here. I’ll have one of my staff bring her food to her.”
 
   She wished she could say something more to the other girl, tell her not to do anything stupid while she was gone, to trust that Lily had a plan of sorts. But all she could do was widen her eyes at her, and hope Jess would have faith that Lily wouldn’t betray her.
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   Clothed in the emerald green dress Rodriguez had given her, Lily reluctantly took the arm he offered and stepped out of the room. She didn’t dare glance back at Jess, terrified of what she would see in the girl’s eyes—anger, betrayal, revulsion. Any of those things would break Lily’s resolve to get Rodriguez on side in order to find a way out of here for them both. 
 
   Thankfully, he didn’t leave the door open long enough for her to change her mind, pulling it shut and locking it immediately behind them. Her heart twisted at the idea of Jess left behind the locked door alone, but there was nothing she could do.
 
   Rodriguez covered the back of her hand with his palm, so they were arm in arm, as though about to walk into an expensive restaurant, rather than just walking through his house. Her insides clenched at the intimate contact, a rush of heat, followed by cold sweeping over her. This was exactly what she hated—this assumption of intimacy. It made every part of her focus solely on the point where their skin met, the warmth of his palm burning into her skin, the pressure on her hand. It consumed her so she could think of nothing else.
 
   Before she realized what was happening, he’d whisked her through the house, taking her to the rear of the property. She hadn’t done any of the things she’d promised herself—looking out for other exits or telephones or computers. She needed to find a way to detach herself from the overwhelming emotions that swamped her when he touched her, or she was never going to be able to do this.
 
   If only switching off her reaction was that simple. Her phobia of physical contact had gradually built over the years after she’d lost her baby daughter. How could she get over that overnight? And yet, she had, with Monster. When he’d pinned her against the wall, and forced himself inside her, her body had craved more.
 
   When he was violent, rough with her, she didn’t experience the same feelings. Maybe she was crazy, or maybe it was the nature of the touch that affected her. She could detach herself from being pinned down or tied up, or receiving a spanking, but she couldn’t detach herself from the intimacy of a gentle touch.
 
   “So what do you think?”
 
   She blinked, realizing Rodriguez was talking to her, and glanced around at their surroundings. They’d stepped out into a massive conservatory which ran the whole length of the back of the house. The bright blue of the desert sky stretched endlessly beyond the glass roof. Past the glass walls, the grounds of the house were landscaped to be minimalistic—succulent plants with white gravel and rock gardens. Beyond that the walls surrounding the property reached up into the sky. She searched the stone fortifications for another gate, or even for a part that might have crumbled and allowed a spot where they could have scrambled over, but the whole structure was meticulously maintained. 
 
   “Well?” he prompted.
 
   Lily blinked again, drawing her attention back to the interior. “It’s beautiful,” she said, forcing herself to respond. He didn’t mean the grounds, of course, but the white table and chairs that were immaculately laid with silver cutlery, thick white napkins, and champagne flutes. A silver bucket of iced Dom Perignon sat in the middle of the table.
 
   “Please, sit.”              
 
   Her whole body wilted in relief as he released her hand and she was able to slip her arm from his. He pulled her chair out for her, and she sank into it, wishing she could keep going and slither beneath the table. Rodriguez sat opposite and lifted the bottle from the cooler.
 
   “Champagne?”
 
   She shook her head. “I don’t drink,” she lied.
 
   His eyes narrowed. “You do now.”
 
   She wanted to keep a clear head, and she knew the alcohol would affect her far more now than it ever did in her previous life, when she was used to drinking wine on her own in front of the television. But Rodriguez wasn’t going to take no for an answer, and he lifted her glass, pouring the champagne at an angle so it didn’t fizz up over the side.
 
   He poured his own glass and then tilted it to hers. Not wanting to anger him, she picked up the champagne flute and he clinked them together. “To our new relationship.”
 
   Lily forced a smile, but her blood ran cold. She didn’t want any kind of relationship with this man. Just sitting here felt like a massive betrayal to Monster, even though she had been forced to be here. She needed to keep reminding herself that she was doing all of this for the right reason.
 
   Rodriguez took a sip of his champagne and nodded to her to do the same, his dark eyes focused on hers the whole time.
 
   Lily raised the delicate glass to her lips and took the smallest sip she could manage—a hummingbird sipping from nectar. The bubbles fizzed up her nose and she pressed her lips together so he wouldn’t see her have any kind of reaction, and swallowed.
 
   Someone entered the room.
 
   Lily glanced in their direction and her heart turned to stone. Jess was holding a silver tray, the rim clutched tightly between her fingertips, her knuckles white. She stared downward, not looking at Lily. Lily clenched her fists beneath the table. Jess was being forced to serve them. Was this Rodriguez’s way of driving a wedge between them, of making Jess hate Lily so both women had no one to turn to?
 
   Lily fixed her gaze on Rodriguez. “No. Please don’t make her do this.”
 
   Rodriguez scowled. “You will sit and enjoy your meal, or I will make this worse for her.”
 
   Lily held back a sob of anger and frustration, her lips pressed together, her nostrils flaring. A hard, painful lump had wedged in her throat, making it even harder for her to swallow.
 
   Jess set a plate down on the table in front of Lily. The girl lifted the silver dome to reveal a plate of smoked salmon, and fluffy scrambled egg. Flecks of dill and black pepper covered the egg and fish, and a wedge of lemon sat beside the thin slivers of pink salmon. The dish was accompanied by hot, buttered toast. Her stomach growled with hunger, but the thought of eating all of this while Jess went hungry and was forced to stand by and watch made her nauseated. 
 
   She stared down at the food, her stomach in knots. “Please,” she said quietly. “Don’t make her do this.”
 
   Perhaps it shouldn’t seem like a big deal—it was only a meal—but by taking a single mouthful she felt like she was siding with Rodriguez against Jess.
 
   “Eat your food,” he said, his voice a low growl.
 
   “I’m really not hungry …”
 
   The base of his knife slammed against the table with a bang, making her jump. “I said eat it, or would you rather I make your friend eat it off the floor?”
 
   She shook her head and blinked back tears. Lily didn’t doubt for a moment his willingness to take her disobedience out on Jess.
 
   She lifted the heavy silver fork and scooped up a forkful of egg. Though she was sure it was of high quality, when she placed it in her mouth, the food was tasteless, the texture cloying. Lily forced herself to chew and swallow, hoping she wasn’t going to choke. Opposite her, Rodriguez ate, too. With every bite of food he took, he kept his eyes focused solely on her. She’d never before felt under such scrutiny. She ate with her lips tightly pressed together, tiny bites which she chewed and then swallowed as though they were wads of cotton which threatened to lodge in her throat.
 
   “Now drink your champagne.”
 
   Lily lifted the glass and took another sip, the bubbles bursting behind her nose.
 
   “More,” he said.
 
   Lily drank some more, the gas in the liquid filling her stomach uncomfortably. She forked some more of the food into her mouth, a little of the salmon and a bite of the toast. Though she felt bad for eating, she knew she needed to consume something to absorb the alcohol.
 
   When her glass was half empty, Rodriguez turned to Jess. “Well, what are you just standing there for?”
 
   The girl hurried forward, her head down, so she didn’t make eye contact with anyone. Lily desperately wanted to tell her she was sorry and she hadn’t planned for this to happen, but she knew anything she said would lead to worse happening. Jess lifted the bottle, her hand trembling. When she placed the lip of the bottle against the flute, it tinkled as her shaking caused the glass to collide.
 
   “Careful!” Rodriguez snapped.
 
   Jess bit her lip, but managed to steady her hand and pour more champagne.
 
   He locked eyes with Lily. “Drink!” 
 
   “I really don’t think I should have any more.” Already, her head swam, the floor beneath her feet not quite as tangible as before. She felt distanced from the scene in which she sat. She’d not been eating much lately, so both her empty stomach and her lower body weight reduced her ability to handle the alcohol. Gone were the days when she could happily consume a bottle by herself in front of the television.
 
   “I own you,” he growled. “You do as I tell you, without question. Is that understood?”
 
   “Let Jess go back to the room,” she said, “and then I’ll do whatever you want.”
She regretted the words before they’d even left her tongue, the alcohol loosening her lips. 
 
   His eyes narrowed, glancing between the two women. “I don’t normally make deals, but to be honest, she’s kind of boring me. I find you to be far more fascinating. She can go back to the room.”
 
   Rodriguez waved his hand to dismiss Jess and then picked his glass back up. He nodded to hers, and she copied his movement, and allowed him to lean across the table and clink the flutes together in a second toast. 
 
   He gave her a smile that made her blood run cold. “To us.”
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   Rodriguez was looking at her with a dark hunger in his eyes, and she shivered. What the hell had she gotten herself into?
 
   I didn’t get myself into this situation, she reminded herself. I was forced into it. This position isn’t of my making.
 
   And yet it was becoming harder and harder to convince herself this was the case. The wine had clouded her mind, making her thoughts fuzzy. She’d asked for this once, hadn’t she, with Monster? A man who had appeared cruel, but had woken something else inside her? Perhaps Rodriguez saw that in her—her need. He had, he’d even said he recognized it in her. A craving to be dominated in a purely sexual way. In day to day life, she would never have wanted to have a man be forceful with her in any way, but somehow things were different when it came to sex.
 
   He glanced down at her plate, and then back up at her. “You’ve finished your food. That’s good.” He lifted the bottle of champagne and checked the contents, and smiled. “At least enough for another glass, I believe.”
 
   She was beyond arguing. The warm, hazy feeling that had taken over her body had made her care a lot less about her situation. It wasn’t as though she wanted to be here—she still hated Rodriguez, and planned to escape—but the alcohol had made her relax and it felt good to have a warm, proper meal in her belly, even if she had struggled to swallow the food. 
 
   He poured them both another glass, but she was sure he was pouring larger glasses for her than him. He nodded to her flute so she picked it up again, her resolve to fight him wavering. The thought that she was supposed to be getting him on her side flickered in the back of her mind and coiled sickeningly in her stomach. She didn’t want to be nice to this man in any way. He was a control freak who liked to bully women. Just because he was good-looking and rich didn’t make him the kind of person a woman would ever want to be around.
 
   Rodriguez got to his feet and lifted his glass as he stood. He slowly walked the length of the table to come to stand behind her.
 
   Lily froze, her fingers tightening on the stem of the glass, so hard she was frightened the glass would shatter. She was poised for his next movement, knowing what was coming while wanting to deny it with every inch of her soul. What was she going to do? Shut her eyes and pretend it wasn’t happening? Men like him didn’t want to just have a woman around to look pretty—they wanted to use and abuse them, and today Lily was that woman.
 
   His fingers made contact with the side of her neck, brushing gently downward toward her collarbone. “You have a beautiful throat, pet. I’ve always believed a woman’s gracefulness has everything to do with her neck. It’s the most attractive part of a woman. Yours is perfect, long and slender, like a swan’s.”
 
   Lily bit back on the retorts which fought to burst from her lips. She didn’t want to be compared to a god-damned bird. Never mind being referred to as pet. His touch made her skin crawl, but she couldn’t fight him. She needed him to think she’d given in to him, so he’d allow her freer access to the house, so he’d trust her enough to give her the opportunity to escape and take Jess with her.
 
   He leaned down, his breath hot against her skin, and his mouth pressed against the spot between her shoulder and throat. Lily held back a whimper, her body tensing. 
 
   “Does this not please you, pet?”
 
   She didn’t need to say anything. Her body said it all.
 
   Before she knew what was happening, he grabbed her by the upper arm and hauled her out of her chair. With the other hand, he pushed aside the expensive cutlery and white porcelain, and shoved her over the table. The champagne glass fell from her fingers, smashing on the floor.
 
   He pinned her down by the back of her neck, her breasts crushed to the table top, so she was bent at the waist. She was horribly conscious of the way her bottom pushed out, the clingy material of the dress sweeping across her curves. 
 
   “Rodriguez … Please ….”
 
   His voice growled from above her. “I like the way you say my name.”
 
   His hand left her neck and she remained in the position he’d put her in. Her body trembled, anticipating what would come next. Though she didn’t want it to be him who towered over her, she felt the familiar tingling of her pussy as she waited for the smack she knew would follow. It seemed it didn’t matter who would deliver the punishment, her body craved it nevertheless.
 
   She was in turmoil, her mind screaming that she didn’t want this man anywhere near her, and yet her nipples had tightened, grazing against the white tablecloth. Deep within her core, she throbbed, aware of the male presence behind her. He moved forward, so his groin pressed against her backside, and she felt his hardness, telling her he wanted her. The champagne had clouded her mind, leaving it blurry at the edges. Part of her just wanted to go to sleep, while the other part of her craved the release of an orgasm, knowing oblivion would be so much deeper once she’d ridden its waves.
 
   His hands were rough on her thighs, pushing her dress higher up her legs and over her back, exposing her bottom. The panties she wore were ones she’d taken from the dresser in the room, black and lacy, just, as she assumed, Rodriguez liked. He palmed her cheeks in both hands, kneading and massaging her firm flesh, squeezing and pinching. 
 
   “You’re going to be a good girl for me now, aren’t you, pet?” He took hold of the elastic of her underwear and twisted it tight between his fingers, pulling upward so the gusset of the panties cut between her folds.
 
   Lily snatched a breath, the sound somewhere between a sob and a moan.
 
   “You’re already wet. You might think you shouldn’t be enjoying this, but your body is telling you differently. Give me another couple of days, and I’ll have you on your knees, begging me to fuck you.”
 
   She wanted to tell him to leave her alone, but what was the point? He’d take what he wanted, no matter what she did or said.
 
   He released the pull on her underwear, and instead of yanking them between her pussy lips, he rolled them down so they were part way down her thighs. He could see all of her now, every last intimate detail. She felt her body quiver in response, her muscles tightening. 
 
   “So you like it rough? Pain and violence over hugs and kisses.”
 
   She didn’t want to respond, knowing she’d never be able to give the right answer. 
 
   Rodriguez leaned over her and picked up one of the heavy silver forks from the table, and her breath caught. What was he doing?
 
   He placed the cool metal against her right buttock, and then pressed the prongs down in a slow motion. The feeling was more pressure than pain, but when he ran the prongs down her skin, pain stung her in a way that hyper-sensitized the whole area. She gave a whimper, her fingers bunching into the starched material of the tablecloth.
 
   His palm replaced the sharp metal and he smoothed over the area he’d just scratched, soothing her, before he lifted his hand and brought it down in a smack. Lily cried out, but her body reacted, more wetness trickling from between her thighs. She felt the old need climb inside her, the desire to be filled.
 
   Rodriguez placed the prongs of the fork against her left buttock and repeated the process, scraping down her skin and finishing with a smack. I don’t want him, I don’t want him. She just wanted this to be over, and yet her desire was building. He was doing everything right, as though he knew her body better than she did. She didn’t want him inside her, knowing how sick she’d feel afterward, how she’d never get over the fact she’d betrayed Monster in such a way, but her need to orgasm combined with the alcohol she’d drunk had wrapped her in its wicked hold.
 
   “Oh, pet, if you could see yourself now. Bent over a table, with your bottom flaming red, and your pussy swollen, and pink, and wet.
 
   His fingers touched her then, pressing against her entrance. Lily whimpered again, not wanting to press down on him, while wanting to be filled. Then his fingers vanished and cool metal pressed against her vagina. She froze. He’d flipped the fork around and was now using the rounded end to slide up and down her slit.
 
   She could hear his smile in his voice. “Yes, I think I’ve got it exactly right with you. And that excites me, pet. It’s one thing taking a woman hard when she’s not enjoying it, but it’s a whole other prospect to fuck a woman who likes it as rough as I do.”
 
   As the end of the fork pushed inside her, she heard a cough.
 
   Rodriguez slipped the metal from her body, and turned. “What?”
 
   “Sorry to interrupt you, boss,” Lily recognized Marco’s voice. She held back a sob of relief, even if it was only a temporary respite.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “A vehicle has been spotted heading up the track to the west of the house.”
 
   “What kind of vehicle?” he snapped.
 
   “Just a car, boss, but they seem to know exactly where they’re headed.”
 
   “Damn it.” He gave an exasperated sigh and stepped away from her. Lily didn’t know whether to cry in frustration or relief. “Cover yourself up and go back to your room.”
 
