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      Gage Mack: former SEAL and trained killer.

      He’d been contracted to find Neeka, the missing daughter of one of the wealthiest men in the country.

      It was supposed to be a search and rescue mission, but what Gage didn’t expect to find was an entire underground operation with chemically and genetically modified soldiers.

      

      When Gage rescued Neeka, the attraction she felt was instant. But he’s dangerous and had no problem killing right in front of her.

      As they fought to survive, and escaped the twisted prison she’d been trapped in, Neeka realized her kidnapper had other plans for her.

      Can she escape the clutches of a madman wanting to use her as a reproduction vessel for his twisted plans?

      Can she keep her emotions for Gage locked down during all the chaos?

      Did she even want to fight?

      

      Note: This was previously published under the titles: The Assassin, and Gage. It has been revised and re-edited, but the story itself is the same.
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      There was this feeling on the back of her neck, this sensation that moved along her arms, her legs, encompassing her. Neeka McCarthy stopped, looked around the seemingly empty parking lot, and a chill wracked her body.

      Why in the hell are you stopping?

      She adjusted the bags hanging from her arms and quickly made her way toward the car just a few feet away. Her heels clicked against the pavement, becoming louder the faster she moved. Getting her keys out when she was suddenly scared shitless was harder than she’d thought.

      When she finally grabbed the keys she dropped them. Cursing, she grabbed them off the asphalt, unlocked her door, and climbed in.

      The wind picked up, whipping strands of hair across her face right before she slammed the door shut and locked it.

      With her heart beating fast, sweat started to line her forehead, and she couldn’t understand this sudden fear that assaulted her, this instant worry, nagging in the back of her mind that something wasn’t right.

      Start the car. Get the fuck out of here.

      It was barely seven at night, but with winter already setting in, the sun set quicker than she liked. Before she could put her keys in the ignition, a wet cloth was pressed to her face from behind.

      She struggled and tried to scream, but as soon as she felt a sharp, cold blade pressed against her neck, she stilled.

      “Shhh. Just relax,” a deep and sinister male voice whispered from behind her.

      She felt her eyes widen and her pulse increase. She couldn’t help but inhale the sickening sweet scent that saturated the cloth. Neeka tried to hold her breath, but it was no use, not when panic was seizing her.

      “Don’t fight it,” the deep male voice said again, the blade pressing against her neck even more, although not breaking the skin.

      Everything around her started to grow fuzzy. Her head felt like it was becoming detached, and her eyes became too heavy to keep open.

      And then the blackness took over her, and she was helpless to stop it.
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        * * *

      

      Neeka slowly opened her eyes and was assaulted with excruciating pain in her head. She blinked a couple of times, bright lights all around her intensifying the affliction.

      She put her hands to her head and groaned, trying to sit up and instantly becoming nauseated.

      As everything came into focus, she realized she was in a strange room. The events from earlier came back in a flood of memories. She looked around carefully, mindful that every time she moved, her head pounded and her stomach recoiled.

      She forced herself to sit up, and realized she was on a small one-person sized bed situated in the corner of an almost barren room. Breathing in and out and trying to calm her stomach, she blinked past the pain still radiating in her head.

      The four walls surrounding her were made up of cinderblocks, and there were no windows. A toilet, sink, and coffin-sized shower were across from her in the other corner, nothing covering them to offer privacy.

      A table and single chair were across from the toilet against the wall, and a three-drawer dresser stood next to that. Her gaze landed on the thick steel door standing ominously in front of her, and beside that a black screen.

      No handle.

      She noticed a small latched opening at the base of the door, something that she assumed was for shoving trays of food or other items through.

      Neeka gingerly stood, her nausea spiking as she was vertical now. Heart racing and palms sweating, she made her way over to the door. Looking at the intercom device on the wall next to the door, she moved her hand in front of it.

      There were no buttons to activate it, and right now she was too scared to actually touch it to see if something happened.

      Reaching out and running her hands over the cold, hard metal of the door, she pounded on it a couple of times, but the thing was solid.

      “Hey,” she said loudly, “anyone out there?”

      Maybe not drawing attention to yourself is best, smartest?