   Was he trusting her to go through the house by herself? Who was in the car? Did she dare hope it might be Monster coming to rescue her? Her heart clenched with fear for him. If it was him, they already knew he was coming. They’d be ready with guns, and with the way the property was positioned, in the middle of the desert, with nothing for miles around, there was nothing other than the car for him to take shelter behind.
 
   Lily pulled the emerald green dress back down, her cheeks hot from Rodriguez’s administrations and embarrassment from Marco seeing her like that. But at the forefront of her mind was the idea that she might be allowed to walk through the house alone, and in doing so might be able to find something that would help her situation.
 
   Rodriguez glanced between her and Marco, and his eyes narrowed. He must have seen her hesitation, perhaps even read her thoughts on her face.
 
   “You’re not going to do as you’re told, are you?” he growled.
 
   She nodded. “Yes, yes, I’m going now.”
 
   “Marco, take her back. Make sure the door is locked, and then come to my office immediately. I want whoever is here to be taken care of.”
 
   Her heart sank as Marco stalked toward her and grabbed her arm. He pulled her in close to his body, hard and unyielding. At least Rodriguez had something charismatic about him, even if he was a misogynist. Marco was just a plain, old fashioned son-of-a-bitch. 
 
   Rodriguez left the room, and Marco pulled her even closer, so the side of her body was wedged against the front of his. He leaned down and snarled in her ear. “Rodriguez got you wet, didn’t he? I can smell your cunt from here. What’s stopping me spreading your legs and burying my tongue in it?”
 
   Lily felt sick. “Rodriguez doesn’t want you touching me. I’m his, remember,” she managed to grate.
 
   “Yeah, and I see exactly what you’re doing, bitch. Trying to get him on your side so you can manipulate him. All you bitches think you can get what you want with nothing more than a wet mouth and a tight cunt. Well, I’m onto you, whore. I’ll make sure he sees what you’re doing.”
 
   “Didn’t he want you in the office?” she said, trying to be brave, though his words made her blood run cold. Men like Rodriguez might be twisted inside, but they still managed to remain civilized for the most part. “He won’t be happy if you’re not there.”
 
   Marco growled in his frustration, and she knew she’d won, for the moment, anyway, though she was sure he’d find a way to pay her back at a later date. She didn’t know what it was about her that wound Marco up so badly, but he wasn’t the type of man to ever let things drop. 
 
   He yanked her from the room, her head snapping on her neck hard enough to cause whiplash. Combined with the alcohol, the movement caused nausea to sweep over her. Part of her felt like she’d take some satisfaction in throwing up all over Marco’s expensive shoes, even if he would beat her for it afterward.
 
   He hustled her down the hallway, through the house, and back to her room. The door was shut, and she assumed locked. She prayed Jess was safe behind the locked door. Marco reached out with a key he must have hidden around his person—could I steal it somehow without him noticing?—and unlocked the door. He shoved her into the room, hard enough to cause her to stumble, and she fell to her knees, her head hung.
 
   Movement came from one side, and the door banged closed again, locking behind her.
 
   “Oh, my God,” said Jess, who dropped to kneel beside her, her hand on Lily’s back. “Are you okay?”
 
   Lily nodded and lifted her head. “I’m all right.”
 
   “I’m so sorry I left you back there. I’m such a coward. Did he … hurt you? I’m so sorry.” Tears had filled the girl’s eyes, her face full of remorse.
 
   “He didn’t hurt me,” Lily forced herself to say, though her buttocks still burned, and she was slippery between her thighs. She knew she couldn’t tell Jess the truth about what had happened. She was too ashamed.
 
   Jess threw herself at Lily, her arms around her neck, hugging her tight. “Oh, thank God. I felt awful leaving you there with him. You would have fought for me, but I did nothing.”
 
   Lily untangled herself from Jess’ arms. “Don’t worry. I can handle myself.”
 
   “So what happened? Why did Marco throw you back in the room like that?”
 
   “A vehicle has been spotted approaching the property.”
 
   Her face lit with hope. “Do you think it might be someone here to help us?”
 
   “I don’t know. Maybe.”
 
   She didn’t want to shatter whatever small amount of optimism Jess might have found, didn’t want to tell her that she was listening, with dread in her heart, for the sound of gunfire clattering through the house.
 
   They sat together, waiting, hearts beating hard with equal hope and trepidation.
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   Though only a small boy, Monster knew he was strange.  
 
   He saw it in the eyes of the people who brought his meals and occasionally even played with him. Something about his face made it hard for them to look at him directly, though sometimes he caught them staring at him, only for them to quickly avert their eyes the moment they thought they’d been caught. 
 
   His father didn’t allow any mirrors in the room, but he was able to touch his face. He could tell one side felt unlike the other—the texture of his skin raised slightly, soft and puffy. He knew it was different, but unable to see himself, he didn’t know why.
 
   But Monster couldn’t miss what he didn’t know existed. He didn’t know his room was bare of mirrors because he’d never come across one before. Nothing in his room offered any kind of reflection—even the metal of the faucets in the bathroom were buffed to a matte glaze.
 
   His food was normally served to him in plastic bowls or plates, with plastic children’s cutlery with rounded edges so he couldn’t harm himself or anyone else with it—though the thought hadn’t yet occurred to his young mind. 
 
   That day, someone different must have been working in the kitchens, and no one else noticed the mistake when his lunch was brought to him. But Monster did. His eyes alighted on it the moment his lunch—a soup of some kind, with a chunk of bread—was brought to him. 
 
   A spoon—a large, silver spoon. 
 
   His heart instantly beat harder, a rush of heat sweeping over him. Should he say something? He wanted to, but was scared of the repercussions. They might tell him to stop being stupid, that he was old enough for an adult spoon now, but because he’d question it, they would take it away. His father might hear him speaking to the woman who’d brought his soup, and hit him for speaking to an adult without permission. 
 
   So many quandaries went through his head, that, by the time he’d even come to a decision, the woman who had brought him his meal turned and left the room, shutting him in with the prohibited spoon.
 
   He hesitated, feeling guilty for even going near it, but he was also hungry. Other than lifting the bowl and drinking the contents—something else his father would happily punish him for to improve the boy’s table manners—he had no choice but to use the cutlery.
 
   Monster picked up the tray and settled himself cross-legged on the floor. He quickly wolfed down the bread, something he could eat without his stomach twisting up with nerves that he was doing something wrong. When he’d finished, he paused and looked down at the spoon.
 
   Cautiously, he reached out and picked it up. It was heavier than he’d expected, weighted in his small hand. 
 
   He caught sight of something and his heart lurched. He swallowed hard, his mouth suddenly dry. Bringing the spoon closer, he realized he was able to see something in the curved bowl. It was distorted and shiny, the light from overhead glinting against the metal, making it harder to see. He narrowed his eyes and moved the spoon closer and then further away again, his arm stretched out. Was that him? Yes, but no. His refection was blurry and upside down. With his heart in his throat, he flipped the spoon over and stared at the back.
 
   He inhaled sharply, his fingers tight around the spoon’s handle.
 
   He knew now why his father called him ‘his little Monster.’ It wasn’t a term of affection.
 
   He lifted his fingers, just as the monstrosity reflected in the back of the spoon lifted his fingers, and touched the black mark which covered one side of his face. His left eye peered out of the darkness. He ran his fingers across the massive dark stain on his skin, and the creature reflected in the back of the spoon started to blur as his eyes filled with tears.
 
   No wonder no one wanted to look at him. No wonder his father didn’t want to let him out of his room.
 
   With a cry of shame and revulsion, he flung the spoon across the room, so it clattered to the floor. He no longer cared about any punishment he might receive due to his possession of the item. He should be punished. He deserved it.
 
   He was a monster.
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   Monster became aware of voices from somewhere above before anything else. 
 
   He floated in darkness, a sea of black with an endless night sky above, but with no sign of stars. Something was important, nagging at him, but he had no idea what the something was. All he wanted to do was continue to float, so relaxed, with no worries in the world.
 
   But no, that wasn’t right. Something was worrying him.
 
   Voices. The voices. 
 
   He could hear people talking, but he couldn’t tell where the voices were coming from.
 
   They meant something, and he should know who they belonged to, but his mind couldn’t connect the pieces. He’d forgotten something, but his desire to continue to float, unencumbered, was stronger than his need to remember. 
 
   Laughter came from that same place above him.
 
   A man’s voice. “I can’t believe the stupid son-of-a-bitch let …” And then it faded.
 
   The sky above grew lighter and he felt himself rise, closer to the surface. Something about the voice had jarred his peace, making him uneasy. 
 
   What was so important?
 
   He knew he couldn’t allow himself to rest here anymore. As much as he loved the oblivion, there was something else he loved more.
 
   Someone else he loved more …
 
   Lily! His Flower!
 
   How could he have forgotten her?
 
   He struggled to fight upward, mentally thrashing his limbs, but he was still held under by whatever darkness surrounded him. He knew he needed to get Flower, but he wasn’t sure how or why. Was she in danger of some kind? And what had happened to him? Why was he experiencing this floating darkness, unable to escape?
 
   Think, he willed himself. What do you last remember?
 
   The opposite of where he was now. Bright sunlight, blinding. The glint of a sharp knife. Heat. He became aware of a distant pain, a throbbing of his shoulder. Had he been stabbed? No, it wasn’t that, but something similar, and for some reason, it all had to do with Lily.
 
   Lily, Lily, Lily.
 
   Where was she? He’d been missing her, missing her as though someone had come along and carved away a piece of his soul. Why had he been missing her so badly? Where was she?
 
   You sent her back, a little voice spoke in his head.
 
   Yes, I sent her back. Why would I do that?
 
   It all came back to him in a rush, sending panic firing through him. He’d sent Lily back to America, but Rodriguez had still taken her. He had her now, and that was what Monster had been doing. He’d allowed the blonde girl from his childhood to inject him with something to put him to sleep, and then she’d delivered him to Rodriguez. 
 
   His mind clouded over with confusion.
 
   Was that right? Was the blonde girl even real? Why would he allow a child to inject him? But then he realized his thoughts were still befuddled. She was very much a grown woman now, a woman who had offered herself to him.
 
   Sophia. 
 
   She was a nurse now. He’d allowed her to knock him out so she could get him inside the walls of Rodriguez’s property. That was the important part. Lily was here and he needed to find her. He also needed Rodriguez to believe he had the upper hand.
 
   He does, Monster thought. Right now he does have the upper hand. No, Sean and Chapman were armed and outside of the walls. They would all work together to take Rodriguez down. That was the plan.
 
   But in the meantime, he was still frustratingly unconscious, and he didn’t know how to escape the confines of his own body.
 
   It had been too long. He felt like he’d been in this strange floating world for hours, maybe even days. Hadn’t Sophia told him the injection was short acting? Of course, he had no real way of knowing how much time had really passed. Perhaps he really had been unconscious for less than an hour? That time needed to be over now. He had things he needed to do—including taking Lily back for his own.
 
   He just needed to break free.
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   The door opened and Lily jumped to her feet, desperate to hear news of what had been happening outside of their room. Jess remained on the bed, her knees hugged into her chest. Strangely, Lily had been hoping for Rodriguez, and her heart sank when Marco walked in, a smug expression all over his face. 
 
   “What’s going on?” she asked. “Who was in the car?”
 
   He laughed. “Oh, you’ll find out soon enough. I wish I could tell you myself, but Rodriguez would take my head for not allowing him to have the pleasure of seeing the look on your face.”
 
   Cold dread settled in her heart. “What are you talking about? Just tell me!”
 
   He scowled. “Don’t think for one second that I’m going to give you anything you want. I’m not like Rodriguez. For some reason he has a soft spot for you. I see what you’re doing, trying to manipulate him. You flutter your eyelashes and pout at him, trying to make him fall for you. Is that what you did with Merrick, you acted like some fucking princess so he ended up wanting to take care of you instead of beating you like the little bitch you are?”
 
   The blood drained from her face. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
 
   He took a step closer, his shoulders squared, deliberately trying to intimidate her. “No? I’ve seen the way you look at Rodriguez, all doe eyed and innocent. I’m not an idiot. I know that isn’t who you are really. You’re a conniving little whore who thinks she can get her own way. Well, let me tell you, princess, that doesn’t work with me.”
 
   “I’m not trying to—”
 
   The blow came out of nowhere, slamming across her cheek and rocking her head back on her neck. Pain exploded through her cheekbone, the shockwaves pulsing behind her eye. She wasn’t even given time to recover when a second hit—this time with a balled fist rather than an open hand—cracked against her temple on the other side of her face.
 
   This time Lily didn’t manage to stay on her feet. She flew backward and slammed against the floor, every bone in her body jarring. Her recent weight loss meant she was barely more than a bag of brittle bones, and she felt every sharp edge and angle jab into the floor. She let out a cry and tried to roll away, but suddenly he was standing over her, his dark eyes as black as night, a wicked glint of teeth flashing down at her. Even though every part of her body hurt, Lily twisted around to try to get away, but he lifted a foot and stomped down on her lower back. Agony blasted through her spine and kidney, and instinctively she curled in on herself to try to protect the rest of her body.
 
   “I think you need to be taught a lesson. I’m going to fuck you so hard, you’re going to bleed, but if you dare say a single word of this to Rodriguez, I’ll come back and do the same to that little mouse friend of yours.”
 
   “Please,” she managed to croak. “Just leave me alone.”
 
   “And why would I do that?”
 
   “Because Rodriguez will know. I won’t need to say anything. He’ll see the state of my body, and he’ll know exactly what you did.”
 
   “He won’t see your body any time soon by the time I’m done with you. I’ve seen how he’s looking at you—like you’re some precious little doll he needs to protect. I don’t know why everyone thinks you’re so special. You’re just an uppity little bitch who thinks she’s better than everyone else. You need to be taken down a peg or two.”
 
   From the look in his eye, Lily didn’t think she was going to talk her way out of this situation. He yanked at the belt of his jeans, and she could see the ridge of his erection beneath the material. Seeing a woman beaten and lying on the floor was obviously something that got Marco going. She gave a whimper of revulsion as he pulled down his zipper and freed his cock. It bobbed out in front of him, the skin darker than the rest of his olive tone, and he wrapped his fingers around its girth and gave his erection a couple of loving strokes. 
 
   “You might be fighting now,” he said, “but you’re going to be screaming for more once I start fucking you. I haven’t had a girl yet who didn’t love my cock.”
 
   “Fuck you,” she cried.
 
   “Nah, baby. I’m going to be fucking you.”
 
   She tried to scramble away again, but he reached down and caught her by the ankle, yanking her back across the floor toward him. He knelt down and shoved up the skirt of her dress, slapping her feet away as she tried to kick him. Her bare feet had no impact on him. 
 
   “Leave her alone,” cried Jess from the bed.
 
   His head shot up to focus his eyes on the other woman. “Shut your mouth, or you’ll be next.”
 
   The girl cowered back, but Lily was thankful for the little bit of support she’d tried to give. Lily knew it must have taken some guts for her to speak up.
 
   Even as she struggled, he grabbed her underwear and pulled it to one side. His fingers shoved between her thighs, poking hard at her pussy while she tried to clamp her legs together.
 
   “Fuck, you’re dry as a bone,” he snarled. “You get wet for Rodriguez, but not for me, huh? Don’t you like this now? I saw what Rodriguez was doing to you earlier. I know you like it fucking kinky.” He pulled back his hand and spat on his fingers.
 
   Lily gave a sob of despair. This was it. She’d just have to close her eyes and do what Jess had done before, and take her mind away to another place. The other girl had left the bed and cowered in the corner of the room. She wasn’t getting any help from there, though Lily didn’t blame her. Jess must be terrified she’d be next.
 
   Marco’s hand reached between her thighs again. His cool fingers, wet with his saliva, pushed between her folds and shoved hard inside her. Lily balked, revulsion rising inside her, her mind threatening to shut off and block out what was happening. If she did that, she’d just lie here and let him rape her. She couldn’t stand for that to happen. In a last act of desperation, she glanced around, trying to spot something within reach that she could use as a weapon, but they’d been careful not to leave anything when they’d locked the women up—all they had was the furniture and the plastic bowls they’d eaten their last meals from, one of which had fallen off the dresser and lay on its side on the floor. She needed to fight back, even if it got her hurt or even killed. She wasn’t going to just lie here and let Marco do whatever he wanted to her.
 
   With a lunge that took every last bit of strength she had, she reached for the dirty bowl, her fingers snagging the edge. She pulled the bowl into a more secure grip, even as his fingers pushed rough and brutal inside her, and swung the bowl with as much force as she could muster. The bowl slammed against his temple, throwing him to one side. His touch vanished from her vagina and Lily pressed her thighs together, rolling herself onto all fours to try to crawl away, her heart knocking against the inside of her ribcage. Though only plastic, the bowl had managed to do some damage, and blood dribbled down the side of Marco’s face from where it had hit him. He stared at her in blind fury, his upper lip curled in a snarl. That was it. He would kill her now, she was sure of it. But perhaps she’d at least escaped him raping her. Perhaps he’d do it when she was dead, but she didn’t care. At least then she wouldn’t be able to feel him inside of her.
 
   Marco staggered to his feet, clutching the side of his head where she’d hit him. Blood poured from between his fingers, running down the back of his hand, and dripping on the floor.
 
   Lily heard Jess whimper, and her heart sank. She hated that she’d be abandoning Jess when she was killed. Even though dying wasn’t her choice, she still felt responsible for the girl. She hoped Marco would leave Jess alone when she was gone, but she doubted it.
 
   Lily continued to crawl, but he strode toward her. “You fucking bitch. Look what you did to my face.”
 
   She had nowhere to go, and she’d used her last opportunity to fight. All she had left now was her mind and her mouth. Though she hated the idea that he’d touch her again, she twisted back around to face him. “How come you can do whatever you want to us, and yet if we try to stand up for ourselves we get called a bitch?”
 
   He frowned, baffled that she’d even bothered trying to speak. “What? We can do whatever we like because we fucking own you, bitch!”
 
   She shook her head. “No, you don’t. You’ll never own me. You’re no better than a common rapist who waits in the bushes for some vulnerable girl to walk by. You’re pathetic.”
 
   His face turned scarlet with fury and he pulled back his foot and let it fly. His boot caught her in the lower back, in almost the same place as he’d stamped on her before, and fresh pain shot down through her legs. Lily let out a cry.
 
   Behind Marco, the door opened.
 
   Rodriguez stood in the doorway, his expression as dark and tumultuous as thunder. “What the hell is going on in here?”
 
   Marco turned to his boss. “She needed a lesson in respect.”
 
   “What did you do to her?”
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   Lily lay curled in a ball, trembling with pain.
 
   “He tried to rape her!” cried Jess’ small voice.
 
   Rodriguez rounded on Marco. “You did what?”
 
   “She’s lying!” he said, panic lifting the tone of his voice. “They’re just a bunch of little whores.”
 
   Rodriguez’s eyes landed back on Lily, at how her skirt was rucked up over her thighs, the blooming bruises where Marco’s fingers had dug into her skin. His jaw tightened, his lip curling as he refocused his attention on the other man. Marco lifted his hands in defense and shook his head.
 
   “She’s lying, boss. They’re both playing you.”
 
   Rodriguez stepped forward and grabbed Marco by the throat, slamming him up against the wall behind him. Marco tried to shove him back, but he wasn’t strong enough to fight the more dominating man. 
 
   Lily cowered away, not wanting to get hurt again between the two brawling men. Then she noticed what she hadn’t before. The door was still open.
 
   “Go, Jess,” she hissed. “Run!”
 
   The girl looked at the open door, and then back at Lily. Tears filled her eyes. “I can’t leave you.”
 
   “Yes, you can. Get help. Go, now!”
 
   Jess scrabbled to her feet and ran, bare-footed, for the door.
 
   The two men were still fighting, and Lily tried to push herself onto all fours, but it was as though someone had cut the tendons to her limbs, and she couldn’t quite get them to coordinate properly. Her body throbbed with pain, but she took some comfort from the sensation. If she felt something, it meant Marco hadn’t permanently damaged her spine by stomping on her. He’d definitely caused some damage, but she wasn’t paralyzed. 
 
   Jess threw her one last glance, before slipping around the edge of the room, so the men wouldn’t notice her, and dipping out of the door. The last thing Lily saw were the soles of her bare feet as she ran down the hall.
 
   Would she make it? Lily didn’t know. She hoped so, but everything was against the other girl making it to safety or to find help. Jess had been through a lot, and Lily didn’t know if she had it in her to make her way across the desert to find help. Perhaps she would die trying. Lily couldn’t help but think dying trying would be a better fate than dying here without hope.
 
   “I won’t go near her again, boss. I swear to you.” Marco was still pleading his case.
 
   “If you do, I’ll cut off both of your hands,” he told him. “Don’t test me. Your limbs must be worth more to you than a bit of pussy.”
 
   “I’m sorry, boss. I didn’t mean to do anything like that. I told you, I was just trying to teach her some respect.”
 
   “Seems to me the only one who needs to learn some respect is you.”
 
   Marco stared at the ground and nodded.
 
   Rodriguez let him go. “Are you okay, pet?” he asked her.
 
   Lily managed to nod.
 
   Then he glanced around the rest of the room and his eyes narrowed. “Where the fuck is the other one?”
 
   Marco looked around. “Shit.”
 
   “Get after her! She can’t have gone far. And lock the door on my pet.”
 
   Both men ran from the room. The door slammed shut behind them and she heard the lock click into place. With a groan, Lily curled back in on herself and let the tears flow. She wrapped her arms around her body and hugged herself for comfort. She wished Monster was there to pull her into an embrace, to kiss her head and tell her it was all going to be all right. But she didn’t know it was going to be all right. She’d been clinging onto hope, but after what had just happened, the darkness of depression threatened to swamp over her and drown her. She hoped Jess made it out safely. Even if the other woman didn’t come back for her or bring any help, Lily would at least take some comfort in her safety.
 
   Except you’ll never know, a wicked voice whispered in her head. You’ll never know if she made it out, or if they’d already caught her, killed her, and dumped her body somewhere.
 
   She was sure Marco would lord it over her if they did.
 
   Lily felt dirty, the memory of his cold fingers inside her making her sick to her stomach. The worst part was the slipperiness between her thighs, how, even while she’d hated him touching her with every part of her soul, her body had still reacted to the intrusion, lubricating the way.
 
   She suddenly became aware she was about to lose the contents of her stomach. Knowing she was never going to make it to the bathroom on time, she leaned into the corner beside the wall and a dresser, and retched up the food she’d eaten, together with the yellow bile of her stomach. Her throat burned, her eyes watering. Every part of her hurt, and getting sick only caused fresh pain from her back to blast through her. She’d never felt so weak and pathetic, even when she’d been held by Monster in the early days. She was weak, shaky, and impossibly vulnerable. She wanted Monster like a small child wanting their mother, as though somehow their presence would make everything okay again.
 
   But it wasn’t okay. Something had happened with the arrival of the car, and though they hadn’t told her what it was yet, she had a horrible feeling she’d find out soon enough.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Monster (Present Day)
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The darkness had started to retreat, and Monster felt closer to the surface now. The memory of what had happened had returned to him in full, and yet he still couldn’t quite manage to wake up. He needed to be alert, hating feeling so utterly defenseless while his enemy stood over him, laughing.
 
   The voices again, talking, cold humor in their tone. A man and a woman, at least, possibly more. Was the woman Sophia? She seemed relaxed, happy, even. Was that all part of the plan, for Rodriguez to trust her? He wouldn’t trust her if she was on edge and acting suspiciously. 
 
   Monster needed to open his eyes. His gun was strapped to his ankle, and all he needed to do was sit up and grab it. He could tell Rodriguez was close. Monster needed to reach the gun before Rodriguez did and shoot the son-of-a-bitch. But he still wasn’t in full control of his body, wasn’t sure he could even feel his legs. Sophia had told him to bide his time as he went through this process of regaining consciousness. He needed to make sure he didn’t react too soon, when he wasn’t ready, or he would blow the whole plan. 
 
   A man’s voice came again from above him. “Isn’t he awake yet? How much sedative did you give the son-of-a-bitch?”
 
   Then the woman’s voice, caught mid-sentence. “… painfully easy. You’d think he’d have some serious trust issues after what his father did to him, but the phrase about candy and babies comes to mind.”
 
   Male laughter. 
 
   Uneasiness swirled inside Monster’s gut. He hadn’t liked this plan from the start, and now he was in the middle of it, just waiting, he liked it even less. He guessed he should be thankful Rodriguez hadn’t killed him already. How long had he been lying here now? It felt like days …
 
   Monster’s right arm jerked involuntarily. Panic rose up inside him, but then he reminded himself what Sophia had told him—that this would happen, and that she’d warn Rodriguez about it as well. Did the movement mean he was creeping closer to the surface, though? He wanted to try to open his eyes, but didn’t want to act too soon. If he only managed to get his eyelids to flutter, but was still unable to move, he’d have lost the advantage of surprise. 
 
   He felt himself growing stronger, his connection with his surroundings solidifying. Where before the other people in the room had felt like ghosts, and he’d only caught snippets of their conversation, now everything was clearer. He tensed as he made sense of what the people around him were saying …
 
   “—sent Marco out to scout the grounds. He can’t be trusted around her. Of course, I understand what he finds so irresistible, but I can’t have one of my men taking liberties like that.”
 
   The woman spoke and this time he did recognize the voice as belonging to Sophia. “I’m interested to meet this woman. She must be a rare beauty to have all you men risking your lives just so you can get in her panties.” Her tone was snide, and a ripple of worry washed over Monster.
 
   “She’s beautiful, yes, but it’s not just that. She has something about her—a vulnerability, but strength, too. I’m not happy about what Marco has done to her face, but somehow even seeing her beaten and bruised still makes me want to own her.” He paused and then said, “Yes, that’s it. I think it’s the combination of wanting to protect her, fight with her, and fuck her all at the same time that makes her so beguiling.”
 
   Sophia snorted. “She’s still just a woman.”
 
   Monster snapped his eyes open and lunged upward, sitting to reach down his legs and grab the weapon strapped to his ankle. The world turned a dizzying circle from the sudden movement, and nausea swam over him, but his fingers landed where they were supposed to, on the holster.
 
   It was empty.
 
   Further confusion swept over him. Did he get the wrong leg? Had he strapped the gun to the other one? But no, the holster was still there. With horror, the truth dawned on him. The weapon was missing. 
 
   His stomach plummeted. 
 
   Laughter sounded and he squeezed his eyes shut and opened them again, taking in the rest of the room.
 
   Rodriguez stood in front of him, Sophia at his side. He appeared to be sitting on the surface of a large mahogany table, which he assumed he’d been laid out across while he’d been unconscious. A couple of other people were also in the room, but Monster didn’t risk taking his eyes off Rodriguez to assess them.
 
   “Looking for this?” Rodriguez said, holding up the gun.
 
   He couldn’t lie. 
 
   “Yeah,” he said, his voice a croak. “I was.” 
 
   His mouth was already dry from the side effects of the drugs, his head thumping. They must have searched him when Sophia had brought him in and found the weapon. It didn’t mean the end, it just meant he needed to try something else. Monster looked toward Sophia, hoping she would give him some kind of signal about what their next step might be, but she just stood at Rodriguez’s side, a strange expression on her face. She looked … smug.
 
   That expression worried him even more than the missing gun. What was going on? 
 
   “Welcome to the Rodriguez household, Merrick,” Rodriguez said, sweeping out an arm around him. “I’d rather we hadn’t met under these circumstances, but so be it. Sophia has been telling me all about how you planned on breaking in, killing me, and stealing the woman who is now mine.”
 
   Monster’s gaze darted to Sophia in confusion. 
 
   She gave a shrug. “Oh, and he killed Andres back at the house, too. I tried to stop him, but there was nothing I could do.”
 
   Rodriguez’s lips thinned. He looked to Merrick. “That’s how you thank me? I get one of my men to take you somewhere your gunshot wound would be treated, and you repay me by killing him? I could have left you to die—that wound wasn’t even caused by my hands—but instead I take care of you, and now you’re here to kill me?”
 
   Monster’s eyes flicked back at Sophia, and understanding dropped on him like a bag of bones. “You betrayed me? You told him everything?”
 
   She laughed. “You didn’t think a few occasions spent in your company when we were children would change my affiliation to the family who took me in and raised me as their own? They saved us after your warped father threw us out. If this woman you’re here to reclaim is with Rodriguez now, I bet she’s in a much better place than when she was with you.”
 
   Any hint of affection or feelings he’d been harboring over all these years crumbled like a sandcastle hit by a strong wave. He couldn’t believe he’d been so stupid as to think she would have helped him. Why hadn’t he questioned the fact she’d been living at the house, unguarded, that she hadn’t wanted him to kill the other man who worked for Rodriguez? He’d always prided himself on being cool-headed and ruthless, and yet he’d allowed a few memories and a pair of pretty blue eyes to screw up the one thing he had going for him.
 
   Sophia continued, “Rodriguez and I grew up side by side. We married for a few years, but it was never going to work out. As I’m sure I told you, he liked to fuck other women too much, and to be honest, we always had a strange relationship. After growing up together, we felt more like brother and sister than anything else.”
 
   Rodriguez put his arm around Sophia’s shoulder. His darkness to her honeyed light. “You’re the best baby sister I ever had,” he said with a smile. He pulled her in and kissed her full on her mouth, hard and with ownership. Monster caught sight of Rodriguez’s tongue pushing between her lips. The sight churned his stomach. To think he had trusted her. What an idiot he’d been. 
 
   “So what now?” he said, the feeling returning to his legs with a rush of needles and pins. “Are you going to kill me?”
 
   Rodriguez shrugged. “Probably, yes. I’d hoped we’d be able to continue to do business, Merrick, that you would have accepted the loss of the woman as a normal business payment, but it appears this is not the case. So now I have to put an end to you, but I think I might have some fun first.”
 
   “Fuck you, Rodriguez,” he snarled.
 
   “You don’t mean that, I’m sure. Does that mean you don’t want to see the woman you’ve fought so hard to get here for?”
 
   His heart lifted. Lily? Was Rodriguez really going to let him see her? Surely he wouldn’t make it so easy? “Have you hurt her?” It was the only thing he could think of, that she was so badly hurt Rodriguez knew it would destroy him to see Lily if she was badly beaten and had been raped. Just the thought made him want to tear himself into a million pieces and explode in a rage of hatred and fury.
 
   “Hurt? No, I haven’t hurt her. I mean, she may have suffered a few knocks for her disobedience, and I’m afraid one of my men got to her when I wasn’t paying attention and smacked her around a little, but she’s still in one piece.”
 
   Monster clenched his teeth at the idea of someone hitting her. He hadn’t expected any less, but to hear it said out loud still hurt him in a sickeningly painful way. Still, he was desperate to see her. If Lily’s face was the last thing he saw in this world, he would die happy. 
 
   “I have been enjoying her company, though,” Rodriguez continued. “Perhaps not as much as I would have liked, but I’ve gotten a taste of her sweet little pussy, and I’m looking forward to more.”
 
   Monster let out a growl, his fists clenched. He lunged across the shiny mahogany at Rodriguez, but the flash of several gun muzzles made him pause. A couple of Rodriguez’s men, including Rodriguez himself, now pointed weapons directly at his head. Though the idea of Rodriguez touching Lily intimately made him want to rage, and wail, and break things, he wouldn’t be able to do anything if he was dead.
 
   What Rodriguez said went back through Monster’s mind. Gotten a taste … hadn’t enjoyed her as much as he’d liked to. If he’d fucked her already, wouldn’t he have said? Wouldn’t he have enjoyed rubbing that in Monster’s face? Even though he hated the idea of Rodriguez touching her, he prayed she’d somehow managed to avoid being raped by Rodriguez and his men.
 
   “Does she know I’m here?” he asked through gritted teeth.
 
   “Not yet, but she will. The little bitch she was brought here with has managed to slip through our net, though she must be in the grounds, and so we’ll find her. Lily has been under lockdown until her friend shows up.”
 
   Friend? Was the friend he referred to the same one they’d rescued from the plane? He sought his memory for her name. Jessica, he was sure. How had she managed to escape?
 
   Monster had one hope left, and that came in the form of Sean and Chapman. Had the two men tried to get into the property yet, and been captured or killed by Rodriguez’s men? He was frustrated about his lack of knowledge about how much time had passed. They would have needed a little extra time to get everything organized—time Sophia wouldn’t have been aware of, but he was surprised neither Sophia nor Rodriguez had mentioned the two men yet. Sophia must have told Rodriguez the whole plan—or at least what she knew of it.
 