      She turned in a half circle, looking at the room again, trying to take everything in. That was when she saw the small dark camera placed in the top corner of the room, the tiny red light on it letting her know that she was being watched.

      She moved toward the table and looked down at the glass and pitcher of water.

      She was thirsty, enough that it felt like she’d swallowed sand, but she wasn’t about to drink anything here. Instead, she moved back to the bed and sat down again, trying to think of what in the hell she was going to do.

      Why would someone do this to me? Am I even still in Shyloh?

      The small rectangular opening at the bottom of the door suddenly slid open, and she pressed herself against the wall, curling her knees to her chest, her pulse rising.

      Holding her breath and waiting for whatever was about to be slid through, all she could think about was how she really wanted to go home right now and be with her father. He had to be so worried about her.

      How long have I even been here?

      A tray was pushed through the opening, and Neeka briefly saw a pair of large, dark boots before the opening in the door slid shut again. The tray had an array of food on it, but as the scents wafted toward her, it was nausea that came forward.

      She rushed to the toilet just as she emptied the contents of her stomach. Sitting on the floor when she was finished, she leaned against the wall and looked at the tray. The memories of what happened assaulted her.

      She’d been drugged, kidnapped, and who knew where in the hell she was, or what they planned on doing with her.

      The cold, hard ground beneath her was unforgiving, and she started to shake uncontrollably. Although everything seemed clean and untouched, a feeling of dirtiness coursed through her.

      Looking at the camera again, she stared into the small lens, wondering if the person behind it right now liked watching her break.

      The tears finally broke through, and she didn’t stop them. Neeka just covered her face with her hands and cried.
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      Gage Mack leaned back in his chair, and he stared at the man in front of him. Edward McCarthy was one of the wealthiest men in America, even his company being in Forbes billionaire list.

      He was nearing sixty, but he appeared much older than that as he lay in bed, his face an ashen color and his eyes sunken in. Edward coughed between sentences.

      “Thank you for coming, Mr. Mack.” He held his handkerchief to his mouth, and he coughed again, splatters of blood covering the white fabric. “You have no idea how grateful I am that you took my offer and will help me in finding my daughter.”

      It wasn’t as if Gage had any choice in the matter. This was his job, being hired to not only find people, but to take them out if need be, as well.

      It wasn’t something he saw himself doing when growing up, but he was good at what he did, stealthy, silent, and when someone needed to be killed he was called.

      But this was more of a search and rescue mission, that was, until he found the person or people responsible for kidnapping Neeka. Once they were found his real talents would be put to use.

      Gage knew everything about Edward McCarthy and his only child, Neeka. He had to know the ins and outs of how Edward’s family and business ran if he had any hope of finding out who took her, who might have a vendetta for the older man.

      “Your gratitude isn’t necessary, Mr. McCarthy.”

      “Please, call me Edward.” He coughed again, awkwardly trying to adjust his position on the bed, but making it look like it was very painful. “I didn’t know what to do. After the police came up with nothing in terms of finding my daughter, I knew I had to go to more drastic measures.”

      Gage’s organization wasn’t widely known. In fact, unless the person needing their help had underground contacts, it was impossible to get a hold of them.

      Gage let his gaze travel to an unidentified man sitting in the corner, the shadows partially concealing him, but his presence still apparent.

      “For nearly two weeks the search has been going on for her, with no sign of where she’s been taken or if … she’s still alive.” Edward choked up on the last word. “It doesn’t matter how much money I have or who I know, nobody seems to have any information on her whereabouts. I’m at a loss. I’ve tried everything, bribed, pleaded, and even threatened people for information on where she is.”

      He tried to pull himself up even more, but grimaced from the act.

      “I’m a weak and frail man, sick and won’t live as long as I’d like, Mr. Mack. If my cancer wasn’t this advanced, I would be out there myself searching for her.”

      Gage was unmoving, listening to what Edward said, and aware that this man was desperate. Desperation created recklessness, but Gage and the men that were contract killers and trackers were anything but that.

      They made sure to be calm, collected, and act when needed.

      “You and your men are the best of the best, and I will pay you anything to find my Neeka.” He coughed again, his breath wheezing in and out of his lungs. “I want my daughter’s abductor’s head.” There was anger and conviction in McCarthy’s voice, his words laced with strength.

      Edward had already paid a fortune to Gage’s organization, and he was here because he’d already accepted the job. “Mr. McCarthy, this is what I do. I track and hunt, and if I need to take someone out I don’t hesitate.”

      Gage had been one of the first men to be recruited into the elite and highly illegal organization.

      But then again his organization had a lot of police, congressmen, hell, even men in the white house, on their client list.

      After training with the Special Forces, he’d been working as a civilian. But then he’d been anonymously contacted, and it had all started after that.

      Now he was a hired hitman, and although he’d served others while on active duty, saved lives, and had others’ backs, he’d always felt this darkness in him.

      It was this rage, this violence that made him brutal to his enemies. That wasn’t exactly a good thing where his ranking and station was concerned, but being a contracted killer meant he didn’t have to hold back.

      Gage didn’t have to ignore and suppress the beast inside of him. When he found the “bad guy” he fucked them up, and it gave him a rush of life.

      “No other fee is necessary, Mr. McCarthy. I’ll make sure to find your daughter and bring down the person that took her.” Gage stood and took a step toward the frail man. He noticed the way the man sitting in the corner tensed when Gage approached. “You want her captor’s head? I’ll bring it.”

      The old man nodded, seeming satisfied.

      “Thank you, Mr. Mack.”

      Gage looked over at the man in the corner once more. He stood as well, his height comparable to Gage’s own six foot five, but he lacked any kind of solid muscle mass, unlike Gage. The man didn’t show any emotions, his expression hard, almost unreadable.

      Almost.

      Gage could read people just by the way they moved and by their body language.

      “Something on your mind?” Gage asked since the man kept watching him.

      “This is my personal advisor, Theo Millian,” Edward said. I apologize for not introducing him sooner.”

      “We can’t tell you enough how grateful we are that you are going to find Neeka.” Theo took a step forward, extending his hand out in greeting. “I’m sorry if I came across as offensive. I am just in knots about the fact Neeka is gone.” Emotion now crossed Theo’s face. “To know you’ll find the person that has done this gives me great pleasure and hope.”

      Gage tensed, noticing how Theo’s eyes became hard and determined. Gage could also hear longing in Theo’s voice when he spoke of Neeka. He wondered if this was Neeka’s boyfriend.

      Not that it mattered, or that Gage gave a fuck. This was just a job, and Gage would succeed in it. He took the other man’s hand and shook it.

      “She’ll be brought home safely.”

      “I’ll see you out, Mr. Mack,” Theo responded.

      Gage nodded at Theo and then at Edward, and left the room. Theo showed him out, and before Gage exited the front door, Theo started speaking.

      “I am just as devastated about Neeka as Mr. McCarthy is. I’ve watched her grow into the lovely woman she is today. We know you’ll bring her home safely. I just hope it’s before Edward’s health deteriorates even more.”

      Gage felt his skin tighten and his heart rate increase. There was something about Theo Millian that set Gage’s instincts on high.

      “She’ll be found,” was all Gage said. He let himself out and walked over to his car. Starting now, he was on a mission. He needed to find Neeka McCarthy and destroy anyone who stood in his way.

      Adrenaline started to rush through his veins as he felt the thrill of the hunt wash through him, felt that darkness start to rise.

      He curled his hands around the steering wheel until his knuckles turned white. He was going to let his beast out, and fuck did it feel good.
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      The sound of metal scraping on something had Neeka waking. She instantly sat up and pushed herself toward the wall, feeling her flight or fight instinct take root.

      She didn’t know how long she’d been here as there was no clock, no window for her to tell if it was night or day.

      She was in this endless pattern of food being pushed under the door three times a day. That was her only way of knowing the time, and even that was sketchy at best.

      But since being here she’d been taken out of this room repeatedly, all but pulled down a barren, cold hallway with no doors or windows, and tested like some kind of animal.

      “You know the drill,” one of the men said, his big body blocking the door, his arms crossed. The other man held a syringe, and she knew if she fought they’d knock her out and take her anyway.