   He prayed they were still alive, and that they’d be able to achieve what Monster had planned. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Fourteen
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Lily had managed to make it to the bathroom to run one of the towels beneath the cold tap and press the homemade compress to the worst of her injuries, her cheekbone, which was swollen and so painful she wondered if it was fractured, and the pain in her back where she’d been kicked. The cooling effect of the wet towel helped a little, but she’d have given anything for some pain medication.
 
   Jess hadn’t been brought back yet. Lily worried about what would happen to her when the men caught up with her, which they surely would. Lily didn’t think Jess had it in her to get beyond the walls of the house, and the most she could hope for was that the girl had found somewhere to hide. From what she’d been able to tell from the little she’d seen, the property seemed big enough to get lost in, so she hoped Jess had managed to secrete herself away in a little nook. She prayed with all her soul that Jess was safe, but at the same time she missed the other woman. Lily felt utterly alone now, tormented by her thoughts and fears. At least when she’d had Jess to focus her attention on, she hadn’t had as much time to worry about herself. 
 
   Though Lily still hated Rodriguez with every bit of her heart, she was relieved he’d walked in when he had. The thought of being raped by Marco for some reason felt even worse than when Rodriguez had put his hands on her. Rodriguez at least attempted seduction, whereas Marco would have just taken what he wanted by violence, and not the sexy kind with promise of pleasure at the end. His was brutal and unforgivable, the kind that had no real desire for the woman, but was all about control and bullying. 
 
   The sound of movement came at the door, the jangle of keys and then the door unlocking. Lily froze, her eyes filling with tears. She didn’t think she’d be able to handle another encounter with Marco. Her strength only went so far, and right now she was on a precipice. If someone so much as blew on her from the wrong direction, she would topple right over the edge.
 
   Still sitting on the floor of the bathroom, she leaned out slightly, peeping from behind the doorframe to see who had entered the room. A man she didn’t recognize was standing, scowling, in the doorway, his hands on his hips as he looked for her. He spotted her and strode over. 
 
   Lily cowered away, her hands held in front of her.
 
   “You’re coming with me,” the man said, reaching for her.
 
   “No, leave me alone.” She pedaled her feet to push herself up against the pedestal of the sink, as though she could take shelter beneath the hard white rim. “What do you want?”
 
   “I already told you, you need to come with me. There’s a surprise waiting for you.”
 
   She assumed the surprise wouldn’t be a good one. Her mind raced with possibilities. Had they caught Jess? Was this going to be the start of a new kind of punishment? Had they murdered her, and now they were taking Lily to display the body to her? Or did this have something to do with the car that had been spotted earlier? 
 
   But no, too much time had passed since then. She was sure this was about Jess.
 
   The man towered over her, making her feel tiny and insubstantial, before he leaned down and grabbed her by the upper arm and hauled her to her feet. Pain shot up through her spine and she gave a groan, clutching at the spot where Marco had kicked her.
 
   Despite her discomfort, Lily pulled back against him. “Let go of me!”
 
   He yanked her forward, almost pulling her off her feet. “Stop fucking around. You’re going to get me in trouble.”
 
   “Good! Serves you right for working for that fucking bastard anyway.”
 
   The man gave her a shake like she was a naughty puppy. “Shut your mouth, before I shut it for you.”
 
   She didn’t want to cry, to show any kind of weakness, but yet a sob burst from her lips as he pushed her from the bathroom and toward the open doorway. She found herself being hustled out of the room and down the hall. She fought against what she was being thrust toward because she was terrified of what she would see. The thought of coming across Jess, badly hurt, or most likely dead, would be far more than that gust of breath she’d been worrying about pushing her over the precipice. It would be a two handed shove down a cliff face. 
 
   She recognized the hallways now, the direction in which he was taking her. It was back to the dining room where they’d first been made to serve the men. This wasn’t a good omen, and her conviction that this had something to do with Jess deepened. She dragged her feet, wanting to delay the moment, but her whole body hurt, her cheekbone throbbing so badly it felt as though her entire head had some kind of pulsing beacon inside her skull that was threatening to implode. But the man pushed her down the wide, white corridors, and she no longer had the strength to fight back. What was the point, anyway? They would win in the end. 
 
   She was pushed farther down the hall, toward the open doorway of the dining room. The man shoved her through and she was met with the broad backs of three men, and the more slender frame of a woman. Jess, she thought instantly, but then she realized it wasn’t. The other woman’s hair was too long, soft, golden waves down her back, and her hips were far curvier than Jess’s narrow frame. Plus, she stood, side by side, with Rodriguez, leaning into him slightly with an intimacy she knew Jess would never display.
 
   Obviously hearing the footsteps from behind, heads turned to look at her as she was forced into the room. There was another man she didn’t know, who appeared military—similar to the one who had brought her from her room—and then the younger man who’d been at the table that first day, plus Rodriguez. The woman turned to her as well, and the look in her eye made Lily’s insides jolt in a way the men’s contemplation of her never had. Lily had always known exactly what the men wanted—they were easy enough to figure out—yet this woman was looking at her as though Lily was the one who needed to be worked out. Though she was strikingly beautiful, with large blue eyes framed by thick lashes a couple of shades darker than her hair, creamy skin, and full lips, there was a hardness to her features, and her eyes remained cold as glacial ice. But she smiled at Lily, her lips pressed together so her cheeks rounded, yet the expression never reached high enough to filter through to her eyes.
 
   She knows something, Lily thought, prickles of fear running across the back of her neck. Her view of the room beyond, and the table where the men had all sat when the women had been forced to serve them was still blocked by the men, and Lily knew what lay beyond was something she wasn’t going to want to see. Would Jess be lying raped and dead on the polished wooden surface? Her thoughts turned to the blonde—how could another woman be involved in something like that?
 
   But then the men parted, revealing the dining set. The chair at the end of the table wasn’t empty, and Lily’s eyes widened in shock and surprise.
 
   Sitting, with his hands tied behind his back, was Monster.                      
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   Lily didn’t want to believe her eyes.
 
   Though she’d wished every moment of the last couple of days that she’d be able to see Monster, now he was here, she wished he was anywhere but. His head was down, and she thought he must be unconscious, but as though he’d sensed her standing before him, he slowly lifted his head and looked at her. His shoulder had bled though the jacket he wore, and one of his eyes was swollen and blackened where someone must have hit him.
 
   The expression in his dark eyes was full of anguished sorrow as his gaze ran across her face and then down her body and back up again, as though searching for every mark, bruise, and cut that had been delivered to her. She knew he was thinking exactly the same as she had been—that he was so glad to see her alive, though he wished it could be in a different situation.
 
   “Monster,” she gasped. 
 
   The blonde woman’s eyes widened at the name, but instead of laughing at Lily, as she thought she would, she turned to Monster. “I thought no one called you that anymore.”
 
   Who was this woman? She seemed to know Monster from before, but he’d never mentioned her. Was she one of the women Monster used to have brought to the house before he’d met her? Stupidly, considering their situation, a flash of hot jealousy rose up inside her. That Monster had been with this stunningly gorgeous vision made Lily doubt herself and the way he felt for her. Crazy, that even after everything he’d done for her, her confidence could be knocked by simply seeing an ex, if that was what she really was.
 
   “I let the people close to me call me that,” he said, a growl to his voice. “Don’t worry. You can still call me Merrick.”
 
   She pouted. “But perhaps I like Monster. It sounds kind of … kinky.”
 
   Lily’s jealous rage boiled. She couldn’t stop her mind from going to the image of those two together, of Monster pinning her down, perhaps his hand around her delicate throat, as he fucked her. 
 
   “Quit it, Sophia,” said Rodriguez. “This isn’t being done for your entertainment.”
 
   She raised her eyebrows. “No? I’m the one who delivered him to you. I think I should get to have a little fun, too.”
 
   “And you will, sweet sister, you will. But first we have some business to attend to.”
 
   Sister? How could she be his sister? They looked nothing alike.
 
   “Are you all right, Flower?” Monster asked. 
 
   She nodded. “I’m all right.”
 
   He looked to Rodriguez. “I’ll kill you for laying a single finger on her.”
 
   Rodriguez laughed. “I think we both know that’s not going to happen. You don’t exactly have the upper hand here, Merrick. I’d been willing to let you walk away before, to let you get on with your life and leave the lady with me, but you just couldn’t leave things alone. Now I have both of you, and I intend to spread the enjoyment I was having at getting to spend time with your … Flower … over the both of you.”
 
   “Fuck you, Rodriguez.” Monster rocked in the seat he was tied to, trying to get to his feet. “If you so much as …”
 
   “As what?” he interrupted, before he reached inside his jacket. Lily’s heart stopped as he pulled out a gun and pushed between the other men to stand at Lily’s side. “It’s okay, Luis,” he said to the man who’d had hold of Lily’s arm. “You can let her go now.” Rodriguez placed the barrel of the gun against Lily’s temple. The cold metal circle branded her skin, and she squeezed her eyes shut, her whole body tensed, wondering if these next few moments would be her last.
 
   “Open your eyes, pet,” he said. “I’m not going to shoot you. Not yet, anyway, and not unless your old master does something stupid.”
 
   Lily forced her eyes to open, and Rodriguez suddenly reached up with his other hand and caught her by the chin, his fingers digging into her jawbone. Then his mouth was over hers, mashing her lips against her teeth, before his tongue pushed hard into her mouth. He tasted of coffee, and held her firm as he kissed her, though Lily did nothing to kiss him back, knowing Monster was watching every second.
 
   Rodriguez released her, a smile of triumph across his face. Still holding the gun to her head, he looked toward Monster. Monster’s fists were clenched, his face white with fury, making what remained of his birthmark stand out in stark contrast against the rest of his skin.
 
   “See what I can do?” Rodriguez said. “Anything I damn well please. Try something stupid, and I’ll kill her. And the same goes for you, pet. Do anything silly and I’ll put a hole in his head.”
 
   Lily hated the way Rodriguez was looking at her, but someone else caught her eye. The blonde woman was staring at her in a jealous hatred, a new expression to the smug one that had been on her face only moments before. Did she have feelings for Rodriguez? Had seeing him kiss her bothered her so much? Who the hell was this woman?
 
   “Just leave her alone,” snarled Monster. “I swear to God …”
 
   “Give it up, Merrick. You’re mine now, as much as the lovely Lily is. You need to take a breath and think carefully before you speak. As my pet has learned during her time here, any misdemeanors on your behalf will be punished on the one you care about.” His words must have reminded him of Jess and he turned to the man standing behind her. “Any sign of the girl?”
 
   Lily glanced back as the other man, Luis, shook his head. “Not yet. We’ve done a quick search, but obviously other things have taken priority.” He looked pointedly at Monster.
 
   “Of course. She can’t have gone far, and it’s not as though a little mouse like her can cause any trouble. Just leave her for the moment. We have other things to worry about.”
 
   Lily didn’t think he was talking about her and Monster, so something else had come into play. She wondered if it had anything to do with the car that had been spotted, or had that vehicle been the one containing the blonde woman, Sophia, and Monster? But still his words played in her mind …
 
   Worry about? What did he have to worry about?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   
 
   Monster (Present Day)
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Monster had never before experienced the sort of emotion he had when Flower had been brought into the room. Her cheek was visibly swollen, the bruise like a blue and green starburst across one side of her face. She walked as though she was in pain, hunched, her hand reaching for her back as she was hauled into the room by one arm. More than anything in the world, he wanted to pull her into his arms, kiss the cuts and bruises to make them better, and tell her everything would be all right, but that bastard Rodriguez and his men had overpowered him while he was still dazed and drugged from whatever Sophia had injected him with, and so now he was tied to a chair and powerless to either help Lily or fight back. 
 
   Rodriguez still stood with the gun pointed in Lily’s direction. It was his way of keeping Monster in line, though Monster wanted to tear the other man’s face off for kissing Lily the way he had. He doubted it was the first time the other man had kissed her, and the thought of Rodriguez’s hands on her lovely skin made him want to cut them off. 
 
   She looked to him and caught his eye. Their gazes locked and he could feel how she was trying to drum her thoughts into his mind, speaking to him without saying a word. Relax, be calm. We’re going to be all right. 
 
   Monster wished he could believe her. The thought of being at Rodriguez’s mercy made him want to end it himself. He wouldn’t be able to handle watching Rodriguez rape her, if that was what the other man had planned. He thought his heart would surely break from hatred, guilt, and jealousy.
 
   He was furious with himself for trusting Sophia. He should have known better than to trust anyone who’d been involved with Rodriguez. He’d allowed his memory of the sweet young girl he’d barely known to cloud his judgment. None of them were the same people they’d been when they were children. Life was like the flow of water eroding a riverbed. Even if you couldn’t see it happening, that gradual pressure had the power to change a person completely. 
 
   “What of the two men Sophia reported?” Rodriguez said to the man who’d brought Lily into the room.
 
   Monster’s stomach sank. The last thread of hope he’d had that Sophia might have been holding back on Rodriguez, that she might even be considering double-crossing him by not mentioning Sean and Chapman, snapped. 
 
   “No sign of them, boss. Sorry. I have a couple of guys patrolling the perimeter. The minute they come into view, they’re dead men.”
 
   Monster knew Sean and Chapman wouldn’t have arrived as quickly as they’d planned with Sophia. It had been a risk he’d been willing to take, knowing a couple of guns would never be enough to break down the fortress Rodriguez had built around him. He was lucky Chapman was a man in the know, and was able to get his hands on certain types of ammunition and weapons when needed, but even if his supplier could travel to him, or meet him halfway, it would still take time, and time was something he felt they were rapidly running out of. 
 
   Again, he wondered, just how long had he been unconscious? He knew now his instincts that he’d been under for more than an hour were right. Sophia had told him she’d only give him a small dose so he wouldn’t stay down for long, but she must have been lying. A glimpse through the wooden blinds in the window revealed night had already fallen, and he had no idea how many more hours it was until morning.
 
   “Good,” said Rodriguez. “If there’s no one else here to cause any trouble, I think it’s about time I had a little fun.” He looked to Monster. “These things really stress me out, Merrick. I don’t know about you, but when I get stressed, I like to do things to relieve that stress.”
 
   He moved closer to Lily and reached out to run his fingers down her jaw. Lily’s head flinched back as though he’d struck her. “Now, now, pet. Don’t pretend you don’t like me touching you all of a sudden. I didn’t hear you complaining too much when I had you bent over a table doing kinky things with the cutlery.”
 
   He turned to Merrick. “She was creaming all over me. You should have seen it …”
 
   With a roar, Monster lunged again, willing to take the whole chair with him if he had to, but something jammed in the back of his skull. “Move again, and I’ll blow your fucking brains out.”
 
   At this point, Monster was almost willing to take the risk—anything to stop the burning rush of jealousy and anger which scorched through his mind, body, and soul.
 
   Lily was looking at him with sorrow in her eyes, tears trembling in their depths. She shook her head—the tiniest movement—but he knew what she was trying to tell him. She hadn’t had any choice. Rodriguez was using it against him now, and Monster was reacting in exactly the way he wanted.
 
   “You don’t like me touching her, do you, Merrick?” he said, his eyes alight with curiosity. There was a manic energy about him, as though he would take whatever crazy idea jumped into his head, and just run with it. “Well, how about you be the one who does the touching? Come on, give us a show. Fuck my pet over this table, and let us all watch her come.”
 
   “Fuck you!”
 
   “What if I say that if you don’t make her come while we’re watching, then I’ll shoot her in the leg? Does that work for you?”
 
   “You can’t make us do this.”
 
   “Can’t I? I think you’re wrong, my friend. I think I can make you do whatever the hell I want you to. And right now I want a live sex show. Normally, I wouldn’t let another man touch what is mine, but these are exceptional circumstances, wouldn’t you agree?
 
   Monster tried to keep his head, to think rationally when every instinct inside him wanted to go the other way. “What do you think you’re doing, Rodriguez? What the hell is this going to achieve?”
 
   His lips twisted and then he said, “I want to see what it is that’s so special between the two of you that you would literally put your life at risk. Let’s see if it’s so special after a roomful of people have seen what’s so fucking … intimate … between you both.”
 
   Rodriguez wasn’t seriously going to make him have sex with Lily while he and his goons were watching, was he? Monster’s thoughts went to Lily before himself, hating the idea of other men seeing her exposed and vulnerable in such a way. His jealousy reared its ugly head once more, but at least it wouldn’t be Rodriguez touching her. Rodriguez might be trying to debase and defile the special bond which existed between him and Flower, but things would be so much worse if it was Rodriguez having sex with her in front of both him, and all the other people in the room. He guessed the other man didn’t want to put himself on display in such a way.
 
   “You’re sick in the head,” he said, finally, wishing there was something more he could say or do to make a difference, but he knew a losing battle when he saw one. His only hope was that Sean and Chapman would arrive before the degradation could begin.
 
   Rodriguez didn’t bother to reply. Instead, he appeared to be considering something. A small V appeared between his dark brows and he pointed a finger. “What did my pet call you, Merrick? Monster, wasn’t it?”
 
   Sophia joined in. “That was the name his father used to call him.”
 
   Rodriguez smiled. “I like it. Has a good ring to it. I think we’ll call you Monster from now on.”
 
   “I’m not the monster here,” he growled. “You are!”
 
   “Now, now. No need for name calling. You got yourself into this situation, Monster. If you’d just left this all well alone, we wouldn’t be doing this now.”
 
   “But you would still have Lily.”
 
   “I will always have Lily. Right up until her last breath. She’s mine now, and it’s about time you accepted that fact.” He nodded to the man who’d brought Lily into the room, and jerked his head toward the table.
 
   As though he was able to read Rodriguez’s mind, the other man shoved Lily forward until her hips hit the table top. With a hand between her shoulder blades, he pushed her forward, bending her over. He pinned her to the surface with one hand while he pulled the long skirt of her dress up, and yanked down her panties, hard enough to tear the material from her legs.
 
   Lily gave a cry of shock, and probably pain from her injuries.
 
   “Get the fuck off her,” Monster roared, standing from the chair he was tied to so the back legs lifted from the floor. He was tempted to swing the chair around and use it as a weapon, at least cause some damage to the bastard. But Rodriguez swung the muzzle of the gun around and pointed it at him, and he was reminded of the weapons behind him as well. 
 
   “Don’t even think about it. Play nicely, and I’ll let you both live. For the moment, at least.”
 
   He jerked his head at one of the younger men in the room. “Untie him. He’s going to need to have use of his hands.”
 
   “You sure, boss?” said the other man.
 
   “Just keep a gun trained on him,” said Rodriguez, “and the other gun on my pet. If one of them knows the other one will be shot if they try something dumb, they’ll behave themselves.”
 
   Rodriguez was right. Monster had no intention of trying anything while a firearm was pointed at Lily’s temple. 
 
   “What the hell have you got planned?” Monster demanded as the younger man worked at the bonds tying him to the chair. He was freed, and pushed to his feet.
 
   “I told you. If you want to make her yours so badly, claim her, right here and now.”
 
   Monster hesitated. “And then will you let us go?”
 
   “Not a chance. But if you do it, I won’t shoot you.” He sounded like he was having fun. 
 
   Monster glanced at Lily splayed across the table, her naked backside and long legs exposed for everyone to see. Anger and hatred toward the men around him rose up inside him, but together with that was another emotion, one he didn’t even want to admit to himself.
 
   Lust.
 
   This was how he’d always taken his women himself. Just as Rodriguez was doing now, only he’d not held a gun at their head and had paid them what they were worth. That hadn’t stopped him using them and degrading them. It had only been his Flower who had changed all of that—simply finding someone he actually gave a shit about.
 
   His cock stirred, but he couldn’t bring himself to grow aroused in this situation, not in the way that was needed.
 
   “You can’t expect me to get a hard-on like this?”
 
   “I suggest you do, or you’re going to pay.”
 
   “No,” he said, resolutely. “I can’t do this. I won’t do this.”
 
   “Then I’ll put a bullet in both of your kneecaps. Now get behind her and screw her like the bitch she is.”
 
   Monster looked between Lily and Rodriguez. He couldn’t be a part of the sick game Rodriguez was playing, couldn’t hurt and degrade Lily in this way. He needed to bide his time, to allow Sean and Chapman time to reach them. Except his time was running out, and Rodriguez wasn’t a patient man. What else could he do but go along with what the bastard wanted?
 
   He had no other choice.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Sixteen
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Lily fought against tears as she remained bent over the table, her skirt lifted over her hips and her underwear torn from her legs. She was humiliated that Monster should see her like this, and that all the other men’s eyes were trained on her most private parts. She was even more humiliated because of the other woman in the room, knowing how women like Sophia judged and criticized other females as though it were a hobby.
 
   She glanced back over her shoulder to see Monster standing behind her. She’d never seen him so uncomfortable, his jaw rigid, lips thinned, nostrils flared. A muscle beside his left eye twitched, and his hands were balled into fists.
 
   “I can’t do this,” he repeated.
 
   “Do it, or I’ll shoot you.” Rodriguez’s anger was building too, his dark eyes burning with fury, his teeth bared in frustration.
 
   Monster pressed his lips together and slowly shook his head.
 
   “God damn it!” Rodriguez slammed his hand down on the table, a crack that made her jump, and then lifted the gun to point it back at Lily’s head. She gave a whimper of fear. “Do what you’re fucking told!”
 
   Lily knew this had to come down to her. Even though she hated the idea of everyone watching, she’d already seen Rodriguez’s capability for violence, and she didn’t doubt that one of them—most probably Monster—would be shot if they didn’t perform in his little fantasy. She didn’t want to give Rodriguez what he wanted, but chances were he’d get it anyway. But Monster was saying he wasn’t able to do this physically, and she didn’t blame him. It wasn’t about him not being attracted to her or anything like that. It was the situation.
 
   She needed him to focus purely on her, forget everyone else in the room.
 
   Slowly, she straightened and turned around, ignoring all the other people in the room except for Monster. She stepped toward him and reached out and touched his face. Her palm pressed against his cheek where the birthmark had once been so dark. Her heart clenched with her love for him, and she found comfort in the warmth of his skin, despite all the other people around them. 
 
   “It’s all right,” she said softly, locking his eyes with hers. “It’s only me. You know me. You know my body. Forget the others.”
 
   “Flower,” he breathed. 
 
   “Less talking, more action,” Rodriguez snapped, and the other men hollered and clapped.
 
   Ignoring them, Lily stood on tiptoes and kissed him, his mouth warm and familiar, expunging the taste of Rodriguez’s tongue from her lips. He was hesitant at first, but then, as she kissed him more deeply, his hands wrapped around her body and he pulled her tight against him. 
 
   Lily pressed her mound against the ridge of his erection. He wanted her now. The thin material of the dress did little to hide that she now wasn’t wearing any underwear, and even with all these people watching, she experience that little flutter of arousal dancing around her groin, causing her to grow wet.
 
   “Ugh,” came Sophia’s voice. “I don’t need to see this.”
 
   Rodriguez replied, “Are you jealous, little sister? I thought I was the only man you loved.”
 
   “You are, but I prefer to read my porn, thanks.”
 
   “Why bother with erotic fiction when you can have the real thing?”
 
   Lily broke the kiss with Monster long enough to glance in their direction. Rodriguez had caught Sophia by the arm, but she shook it off, gave Lily and Monster one last disgusted glare, and marched from the room.
 
   That was fine with Lily. To some respect, she could understand the men wanting to see this to get them off, but another woman made her even more uncomfortable.
 
   Rodriguez watched Sophia leave, and then turned his attention back to Monster and Lily. “I didn’t tell you to stop!”
 
   Monster took control. His hand slipped around the back of her head, lacing in her locks and knotting tight. He leaned in as though to kiss her neck, the spot directly behind her ear, but as his lips brushed her skin he whispered, so quietly she only just caught his words, “I have men out there. We just need to stay alive long enough for them to reach us.”
 
   Her heart lifted with hope. All wasn’t lost. 
 
   “Fuck me,” she told him, locking eyes with him so the men watching them faded into the background. It was just the two of them again, in their own bubble, together. Though both beaten and bruised, they could take strength from each other, using force when needed, but also tenderness and healing kisses. Rodriguez might have thought forcing them to do this with an audience would be another way to drive them apart, to ruin what they had together, but he was wrong. They’d screw, and they’d love every second. What better a way to get back at Rodriguez than removing their awkwardness and their fear and just taking pleasure in each other?
 
   Monster kept her as covered as possible, though she was without underwear and the emerald dress clung to every curve, leaving nothing to the imagination. As they kissed, their tongues met, twisting, tasting. Monster’s hands cupped her bottom and he lifted her gently onto the table. She did her best not to think about any of the men around her, whether they were getting off on what they were seeing, and focused on Monster instead. He needed to stay hard for her, to give Rodriguez what he wanted. Anyway, she would rather be here, with Monster fucking her on a table while everyone watched, than be separated from him and locked up alone in that room again. 
 
   Lily reached down to the front of Monster’s pants and cupped the hard line of his erection. She rubbed her fingers firmly up and down his length, before pulling down the zipper and slipping her hand inside. He’d gone commando, and her fingertips touched the combined velvety softness and rock hardness of him. She reached in deeper so she could circle his girth with her hand and pull his cock out into the open. 
 
   Monster gave a groan and pushed his hand between her thighs, rucking the dress up around her hips. She tilted her pelvis forward as his fingers ran the seam of her slit, opening her like petals of the name he called her. Having Monster’s cock in her hand, and his hand between her legs, had already made her wet. It appeared having people watching, even people willing to hurt then, didn’t dampen her desire for the man she loved. 
 
   His fingers pushed inside her and she gasped, clinging tightly to his uninjured shoulder with her other hand. She worked his erection, stroking him from the smooth bell of the head, right down the length to the root, and back up again. She wanted to taste him, to get to her knees in front of him and take him into her mouth, but she didn’t want to give the sons-of-bitches watching any more of a show than they were already getting. She could hear the men’s breathing growing harsher, and wondered if any of them were touching themselves. As long as they didn’t try to join in, she could pretend they weren’t even there.
 
   Monster’s fingers pushed deeper, sliding in and out of her with more force. Lily lifted her legs, ignoring the protest of her aching back, and hooked her heels around his ass, using both them and her hold on his cock to pull them together. He slipped his fingers from her, but his hand lingered, his thumb brushing the swollen bundle of nerves of her clit. 
 
   They locked together, his erection pushing against her entrance, and then he slid deep, filling her. Lily dropped her head to his shoulder. His hand cupping her bottom pulled her closer. 
 
   Despite the circumstances, having him buried deep inside her created the sort of peace and happiness inside her that she had thought she’d never experience again. She could let everything else in her life go, as long as she still had him. Their hips rocked together, their movements slow and deep at first, and then growing more frantic as he drove deeper. Lily’s orgasm started to build, a tightening, coiling, low in her stomach, her nipples hard, the muscles of her thighs tight. The friction of his cock between her swollen and wet pussy lips, the sound of their bodies slapping together, all added to her arousal. His breathing came hot and heavy in her ear, and he pulled her hair, yanking her head back to kiss her throat, his teeth grating her skin. Then he crushed his mouth to hers, returning his desire with frantic kisses.
 
   “I love you, I love you,” she gasped, so close to the edge, she didn’t want to lose the feeling.
 
   “No!” Rodriguez’s shout of anger tried to cut through their passion. 
 
   Ignoring him, Monster kissed her deeply, holding himself hard and deep inside her, an expression of intense determination on his face, his eyes fixed on hers. He began to pull out, and thrust back in again, hard. 
 
   “Fuck. You’re mine, always mine,” he said with each thrust.
 
   His hand reached back between her thighs and he rubbed her clit with the small, fast circles that drove her crazy, and she unraveled for him, her inner muscles pulsing around his cock, trying to milk him. She let out a cry of pleasure and held on tighter, never wanting to let go, even as Monster’s movements grew faster and almost angry, slamming into her with brute force. 
 
   “Enough,” Rodriguez roared, and he grabbed Monster’s shoulder to try to pull him off Lily. “I said that was enough.”
 
   But Lily knew Monster was beyond the point of stopping. Even a gun to his head wouldn’t have prevented the eruption building inside him. 
 
   With a shudder and a jerk, Monster came, holding himself deep. She pulled him close, their arms tight around each other, as though letting go for even a moment would cost them their lives. Lily buried her face against his neck, inhaling the scent of him, and holding this moment close to her heart, knowing it might be their last.
 
   Rodriguez’s plan to humiliate and degrade them had backfired. All that had happened was that they’d solidified their love for one another, and taken strength in their unity.
 
   Rodriguez grabbed the back of Monster’s shirt, hauling him away from Lily. Monster slipped from her body, his seed running down the inside of her thighs. She clamped her legs together, not wanting the other men to see any more than they already had. 
 
   Rodriguez threw Monster to the floor. Monster leaped back to his feet, rearranging his clothing to cover himself, and faced the other man, but there was little he could do. He still had several weapons trained on him, and he was lucky they hadn’t shot him already. Lily was terrified Rodriguez would shoot Monster now. What reason could he have for wanting to keep him alive, except perhaps Monster having some business knowledge he wanted, or else he was having too much fun torturing them both?
 
   But Rodriguez didn’t look like he was having fun right now. He knew he’d lost this part of the battle, though he would still most likely win the war.
 
   “Take her back to her room,” he snarled.
 
   Male hands caught her around her waist, dragging her from the table. Embarrassed, she noticed she’d left a streak of milky fluid across the dark, shiny mahogany of the surface. 
 
   “Monster!” Lily cried, reaching for him as she was yanked backward, toward the door. She knew he couldn’t do anything, but she couldn’t stop herself crying out his name.
 
   “I should fuck you myself now,” said Rodriguez, looking at her in derision. “Show you what a real man fucks like. None of this lovey-dovey business.”
 
   “Leave her alone,” Monster snapped, panic flitting over his handsome features.
 
   Rodriguez looked at him in disgust. “Don’t worry. I don’t do sloppy seconds.”
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   Lily didn’t even bother to struggle as she was dragged back to her room. What was the point? She knew the young man, Luis, who had hold of her was armed, and she didn’t want to risk getting herself shot. It could be all over, in a split second, just like that. All it took was the thoughtless action of another person and everything they’d fought for and loved would mean nothing.
 
   She clung to the hope that Monster’s men were on their way. Had Monster managed to get in contact with Chapman again, or were they new hired guns she’d never met? She guessed it didn’t matter either way. She and Monster just needed to stay alive until then. 
 
   Luis kicked open her bedroom door and threw her inside. She stumbled and fell to her knees, but didn’t bother to move until the door was slammed shut again. At least locked inside the room, alone, meant she was safe for the moment.
 
   As soon as she heard the lock click into place, she got up, her hand pressed against her painful back, and went to the bathroom. Working quickly, wanting to be ready and prepared if rescue came, she stripped off the emerald dress, which she now detested, and washed herself down at the sink. She hated washing away any trace of Monster, but if she was about to be rescued at any moment, she didn’t want to be picked up stinking of sex.
 
   Wrapped in a towel, she went to the closet and dresser and tried to find the most practical outfit she could. Only dresses filled the closet, so even though she didn’t like how much leg it exposed, she chose a short black dress with capped sleeves and a high neck line. At least not having a long skirt to tangle around her legs would mean she was free to run if needed, though she still didn’t have any shoes. Her heart was pounding as she quickly dressed and then pulled her hair into a ponytail.
 
   The door opened, and Lily turned toward it, her heart lifting with hope. But instead of anyone there to rescue her, her stomach sank as Sophia walked in.
 
   “What do you want?” Lily said, squaring her shoulders and standing as tall as her painful back allowed her. The blonde was at least three inches taller than she was, but she was determined not to be intimidated. 
 
   Sophia’s blue eyes narrowed. “Curiosity got the better of me.”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   The woman came fully into the room, her head tilted as she assessed Lily from head to foot.
 
   “What is it with you, huh?” Sophia said. “Rodriguez and Monster both. It’s like you’ve put them under some kind of spell. I don’t get it. You’re just this plain, mousy little creature. Why would they choose you when they could have had me?”
 
   “I have no idea,” she said honestly, wishing the other woman would just go away. Her line of sight slipped over Sophia’s shoulder, toward the partially open door behind her. “Rodriguez doesn’t know you’re in here, does he?”
 