      She didn’t want to get drugged again, but knew it was fruitless to try to reason with them.

      Still, she wouldn’t lie down and take this. Neeka wouldn’t make this easy for them.

      Getting off the bed, she felt her entire body shake at the knowledge of where they were going to take her. Each man grabbed an arm, and although she wanted to struggle, she knew from past experiences that all it would get her was more pain and fear.

      They pulled her down the long, cold hallway, and into a room. After shutting the door they led her toward the cold stainless-steel table. For weeks now they had been taking her to this sterile room, drugging her if she acted out, and taking samples of her blood.

      They lifted her easily onto the table and strapped her ankles and wrists down. She pulled at her bonds, knowing she couldn’t escape, but her instincts still told her to fight.

      “Why are you doing this?” she asked for the millionth time, but she was greeted with silence.

      She watched, feeling her eyes widen, as one of the men went over to the table and picked up a needle and vial.

      “No, please no more.” She struggled against the bonds harder now.

      He turned and came toward her.

      “Shut up.”

      “Get the hell away from me, you bastards.” The bigger of the two men who had brought her to this room smirked down at her and walked to the edge of table, running his hand over her bare ankle. His touch made her skin crawl.

      “You sure do have a mouth on you, don’t you?” He licked his lips as his gaze traveled up her exposed leg. “I can think of all kinds of things to do with that dirty little mouth.”

      She stared at him, refusing to show him how scared she truly was, not about to give him that satisfaction. He moved his hand up her leg and under the hospital gown she wore, the one they made her wear.

      They’d removed her clothing when she’d first been taken, and in its place given her a thin pair of cotton underwear and this god-awful gown.

      His hand continued to creep up until the tips of his fingers brushed her upper thigh. “Don’t touch me, fucker,” she screamed at him as she struggled. This was the first time one of them had actually had the balls to touch her in this way.

      Normally if she behaved and they didn’t have to drug her they just took her blood and that was it.

      “For fuck’s sake, Kal, leave her alone. You know the boss wants us to get the rest of the samples before he comes in tonight. Touching her will only piss him off.”

      Kal grinned mockingly, but stopped touching her. “Maybe another time, sweetheart.” He walked toward his companion, and only when his back was toward her did she let out a breath. It took all her willpower to keep from crying.

      They both turned around, Kal now the one holding a long, thick needle. There was a clear solution in the barrel, and he looked far too pleased with being the one to stick her.

      “God, stop.” She started struggling harder, knowing what they were going to do, knowing they were going to sedate her so they could take blood samples without her fighting them.

      This was the same routine they performed every time they took her to this sadistic room, and she wasn’t going to let them have the easy route.

      She worried about what else they did to her while she was sedated.

      The men moved toward her until they were at the edge of the table on either side of her. The other man wrapped a tourniquet around her arm at the same time Kal injected her with the sedative forcefully.

      The solution moved through her bloodstream quickly, burning her from the inside out and having her instantly dizzy.

      As the medication kicked in, Neeka couldn’t hold her head up any longer and had no desire to fight.

      “You’d think you’d know by now to just take it and not fight us,” Kal said, but his voice sounded distorted because of the drug in her system.

      She relaxed against the table, her whole body feeling numb. She was still awake for the time being, and Neeka knew she would probably never be found, or escape.
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      Gage headed back to base to grab his supplies before he got on the road in search for Neeka. He already had a few feelers out, men that were shady, worked the streets, and knew some really fucked up people.

      If she were taken for sex work he’d find that out, and if not, he was a hell of a tracker and wouldn’t stop until he got a lead. This was what he was good at, what he was trained for.

      The facility where the men that worked for the organization was located in the Swallow High Mountains. The base itself had been built underground, with a concrete main house atop that. It was impenetrable, and a place where the men could go to gather supplies, find intel, and crash.

      He stopped in front of the gate that was attached to the twenty-foot-high stone wall. The security wall surrounded the perimeter of the entire compound, and if anyone did find this place it would seem like an estate and not what it truly was.

      Once he entered in the code and the gates opened, he drove down the unpaved driveway and into the underground garage.

      He got out of his car and made his way inside, striding swiftly through the compound. There was also a training facility that was attached to the main tech house, one that allowed the men to work out and train with a number of weapons.