   “That’s none of your fucking business, bitch.” She stepped closer, deliberately looking down on Lily, her mouth tightened into a network of pursed lines. All of a sudden, Lily saw what the men found to be so ugly about her—the harshness, the cold glint in her eye. Whatever world Monster and Rodriguez had grown up in, Sophia had, too, and it had tainted her. Perhaps it wasn’t her fault, as much as she couldn’t blame Monster for his upbringing, but right at that moment, Lily hated her.
 
   Sophia moved close, looking down so her face was only inches from Lily’s. “I kissed him,” she said with a sly smile, “before I brought him here. I put my tongue in his mouth and I stroked the front of his pants and I felt him get hard for me. He has such a beautiful cock, so long and hard. I could tell he wanted me. He was thinking about what it would feel like to slide his cock inside my cunt and ride me. He’s been dreaming about it for years, you know. I was the one who got away. The girl who was his unrequited love, the one he first masturbated over and dreamed about fucking. That doesn’t just go away because of one little bitch he’s bought.”
 
   Lily tried not to focus on the part where she’d said she’d kissed him, and touched him. Yes, perhaps Monster had thought about having sex with this woman, but he hadn’t done it. Lily knew if things had gone any further, this other woman wouldn’t have hesitated in crowing over her and describing every little detail. A flash of herself and Rodriguez together burst behind her eyes, seeing him spanking her, and sliding the end of the fork up and down her slit. As much as she hated it, she hadn’t been completely true to Monster either. She hadn’t wanted to like what Rodriguez had done to her—had wanted to hate it—but he’d aroused her. It was understandable for Monster to have also been turned on by this gorgeous blonde. It didn’t mean he loved Lily any the less. Just look at how much danger he’d put himself in for her.
 
   Besides, they’d done what they needed to survive at the time. Lily was jealous, but it appeared Sophia was even more so. Sophia wanted both Monster and Rodriguez, and yet both men appeared to want Lily. She couldn’t explain it any more than Sophia could—if she was a man, she’d have gone for that thick, blonde hair and pouty mouth faster than she’d have gone for her own brown locks and standard curves. But perhaps it wasn’t all about looks. Maybe it was something about her demeanor that made the men desire to both protect and dominate her? 
 
   “Monster loves me,” she said simply. “You can say whatever you want, but it won’t change a thing. And you can have Rodriguez. Honestly, I think you’re made for each other.”
 
   She scowled. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   Lily didn’t think it was even worth explaining. Surely the other woman could work that part out for herself?
 
   Lily found her gaze once more being drawn toward the open door. This was just another woman standing in front of her, taller and stronger, perhaps, but still unarmed, as far as she could tell. She was torn between grabbing this opportunity and making a run for it, or playing things out and hoping for rescue. 
 
   Suddenly, above their heads, the lights flickered. 
 
   They both glanced up.
 
   Sophia frowned. “What the hell?”
 
   The lights cut out, plunging them into darkness.
 
   Blind, Lily’s senses deserted her, panic surging through her body. “What’s going on?”
 
   “I don’t know.” From the tone of her voice, the other woman felt the same way.
 
   The lights flickered back on, but continued to stutter above their heads. Lily exhaled a sigh of relief that they at least had some light. The idea of being shut up in the dark terrified her. 
 
   From somewhere on the other side of the house came a muffled roar and then the boom of an explosion. Pictures crashed from the walls, glass shattering in the bathroom. The two women automatically ducked at the sound, hands held up to protect their heads, though whatever had caused the blast hadn’t reached them. Forgetting their fight, they slowly straightened. They exchanged an unnerved glance, and then stared toward the door.
 
   “What the fuck was that?” said Sophia in alarm.
 
   Lily’s heart lifted. She had some idea. She hoped it was whoever Monster had hired to try to get them out of this place. “I don’t know, but it didn’t sound good,” she replied, not planning on telling Sophia a single thing.
 
   “You stay in here,” said the blonde, “I’m going to check it out.”
 
   Lily’s eyebrows lifted. “No chance. I’m coming with you.”
 
   “You have to stay here. Rodriguez will throw a fit if he sees you wandering around.”
 
   Lily had no intention of sitting meekly and doing what the other woman told her.
 
   “Just try to make me.” 
 
   She balled her fists and, ignoring Sophia, ran for the door.
 
   Sophia hesitated, as though she was considering trying to physically hold Lily back, but she must have decided it wasn’t worth getting into a cat-fight when something more serious was happening in part of the house.
 
   Lily entered the hallway first, with Sophia close behind. Smoke drifted like low lying sea fog, creeping down the hall. 
 
    “Shit. There must be a fire somewhere in the house.” Her first thought was with Monster. Where was he? If a fire spread through the property, and he was tied up somewhere, he wouldn’t be able to get away. The lights flickered again, and Lily hoped they wouldn’t go out again.
 
   They broke into a run. 
 
   “Rodriguez!” Sophia yelled, as she sprinted down the hall, back toward the main part of the house.
 
   Lily figured chances were Monster would be wherever Rodriguez was, so she stayed with Sophia, while part of her wondered about escape. She could feel the heat of the fire on the soles of her bare feet through the floor. Where had the explosion been, and why were a lot of the lights not on? It had sounded distant, perhaps in the other wing of the house. Though the smoke grew thicker, she still hadn’t seen any sign of flames.
 
   They ran back into the dining room, where she’d been forced to have sex with Monster. Lily drew to a halt. Monster was once again tied to the chair. Rodriguez stood beside him, his gun held loosely by his side. He looked toward the door as the two women ran in.
 
   “What’s she doing out of her room?” he said, staring at Lily.
 
   “Never mind that,” Sophia cried. “What the hell is happening?”
 
   “An explosion at the generators. Luis and Marco have gone to check it out.”
 
   “But why are some of the lights still on, if the generators are out?” Sophia asked.
 
   “The lights are powered by the couple of solar panels we have out the back. Damn things are too visible from a distance, so we’ve relied on the generators. Never had a problem until now.”
 
   Lily hoped Monster’s men were the root cause for whatever was happening. She caught his eye and held it. His expression remained impassive, as though he didn’t want Rodriguez or Sophia to realize this had something to do with him.
 
   Gunshots sounded, and Rodriguez jerked toward the sound, his face paling, his fingers tightening around his weapon. “Shit.”
 
   The sound of crackling and popping grew louder, black smoke drifting down the hallway and into the room. 
 
   “Please, let Monster go,” Lily begged. “This place is going to go up in flames.”
 
   They were in the middle of the desert, where everything was bone dry and ready to ignite. All the luxurious furnishings, the rugs, drapes, and cushions, would act like kindling, carrying the flames. 
 
   “Why would I do that? He can burn for all I care.”
 
   From outside, a car engine roared to life. Rodriguez ran to the window and peered through the slats of the blind. “Fucking cowards,” he spat.
 
   Sophia’s blue eyes were wide. “What’s happening?”
 
   “The staff have just made off in one of the cars. I’ll make them regret that when I catch up to them.”
 
   Lily experienced a mixture of emotions. She was pleased the people who worked here had found their moment to make a getaway, but at the same time she was concerned how many vehicles would be remaining when they needed to escape themselves. 
 
   More shots sounded from deeper in the house. 
 
   “Here, take this,” Rodriguez said, handing Sophia the gun. “Make sure she doesn’t move.”
 
   “But what about the fire?” Sophia said in alarm.
 
   “This house is built of stone. It’s not going to spread that fast.”
 
   From the roar and the heat, it certainly felt like it was spreading. 
 
   Rodriguez ran from the room, leaving Sophia standing with the muzzle of the weapon pointed in Monster’s direction.
 
   “What the hell is all of this?” she demanded of him. “Does this have to do with Sean and Chapman?”
 
   Monster remained silent, just staring at her with a hard, cold gaze.
 
   “I thought we had a plan,” she babbled. “I thought Sean and Chapman were just going to come over the walls, armed. You never told me anything about taking out the power!”
 
   Monster’s face finally gave in to an expression, and he scowled at her. “You didn’t actually think I would tell you the full plan, did you? I’d hoped I was going to be able to trust you—especially considering I was literally putting my life in your hands—but I always intended to keep you in the dark about certain things. Good thing I did, too.”
 
   “So this is the work of Sean and Chapman? God damn it. I should never have helped you get Sean out of the hospital.”
 
   “Why did you, then?”
 
   “Because I was trying to win over your trust, of course. I figured a grand action like that was sure to make you trust me more. I saw your reaction when I was trying to talk you out of killing Andres. I knew you’d had a moment of doubt, and that you’d never let me knock you out and deliver you right into Rodriguez’s hands if you had any reservations about me.”
 
   She frowned, something clearly occurring to her. “But you did doubt me, didn’t you? Otherwise you would have told me the whole plan with Sean and Chapman. What kind of crazy son-of-a-bitch are you to allow someone to inject you with something and render you unconscious when you don’t fully trust them?”
 
   Monster shrugged. “It was still the best plan for getting in here.”
 
   She shook her head in bewilderment. “You’re insane.”
 
   He gave a cold smile. “I guess the apple never did fall far from the tree after all.”
 
   She stared at him, her nostrils flaring, and then tore her gaze from him. “What the hell is Rodriguez doing?” Continuing to point the gun in Monster’s direction, she stalked across the room to look out into the hallway. Lily considered trying to disarm her, but she was terrified Monster would end up shot.
 
   Sophia peered out into the hall, leaning out of the doorway.
 
   A figure stepped out from behind her and placed a knife to her throat.
 
   “Drop the gun or I’ll slice you open.”
 
   The figure moved fully into view, securing her grip on the knife at Sophia’s throat.
 
   Lily gasped in surprise. “Jess!”
 
   The girl looked strung out and wild, her eyes wide, and her skinny frame appearing even thinner compared to Sophia’s build. Her rats-tailed, dirty blonde hair hung around her face, and her knuckles were protruding and white as she gripped the handle of the knife. Despite her manic appearance, Lily was overjoyed to see the other woman, and not just because she had a knife at Sophia’s throat. She’d been worried about what had happened to her, part of her wondering if she might have made a break for it across the surrounding desert, but she must have been hidden in the house this whole time.
 
   Jess held the knife tighter, and a trickle of blood ran down Sophia’s pale throat. “I said drop it,” she threatened again.
 
   “Okay, okay!” Sophia cried, and the gun clattered to the floor.
 
   Lily ran forward and snatched up the weapon, turning the muzzle back around on Sophia. “I should shoot you,” she said, “but I’ve seen enough people dead.” She looked to Jess and Monster. “Let’s get out of here.”
 
   Jess clutched the knife tighter, not removing it from Sophia’s throat. “What about her?”
 
   “Bring her with us. She can be our insurance policy in case we run into Rodriguez again.”
 
   Lily ran over to Monster and placed the gun on the floor beside them while she untied him, her fingers fumbling with the coarse rope. She pulled and tugged, worrying she wasn’t going to get it undone and would need to use Jess’s knife. Finally, the bonds loosened and Monster was able to pull himself free. Lily snatched up the gun again.
 
   He got to his feet, rubbing at his wrists. He reached out and pulled her into a tight but brief hug, and kissed the top of her head. She clutched back at him, never wanting him to let her go.
 
   “Get out of here,” he said. “Do you know which way the front door is?”
 
   “Yes, but you’re coming, too.”
 
   He shook his head. “Take the gun, and Sophia as insurance. There should be a car or two still parked outside.” He nodded toward Sophia. “She should have the keys to one.”
 
   “I don’t!” Sophia spat. “Rodriguez took them from me when we arrived.” 
 
   The smoke grew thicker, drifting around their ankles, and more shots were fired from somewhere deeper in the house, followed by a male shout of pain.
 
   “Guys,” said Jess, glancing worriedly down the hall. “We really need to go.”
 
   Lily turned back to Monster. “Come on.”
 
   But he shook his head again. “Sean and Chapman are here. They’re the cause of the explosion and the fire. They might need my help. I owe it to them.”
 
   Frantic fear rose up inside her. “No! You can’t. You’re not going anywhere without me.”
 
   “And I’m not going without you,” said Jess.
 
   Monster looked between the two women. “This is crazy. Don’t women ever do what they’re told?”
 
   “No,” both Lily and Jess said simultaneously.
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   Heading into a fire, and toward the sound of gunshots, was never going to be a good idea in Monster’s mind, yet it appeared that was what they were doing. What made him even less happy about walking directly toward a fire was that he was taking Lily with him. He’d weighed the option of abandoning Sean and Chapman, but if the men had just saved their lives, and not to mention numerous other forms of torture at Rodriguez’s hands, his conscience wouldn’t allow him to run away and leave the two other men without backup. 
 
   “Take the gun,” Lily told him, holding the butt of the weapon out to him as they hurried down the hallway.
 
   The smoke was growing thicker and darker with every step. For the moment, they were still able to breathe through it, but he didn’t know how long things would stay that way. It also made it harder for them to see what was ahead, and he worried Rodriguez or one of his men would start shooting at them from out of the gloom.
 
   “No, you might need it.”
 
   “You’re out front. You take it and cover us. I’ll stay back with Jess.”
 
   He didn’t like the idea of leaving her without a weapon, but it was time for him to protect her now. He’d failed her up until this point, and he didn’t intend on doing so again.
 
   Taking the gun, he said, “Just stay behind me.”
 
   The other woman, Jess, was still pushing Sophia along behind them, the knife pressing into the skin of her throat. Sophia’s chin was raised, defiant, despite the situation.
 
   “You’ve taken my gun,” snapped Sophia to Jess. “You can put down the god-damned knife now.”
 
   Jess shook her head. “Not happening.”
 
   “Fucking bitch.”
 
   “Takes one to know one,” Jess sniped back, and gave her an extra shove.
 
   They moved as a small group, stalking slowly down the hallway. The heat increased, all Rodriguez’s white furnishings now a dusty grey from smoke and ash which had drifted this way. The lights continued to flicker overhead. Monster didn’t know how much power the solar panels retained, but at some point the lights were going to go out.  
 
   The heat intensified, the smoke growing thicker. Monster’s eyes started to sting, the smoke tickling his throat, so he stifled a cough with the back of his hand, not wanting the noise to alert someone to their position.
 
   They turned left down the hallway, but the smoke and heat grew worse. “Cover your mouth and nose,” he told the women.
 
   Through the gaps in the smoke, Monster could see the walls had turned to rubble, and flames licked and danced across the wooden clad walls and furniture.
 
   “Hurry,” he choked, knowing spending too much time here would likely kill them all before Rodriguez got the chance. The force of the generator exploding must have taken down a chunk of that side of the property walls. The fire had spread through those rooms, now threatening to engulf the rest of the house.
 
   They ran through the worst of the smoke, toward the very back of the property, each of them coughing, despite their faces being covered with pieces of their clothing. Through the smoke, Monster spotted something, and lifted a hand to make everyone halt so he could make sure whatever it was wasn’t going to cause them any problems. But as he got closer, he realized the thing was a body lying on the floor. 
 
   Monster moved quickly, the gun pointed just in case the person was faking and was actually armed and dangerous. When he reached the body, he smelled the blood even through the stench of smoke.
 
   “Damn it.” 
 
   The body was Sean. Blood seeped in a dark pool beneath him, a stark contrast to the white decor. Monster had no doubt the other man was dead.
 
   He glanced back and caught Lily’s eye. She bit her lip and shook her head, telling him there was nothing more they could do for Sean.
 
   So where was Chapman? They must have entered the house trying to find him, though perhaps they’d separated to cover more ground.
 
   Leaving Sean’s body where it was, they entered the rear of the house, where a long conservatory spanned the back of the property. Most of the glass panes had shattered in the explosion, and lay in deadly, massive shards across the floor.
 
   Monster drew to a halt, and reached back to position Lily behind him.
 
   Rodriguez stood with a gun pointed at Chapman, who had both hands lifted in defeat. The other young man, Luis, was dead at his feet, another gun on the floor not far from the body. Chapman’s. Monster assumed he’d been made to drop it. 
 
   “Drop the gun, Rodriguez,” Monster shouted, aiming the weapon at his enemy. “It’s over.”
 
   Rodriguez’s head snapped toward him, realizing he had company. “You really think you can shoot me before I shoot your man over here?” he said with a snarl.
 
   “If you do that, we’ll cut your sister’s throat.” 
 
   Jess pushed Sophia forward, so Rodriguez was able to get a better view of her pressing the knife against Sophia’s skin. Blood already dribbled down her neck, soaking into the neckline of her t-shirt.
 
   “Where did you appear from, little mouse?” he said to Jess. “Creeping out from under the floorboards like the rodent you are.”
 
   “The only rodent around here is you,” she shot back.
 
   He smirked. “Nah, I’m the cockroach. I’m the one you can’t kill, even through a fire like this. I’ll be the one who survives.”
 
   Rodriguez’s gaze darted to the weapon Chapman must have dropped. 
 
   “Leave it,” said Monster.
 
   “What are you going to do? Shoot me? Good luck doing that before I kill him.”
 
   Monster was torn—not wanting Rodriguez to get the other gun, but he was too far away to reach it himself.
 
   Knowing he’d won this part of the battle, Rodriguez used his foot to scrape the other gun toward him, and then, keeping the other weapon trained on Chapman, he bent to pick it up and point it at where Jess held Sophia.
 
   Sophia’s eyes widened. “Rodriguez?”
 
   “Sorry, little sis,” he said, and the second gun went off, the shot a crack over the top of the fire which roared behind them.
 
   Jess screamed and released the other woman.
 
   Sophia slumped to the floor, her eyes blank, a bullet wound in the centre of her forehead. Lily’s scream joined Jess’s.
 
   Monster stared in horror at seeing the girl from his childhood dead on the floor in front of him. She was the one person still alive from his youth, or at least had been, and even though she’d betrayed him, he hadn’t expected her to die like this. Clearly Rodriguez believed everyone to be replaceable, and if he was willing to shoot the woman he’d both once married, and referred to as his sister, it proved there was no one he cared about enough to spare their lives before his own.
 
   Rodriguez used the momentary distraction to turn on his heels and make a run for it.
 
   Bringing himself back to the moment, Monster lifted the gun and fired at Rodriguez, but he ran for the gap created by the missing glass in one of the panes of the conservatory, making for the fresh air outside. 
 
   Rodriguez squeezed off another shot behind him as he ran. Chapman, who had started after him, let out a yell and fell backward, clutching his stomach. 
 
   The smoke was growing thicker, causing Monster’s eyes to water, and he realized he’d be shooting blindly now. 
 
   Rodriguez might be getting away, but if they didn’t vacate the property soon, they were going to find themselves surrounded by flames. 
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   Rodriguez was going to get away.
 
   Lily could see it happening in front of her, how he’d managed to shoot two people before Monster had barely even fired a shot, and then dodged Monster’s bullet like some kind of god-damned superhero—or perhaps more like the evil mastermind. No wonder Monster had been so paranoid about Rodriguez taking her. It was like he was god-damned invincible.
 
   She couldn’t let it happen. She couldn’t let him run from this. The fire was creeping closer, things crackling and popping around them. Would the ceiling hold up, or would it collapse and bury them all? She’d rather they all died in here than that son-of-a-bitch got away.
 
   Monster fired his gun again, but Rodriguez returned the gunfire, sending them all scattering for cover. Jess hid behind a chaise longue, cowering. Chapman was already shot, and lay slumped on the floor.
 
   Lily crouched beside the table, where Rodriguez had spanked her and tried to fuck her with the blunt end of a fork. She wasn’t going to let him get away, even if she died herself trying.
 
   Her eyes alighted on one of the huge glass pieces that had fallen from the conservatory walls. The hot, desert air that gusted in from outside only helped to fan the fire, as though encouraging its burning fingers to touch more and more items—the drapes, the picture frames, the rugs. Wooden paneling on the walls ignited like kindling. The smoke was black, the sound of the fire roaring like a hurricane or the engine of an aircraft.
 
   Rodriguez had almost reached a gap in the glass wall, where she knew he’d escape and run off into the night. She couldn’t let it happen.
 
   Lily lunged forward, snatching up the large piece of broken glass as she went, feeling the splintered edges cutting into her fingers. She hoped the sharp edges wouldn’t sever the digits. 
 
   Monster looked to her. “Flower!” he roared, though he’d lifted the back of his hand to his eyes, clearly struggling with the smoke. 
 
   Rodriguez had turned his back on them to run, though kept his hand with the gun pointed behind him, and shot again. Lily ignored it, knowing she couldn’t let the chance of being shot make her hesitate this time.
 
   Just as he reached the hole, she gave a scream of raw anger and hatred and lunged at him, holding the jagged shard of glass high. She fell on his back, and he let off another gunshot, but she didn’t feel anything. The dagger of glass had cut her hand, but it was also now lodged deep into the middle of Rodriguez’s spine. He went stiff beneath her and shuddered, gave a choking breath, and jerked again. The gun dropped from his fingertips and he fell still.
 
   “Oh, God,” she cried, rolling off him, holding her injured hand curled in against her chest.
 
   But he was dead. It was over.
 
   Rodriguez was dead.
 
   A sudden roar of rage snatched her attention and she spun around to see Marco bursting through the smoke, holding the knife Jess had dropped when Rodriguez had shot Sophia. Ignoring everyone else, he ran straight for Lily. His eyes were crazed, his face blackened with soot, some of the hair on one side of his head singed off.
 
   “I told you I’d get you back, you fucking bitch,” he screeched as he ran.
 
   Lily looked with horror between Marco and Monster, frozen to the spot, unable to react. 
 
   She knew with clarity that Marco was going to stab her. 
 
   But two gunshots sounded in succession and Marco came to a sudden halt. His eyes widened in surprise, and he dropped to the floor a mere foot from where she sat. Monster stood in the space behind him, holding the gun still pointed in the direction where Marco had been standing.
 
   Lowering the weapon, he rushed over, dropping to his knees beside her. “It’s okay. You’re okay.”
 
   He pulled her against him, holding her tight. She didn’t cry, feeling cold and empty with shock. 
 
   Monster leaned back slightly and pushed her hair from her face, tucking the strands behind her ear. “We have to get out of here before this whole place falls down around our ears.”
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   Lily forced herself to nod in agreement. She couldn’t give up now. Monster got to his feet, pulling her up with him. 
 
   She glanced around, her eyes screwed up against the smoke, the back of her hand across her mouth, trying to block out the worst of it. Only the fresh air from the broken glass panels had prevented them all from choking to death. 
 
   “Where’s Jess?” 
 
   “I’m here,” the other girl said, emerging from behind a couch, coughing. “I’m all right.”
 
   “What about Chapman?” Lily asked, her own throat tickling like crazy.
 
   “I need to get him,” said Monster. “He won’t make it by himself. I’ll help you get outside first, though, if you need me to.”
 
   “It’s okay,” she said. “I can walk.”
 
   A hand slipped into hers and she looked to see Jess standing at her side. 
 
   “Come on,” the other woman said, pulling Lily, still shell-shocked and reeling, toward the hole in the glass which Rodriguez had intended on escaping from. “Let’s go.”
 
   She glanced around wildly, making sure Monster was right behind them. He’d lifted the injured man into his arms and followed close behind as the two women climbed from the conservatory and hurried out into the fresh air.
 
   A volley of coughing caught Lily’s lungs and she bent over, gasping for air. When she’d managed to get a hold on herself again, she looked back toward the house.
 
   Black smoke poured from all the windows now. They were surrounded by the sound of glass breaking, and things falling.
 
   Monster carried Chapman a safe distance away, and then they all staggered around the side of the property, toward the front where the fire was currently less fierce. He deposited the injured man in the farthest corner inside the stone wall which surrounded the grounds, and then tore off the sleeve of the jacket he wore to ball up the material and press it against Chapman’s gunshot wound.
 
   Lily remembered the other woman, still waiting patiently at her side. She turned to pull Jess into a hug, and they cried on each other’s shoulders. 
 
   “Thank you so much, Jess,” she said when she was finally able to get a hold on herself. “I can’t believe you came back.”
 
   Jess gave a weak smile. “After everything you did for me, I couldn’t just leave you. I would never have been able to live with myself.”
 
   “Hey, Jess,” Monster called out. “Do you think you can take over here for a moment?”
 
   She nodded and ran over. “Of course.”
 
   Monster showed her how to hold the compress against Chapman’s wound, and then stood and wrapped his arms around Lily and held her tight. She let go of her emotions, more tears flooding down her face as she let him hold her.
 
   But Lily realized they weren’t safe yet.
 
   “Now what?” she asked Monster. “We’re miles away from anywhere, in the middle of the desert, with a burning house full of bodies. It might take a while for anyone to report the fire, but at some point someone is going to notice the smoke.”
 
   Two vehicles sat outside the house, and Monster left her to quickly check them both to see if any keys had been left inside. He shook his head. No luck.
 
   “We can’t go back inside to try and find them,” Lily said. “But didn’t Chapman hotwire the car back at the town where the Marine base was?”
 
   “Yes, but he’s not going to be much use to us now.”
 
   She glanced over at where he lay slumped, bleeding, and unconscious.
 
   “Dammit!”
 
   “Just go,” said Jess. “I’ll stay here with Chapman. Send us help when you can.”
 
   “Go where?” Monster glanced around. “There’s nothing for miles. We’re in the middle of the fucking desert in the middle of the night.” 
 
   “There was a place,” said Lily. “I saw it on the way here. It’s a few miles away—maybe even as much as ten—but it’s a store or a restaurant, I’m not sure. Either way, it would have a telephone. We could call for help.”
 
   “Who are we calling?” asked Monster. “The cops? The minute they find us with those bodies, we’re going away for a very long time.”
 
   Jess shook her head. “You don’t need to have been here. Just say you saw smoke and then take off again. I’ll tell them I was abducted and bought—the whole story. I’ll just leave you and Lily out of the tale.”
 
   “What about the dead bodies? How are you going to explain them?”
 
   “I’ll just say there was an explosion and people started shooting. I don’t know anything else. The police can figure things out for themselves.”
 
   “What about Chapman?”
 
   She glanced down at him, her eyes filling with tears. “I’ll tell them he was trying to help me, but I don’t think he’ll need to worry about prison.”
 
   Lily understood what Jess was saying. She didn’t think Chapman was going to make it. 
 
   They didn’t have many other choices.
 
   “You should come with us,” she said to Jess.
 
   “I can’t.” She glanced down to Chapman in her arms and then looked back up at Lily. Jess didn’t want to leave Chapman to die here alone.
 
   “What if one of Rodriguez’s men comes back?” Lily said, feeling desperate.
 
   “They’re not going to. They would be here by now. If I hear anyone coming and they don’t have flashing blue lights, I’ll hide. They won’t expect to find anyone alive.”
 
   Lily’s eyes filled with fresh tears. “I promised you I wouldn’t leave here without you, and I meant it.”
 
   “Sometimes it’s okay to look after yourself, Lily. You’ve done so much for me. Please, just go. Send us help, but get somewhere safe yourself.” Her eyes flicked to Monster. “Get somewhere safe together. You were right, he came for you. I guess not everyone is bad.”
 
   Lily smiled up at Monster. “No, not even when that’s all they make out they are.”
 
   She left Monster’s side to crouch beside Jess and give her a final hug. “Stay safe, okay? I believe in you.”
 
   Jess returned the smile. “I believe in me, too.”
 
   Hating that she was abandoning Jess, Lily took Monster’s hand. “I don’t even have any shoes.”
 
   “You can have mine. Hell, I’ll carry you if I have to.”
 
   “We don’t have any water. It’s the middle of the desert.”
 
   He squeezed her hand. “It’s night time. We can make it.”
 
   “You’re recovering from a gunshot wound, and we’re both suffering from smoke inhalation!” She was feeling desperate at this point. 
 
   “Fine. You stay here. I’ll go alone.”
 
   “No! We’re not separating. Not now. Not ever again.”
 
   He nodded. “You’re right. So we have no choice. We wait here until either the cops show up and we spend the rest of our lives in prison, or until more of Rodriguez’s men show up to kill us. Personally, I’ll take my chance with the desert.”
 
   Lily wiped tears from her eyes. “Yes, you’re right.”
 
   Since Sean and Chapman had blown the generator, the electric gates pulled open by hand. Hand in hand, they walked through them and out into the expanse of the surrounding desert. Darkness surrounded them, the stars stretching endlessly in the night’s sky. The road ahead was no more than a dusty dirt track, and they couldn’t even risk staying on that in case the cops decided to turn up. Stubby succulent plants grew in patches across the sand. They’d do well not to walk into them, or step on the lethal local spines which protruded from most.
 
   “Wait a moment,” said Monster, crouching down. He quickly undid the laces of his boots and pulled them off. “Here, you wear them. My feet are tougher than yours.”
 
   “No, you need them.” Her protest was only half-hearted. Just walking from the house to the gates had made her bite her lip every time she stood on something sharp. The soles were already tender from the burning floor of the house, and she was sure she already had blisters, though she didn’t want to check in case it looked awful.
 
   “Okay,” she agreed, slipping her feet into the boots, which were massive, and looked ridiculous with her tiny black dress. It wasn’t a fashion show; she needed to be practical. Now they were away from the heat of the fire, she discovered the desert night had a chill to it, and she started to shiver. Monster put his arm around her, pulling her close to share some body heat. The smoke had affected her lungs, and as her breathing grew more labored from the exercise of walking through the desert, her coughing grew worse. Monster coughed, too, and she worried about the wound in his shoulder, and if he’d started bleeding again.
 
   Everything was against them. Did they even stand a chance of making it to safety?
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   They needed to focus on taking one step at a time.
 
   Monster didn’t know how much time had passed since they’d been walking, but his whole body hurt. His lungs felt like they’d constricted into tight fists, and every breath he took sent him into a coughing fit. His head pounded—a combination of the after-effects of the drugs Sophia had given him, the smoke, and dehydration—and his legs felt weak. Every step sent fresh pain shooting up through the soles of his feet as he stood on yet another sharp stone or cactus needle, and he knew they’d be torn to shreds by the time they reached their destination.
 
   He had his arm around Lily. She leaned into his side, and, as more time passed, he felt himself holding her up more and more, until he felt like she was barely upright. 
 
   “This is it,” he told her, trying to keep her spirits up. “We’ve just got to get through this last part, and then we’ll be safe.”
 
   “I can’t,” she whispered.
 
   “Yes, you can,” he said, forcing his voice to sound stronger than he felt. “When we get somewhere safe, I’m going to run you a hot bubble bath, pour you champagne, and feed you strawberries.”
 
   “No,” she said, quickly. “Not champagne. Anything but champagne.”
 
   He thought he felt her shudder beside him, but he figured this wasn’t the time to start to question her. She would tell him what she’d been through when she was ready, or perhaps she’d decide not to tell him at all. Either way was fine with him. He’d support her whatever.
 
   “Anything you want,” he replied.
 
   They kept walking, Rodriguez’s burning house now far in the distance, only a faint hint of light in the darkness giving any clue that something was aflame. He hoped Chapman and the other woman would be all right, but he didn’t hold out much hope for Chapman. He had a feeling the girl—Jess—had more balls going for her than any of them had given her credit for, and he hoped that gutsiness would see her through.
 
   Lily suddenly slumped at his side, and he caught her before she fell. She was dead weight in his arms, and his heart-rate skyrocketed in alarm.
 
   “Lily? Flower?”
 
   She crumpled, and he lowered himself to the ground with her in his arms. She shook in his grip, and he realized she was crying.
 
   “Just go,” she cried. “Leave me. I can’t walk any farther. I’m done.”
 
   He shook his head. “No. I won’t let that happen. You’re not giving up.”
 
   Tears rolled down her cheeks. “I’m sorry, Merrick. You go on. Come back for me, if you can. You’re stronger than I am. You can make it.”
 
   “That’s bullshit. You’re the strongest person I’ve ever known.”
 
   She sobbed. “I love you so much.”
 
   He pulled her tighter into his arms, and hers wound around his neck so she buried her face against him. “I love you too, Lily Drayton. I’d rather die out here with you than carry on alone.”
 
   He wasn’t going to leave her. He meant what he said—life wasn’t worth living if she wasn’t in it. Weakness made his limbs tremble. His lungs burned from the smoke inhalation and he was exhausted to the point of collapse. He wouldn’t leave her, though. He’d die before that happened.
 
   Monster gently untangled himself from her, and then bent and tugged his boots from Lily’s feet. He put the boots back on his own feet. He hissed in air over his teeth as multiple blisters and thorns met with the solid bottom of the boot, causing him fresh pain. He was lucky he hadn’t been stung by a scorpion.
 
   He got to his feet and then scooped Lily into his arms, cradling her like a child. Though she weighed nothing, his own physical weakness caused her weight to double, and his shoulder screamed in protest at the extra strain. 
 
   She moaned, barely conscious. “I can walk.”
 
   “Don’t be ridiculous. Shut up and do as you’re told for once.”
 
   And for once, she did, her fingers bunched in the material of his jacket, literally clinging to him for her life. 
 
   Every step he took was a force of mind over body, telling himself he could do this. He had to do this. He could allow himself to die, but no way was he going to let Lily die. She was the bravest person he’d ever known, and she deserved a long and happy future. He was going to give that to her, with every last little piece of his soul he was determined to make that happen for her. They’d been through too much to simply give up and die out here in the middle of nowhere.
 
   Up ahead, the sky began to lighten. Morning was approaching. He had no idea how much farther he needed to go or how far he’d come. Walking through the desert sand was nothing like walking on concrete, or running on a treadmill. Every step required concerted effort, and his legs felt like lead. As the light increased, he could make out more of the desert’s profusion of cacti. But then, in the distance, he saw the unmistakable shape of a square building.
 
   His heart lifted, his breath quickening. He didn’t dare hope in case this was some kind of mirage, but he found his pace increasing, his eyes locked on the shape in the distance. 
 
   “We’re almost there, Flower,” he told her, his voice hoarse, though he wasn’t sure if she could hear him. “Just hang on. We’re almost there.”
 
   As he approached, he could make out the black asphalt of a proper road. The lights inside the building were already on, someone opening up for the day. A man in a truck sat outside, the engine running. He saw them coming and jumped out of the car, spitting out a toothpick which he’d been chewing.
 
   “Holy shit. Where the hell did you two come from?”
 
   “Please,” Monster managed to choke out. “Call the cops and an ambulance. There’s a massive fire about ten miles west. People are badly hurt.”
 
   “Holy shit,” he repeated before turning and running into the building, a bell on the door ringing as he hurried inside.
 
   Monster waited for a moment to make sure the man was preoccupied, and then climbed into the truck, which the man had left with the door open and the engine running. He placed Lily on the passenger seat, and she stirred, her eyes opening.
 
   “It’s okay, Flower. I’m getting you out of here.”
 
   He put the truck into gear and jammed his foot on the pedal, pulling out of the café’s parking lot in a cloud of dust. In the rear view, he saw the man running back out again, both hands in the air in a sign of dismay and disbelief. 
 
   Monster hoped he would still call the cops, that they’d check out the report of the fire, and send help for Chapman and Jess. Taking the truck meant the man would definitely place a call to the emergency services. They were bound to go looking for the property—after all, he and Lily had clearly come from somewhere, and been involved in a fire—so they’d find the others soon enough. He felt bad not going back for them, and he knew Lily would berate him later for not going to their rescue. She would have gone back, he knew she would have, but he needed to think about their safety first. Lily was all about helping others, but sometimes you needed to be selfish in order to survive, and this was one of those times.
 
   As he drove, leaving the cafe, and Rodriguez’s house far behind, he considered his next move. He’d leave the truck as soon as he could find a phone, and could call one of his contacts for help. He’d get some money and new identities transferred for both him and Lily, and they could vanish while they recuperated. 
 
   A bottle of water was in the side of the driver’s door. The bottle had been opened, but considering the situation, he didn’t think they could be fussy. One handed, he clamped the bottle between his knees, and removed the lid.
 
   “Lily? Flower? Can you drink some water? You’re dehydrated.”
 
   She managed to nod, and supported the bottle with her fingertips as he tipped it to her mouth. She took a couple of big gulps, and pushed it toward him. “You, too.” 
 
   His throat was parched, making it hard to swallow, and his eyes were sore and gritty. He needed to stay conscious to drive, so he finished the rest of the water. They’d stop for more as soon as they reached another service station.
 
   Lily sat up straighter.
 
   He glanced over at her, her dark hair wild around her face, her skin pale and streaked with ash. The short black dress rode high on her thighs, exposing the long, slender legs he adored so much. His heart hitched with emotion for her. He had her back and he intended on never letting her go again.
 
   “Where are we going?” she managed to ask, her voice quiet.
 
   “I don’t know, but it doesn’t even matter. I’m going to make sure we get a long way from here, and that no one is going to find us.”
 
   “We? So we’re going together?”
 
   “I swear to you, I will never let anyone or anything pull us apart again.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   
 
   Monster (Present Day)
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   They stopped in a small town to allow Monster to make a couple of calls. A quick search through the glove compartment located a couple of ten dollar bills, obviously kept there for emergency—though the owner’s as opposed to theirs—so Monster was able to get them something to eat and something else to drink.
 
   “Help won’t be long,” he said, as they sat in a diner, trying to ignore all the curious glances they were getting. He’d found a jacket on the back seat of the truck, and so used it to cover the torn, blood-stained one he’d taken from Sophia’s house, but there was nothing they could do about Lily’s bare feet for the moment. She’d gone to the restroom and washed the worst of the blood and ash from her face and hands. She’d used toilet paper to wrap up her injured fingers, though luckily the cuts were all superficial. It was the best they could do for the moment. They’d parked the truck several blocks away down a side alley, in the hope no one would notice it was a stolen vehicle or that they were the ones responsible for it being stolen. 
 
   “Are you sure you can trust this person you called?” she asked, her voice subdued. “I’m still frightened someone is going to turn us in, or send men even worse than Rodriguez after us.”
 
   Monster nodded, and reached out to take her uninjured hand across the table. “Yes, this is what he does as a job. He creates burn packages for situations just like this. I had him lined up as soon as I knew I was coming to the States.”
 
   “How long is he going to be?”
 
   “An hour, maybe less. We’ve just got to sit tight.”
 
   “And what then?”
 
   “Let’s do what you suggested back at the hotel. I should have listened to you then. I should always have listened to you,” he said. “Let’s run. I don’t care where. We can keep moving, if that’s what we need to do. We’ll get new identifications—I still have a few people I can trust—and we’ll leave all this behind us and start up somewhere new.”
 
   “What about your father’s business? What about your house?”
 
   He shook his head. “If these past few weeks have taught me anything, it’s that I don’t owe that man a single thing. I never did. I don’t know why I was so focused on being the man my father raised me to be, when all he wanted was a son hard and cold enough to hand it all down to. It was my father’s business, not mine. After everything I went through at his hands, I should want to see the place burned to the ground.” He ran a hand over his face, as though all of this had exhausted him.  “Since we met, all the things he used to do to me have come flooding back. I don’t know if I’ve been suppressing a lot of the memories from my childhood, or if I’m just seeing them all in a new light, but while it was happening I knew I was sad and frightened, but I didn’t know any differently. I thought there was something horribly wrong with me and that I deserved to be treated the way he treated me. Only now you’re in my life I find myself questioning how a man could have done those things to his own son. I understand what love is now, where I never have before, because you came into my life, Lily. How he treated me was never done out of love. I mean, he fucking murdered my mother not long after I was born, and then kept me in the same room where she died. What kind of sick psycho does that to his own child? It was no wonder I had no idea how to treat other people before I met you. Part of me wishes he was still alive so I could get answers, but then I’d only wish him dead again.”
 
   Her hand tightened around his and she looked over at him, her eyes shining with tears. “I’m so sorry, Merrick.”
 
   He gave a sad smile. “But then if I hadn’t been through all of that, I would never have met you.”
 
   “Our paths might have collided a different way,” she suggested gently.
 
   “Perhaps, but would we be the same people? I don’t know. I’d like to go back and take away every bad thing that ever happened to you, but I think I’ve perhaps started to make my peace with who I am now. I’ll never be perfect, but I’m at least getting better.”
 
   “Yes, you are. We both are.”
 
   “So what do you think?” he said hesitantly, as though worried she would reject him. “Shall we leave all of this behind us and start somewhere new?”
 
   “As new people?”
 
   “Yes. There are still too many bad connections out there, and I’d hate to put you in anyone’s line of sight again.”
 
   “So others might still come after us?” Concern filled her eyes. 
 
   “It’s a possibility, yes. Rodriguez was an important man, though I’m hoping others will be happy to see him gone rather than be worried about avenging his death. I’m sure if we get new identities, no one will bother us again.”
 
   “I don’t care even if we have to keep moving,” she said. “As long as I’m with you.”
 
   He leaned over the table and kissed her, then bumped his forehead gently to hers. “I’d rather be running every day for the rest of my life with you by my side than spend a single day without you.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Lily (Six Months Later)
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The girl stared at herself in the small, hand-held mirror. She lifted her hand to touch the treated area across her forehead, but a voice halted her in her tracks.
 
   “Don’t touch,” said Lily softly. “You must let it heal.”
 
   The girl turned to Lily and gave her a wide smile, bright white teeth in her dark face. The girl’s mother stood nearby, and Lily handed over the cream her daughter would need to apply to the rapidly fading birthmark.
 
   “Thank you,” the mother said, in heavily accented English. “You are very kind.”
 
   Lily smiled. “You’re welcome. You have a special girl there. She deserves a beautiful face to match her soul.”
 
   “Thank you,” the girl’s mother said again.
 
   The mother and child held hands as they left Lily’s consulting room.
 
   The clinic was a far cry from the sterile walls and high rise building where she used to work in Los Angeles. Now she worked from a wooden hut in a small Ghanaian village, and only had electricity for three hours each day. It had taken her a month to get used to the heat, especially in her current condition, but gradually she’d started to acclimatize.
 
   Monster appeared in the open doorway, leaning against the frame, his arms folded. The sunlight was bright and fierce at his back, and Lily was thankful for the shade of the hut.
 
   “Are you ready for lunch?” he asked her.
 
   Lily smiled. “Always.”
 
   He walked toward her and pulled her into a kiss, before pulling away and placing his hand over the now prominent swell of her belly. “How about this little guy?”
 
   She laughed. “He’s always ready for lunch, and dinner, and breakfast, and pretty much any meal I can fit in between.”
 
   Monster bent and nuzzled her neck, his hand slipping from her bump and around to her backside, giving it an appreciative squeeze. “I like it when you eat like this. All the more of you to get hold of.”
 
   Lily laughed, again—something she’d been doing a lot of lately. She was definitely a lot rounder than she’d been a few months ago. Pregnancy was suiting her. Despite being ridiculously happy about carrying Merrick’s child, she worried she wasn’t doing the right thing by the way of the baby by being out here in Ghana, and her past experience haunted her dreams at night. They’d agreed they would travel to Europe closer to the baby’s due date to make sure they were in a private hospital when the time came, but for the moment, as long as she took precautions, such as always using the mosquito net at night and watching what she ate, she’d been assured by doctors there was no reason she couldn’t have a perfectly healthy pregnancy here in Ghana. They’d already had the scan at twenty weeks and been told the baby was a boy. The news made them happy. A son for Merrick—who was now known as Jonathan—to try to fix the father-son hole his father had left in his heart, and for her to not feel as though she was replacing her baby daughter. It was so hard, to not think back to that time, to not spend every single second of her pregnancy worrying something was wrong with this baby, too, and she would lose him. It didn’t matter how much the doctors reassured her, she knew the fear would always be there, and probably would be even as he grew into a young man. 
 
   Once you knew loss, the fear of it never went away.
 
   As soon as she and Monster had received their burn packages, and been able to leave America under new names, Lily had started to scour the news for what had happened to Jess and Chapman. She’d been terrified she’d discover some of Rodriguez’s men had returned and assassinated them both—knowing she’d blame herself, and in part Monster, too, for their deaths. 
 
   She’d been relieved to discover they’d both survived. Chapman had spent several days in a coma, but had gone on to make a full recovery. The story was he’d not only rescued the trafficked girls from the container back at the port, but that he’d also tracked Jess down to the property in the desert. When he’d arrived, he’d heard shooting and the place was on fire. He’d rescued Jess, taking a bullet himself while doing so, and had escaped from the building. Jess had corroborated his story, and Chapman was celebrated as being something of a hero. 
 
   She wanted to get back in touch with them, in particular Jess, but Monster had warned doing so could put them all in danger. If there was some chance Jess was still being watched—unlikely, but possible—any contact could alert someone to them still being alive.
 
   As much as she wanted to speak to Jess again, and let her know she was still thinking about her, taking care of Monster and the new life growing inside her needed to take priority. When she’d read about the struggles numerous Ghanaian children were having with getting birthmarks treated, she’d known where they needed to end up. They had plenty of money to set up the small clinic, and she’d been able to put herself to work again. Besides, no one would ever think to look for her and Monster here.
 
   Monster—Merrick—though known as Jonathan now, helped both as physical labor, as well as someone who could communicate with the children they treated on a personal level. With the language he’d learned, he was able to explain to them how his birthmark had been even worse than many of theirs, and that Lily—now known as Rosa—had helped him to heal. 
 
   It helped the youngsters to see Merrick, even if he didn’t have the same skin tone as them. To see someone like him living a full life—with a woman and a baby on the way—gave them hope that they wouldn’t always be treated like outcasts. Many other charities wouldn’t touch the affected children. It was much harder treating African skin than it was Caucasian, as the amount of pigmentation in the skin affected the way the laser worked. As the laser focused on the pigmentation, she had to be careful the laser didn’t make things worse rather than better. Black skin often scarred, creating even darker patches, and the scars were raised which made things harder. But Lily’s wealth of experience meant she knew exactly what type of laser to use to minimize scarring. Even though she wouldn’t be able to fully remove all the birthmarks—sometimes they were beyond a laser and needed surgical treatment—she could at least help these poor children feel better about themselves and make them more acceptable to the rest of the villagers.
 
   Lily was doing what she loved, helping others, and Monster was doing what he loved by being with Lily.
 
   He placed his hand back on her belly again, and the small life beneath his palm gave a tiny kick, making them both smile.
 
   “We’ll be okay, won’t we?” she asked, still needing reassurance.
 
   He pulled her close and kissed her deeply. Children’s voices giggled from outside and they broke the kiss to see a small gathering of the village’s children holding their hands over their mouths to stifle their laughter. Monster pulled a face at them, and they all ran off with a squeal of pretend fright.
 
   “Yes,” he said, “I know we will. I’m not saying things will be easy for us—they never have been—but we’ll work at it. Life is hard, and we’re going to find some bumps in the road.” His hand covered her stomach again. “Even this little guy is going to cause us some trouble, and there will be times where we’ll fight and probably resent each other a little, but as long as we stick together, we’ll be just fine.”
 
   She smiled. “You promise?”
 
   He bumped his forehead to hers. “I promise. As crazy as it seems, I believe we were made for this. You and me, together.”
 
   “A Monster and a Flower,” she said.
 
   He kissed her gently. “The perfect combination.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THE END
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Like what you’ve read? Why not pre-order Marissa Farrar’s next novel, No Second Chances, which will be out on July 26th! You can order it from Amazon here! 
 
    
 
    
 
   Gabi...
 
   When I was seventeen years old, I was told to stay away from Cole Devonport. Kids like him only ever meant trouble. I should have listened, but I didn’t, and surprise, surprise, I was the one who got hurt. But escaping Cole didn’t mean the end of my pain. Life has a way of screwing me over, and after joining the Army as a way of forgetting him, I suffered a loss I’ll never recover from. 
 
   So now here I am, back in the town I ran away from, with my alcoholic father apparently looking after me.
 
   The last thing I need is Cole showing up on my doorstep because nothing has changed—with his prison tattoos and don’t-screw-with-me edge, Cole Devonport still means trouble...
 
    
 
   Cole...
 
   I let everyone down all those years ago. I made mistakes and I’m not proud of them, but I’ve done my time and now I just want to keep my head down and get on with my life. I thought I was doing exactly that until I heard Gabriella Weston was back in town. 
 
   Despite what she thought, I was always in love with her. She might hate me, but whether she knows it or not, she also needs me.
 
   I want to make it up to her, but with my past still trying to pull me down, perhaps it would be best if I just stayed the hell away like she keeps telling me to. Problem is, I can’t seem to resist her, and I’m the type of guy who always gets what he wants...
 
    
 
   So you never miss out, make sure you sign up to Marissa Farrar’s new release list to stay updated about new releases, exclusives, and special offers!  http://forms.aweber.com/form/61/19822861.htm
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