      He headed into the room he’d been using for the last few weeks, grabbed a large duffle, and started stuffing his supplies in it. Black thermals, fatigues, boots, and of course a few handguns he kept in his bunk were among the gear he’d bring. He didn’t know how long he’d be on the road, tracking Neeka and following leads, but he wouldn’t stop until he knew where she was.

      Gage slung the duffle over his shoulder and left the room, moving down the hall and into the weapons supply room. He grabbed several handguns, a rifle, night vision goggles, knives, a few semiautomatics, a Beretta, and several other miscellaneous weapons.

      He walked back to the garage, passing Terrick, Ruick, and Caleb on his way out. The three men were SEALs, who were no longer on active duty, but needing that adrenaline rush, the same as Gage.

      He set his duffle on the passenger seat and made his way around to the driver’s side, getting in and starting the car. He grabbed the file he had on Neeka, the background check he’d done, the information he’d collected thus far from people that knew her … everything.

      Even though he’d just been hired by Edward McCarthy, as soon as he’d been given the job he’d started the check on her to find out what he could.

      The last people to see Neeka were the employees at her job two weeks ago. He scanned the police report, reading how her coworkers said she stayed late, as usual, and that she’d been the last one to leave. The police had nothing to go on, no motive, nothing. It was a missing person case with no leads.

      There was mention of Edward McCarthy having an enemy, or someone that wanted to get back at him, maybe even ransom Neeka off, but there hadn’t been any calls demanding money for her safe return.

      Neeka worked in the city, and he was willing to bet there was someone who had seen something. It was the twenty-first century, and no one in America vanished without a trace. Maybe someone wasn’t talking, scared of what might happen to them? Well, Gage would find answers.

      He tossed the folder onto the passenger seat and pulled out of the garage. Once he was down the mountain and on the main road, he headed to the last known place Neeka had been seen.

      It took an hour, but he finally arrived at the Franklin Beldon Tower. After parking and cutting the engine, he scanned the lot, trying to see that night she’d gone missing.

      The sun had already set, and the parking lot and building were deserted. Gage got out of the car and moved toward the side of the building. He wore all black, so he blended into the shadows.

      Gage checked for any security cameras, and noticed a small one rotating from left to right. If he kept to the darkness and the side of the building, the camera wouldn’t pick him up.

      When Gage got to the side door, he pulled out a small bag, got on his haunches, and started on the lock. It wasn’t a difficult one to pick. He pulled out a small leather case that held various devices that would aid in disarming it.

      He kept a watchful eye on the camera, the shadows still concealing him as the machine scanned the perimeter. He worked the tool inside the lock until he heard a click and it finally gave way.

      Once the door was open he slipped inside and shut it silently behind him. A set of stairs led to the upper floors and another led toward the bottom levels. When he’d studied the layout of the building earlier, he knew the security room was in the basement of the building. He needed to get a look at the camera’s hard drive, see if anything had been caught, maybe even overlooked.

      The tapes were still in police custody, and it would have taken too much time to either retrieve them through their channels or break in and take them. No, the computers should still have a hard drive, one that might be difficult to retrieve, but a task he could still do.

      He descended the stairs and stopped at the landing, listening for any movement. Satisfied when silence greeted him, he reached in his bag and pulled out a set of earbuds and an otoamplisizer. The otoamplisizer was one of many devices the company he worked for had created. They had their own engineers, ones that worked on new weapons, devices that could immobilize someone without so much as breaking a sweat.

      This device was an amplifier that would let him hear conversations through the thick cement wall as if he were standing on the other side. He put the small box against the cement and adjusted the dial, instantly able to hear the buzz of the monitors and the low beat of a song.

      He put the equipment away and drew out his knife, preferring the weight of the blade to the coldness of a gun.

      The door was closed, but Gage opened it soundlessly, seeing the security officer leaning back in his chair, his eyes closed and his earbuds in. Video monitors covered one wall, each flickering to a different view of the outer and inner perimeter of the building. He walked up to him and stopped when he was standing right behind him.

      The security officer, whose name appeared on his badge as Herbie, was pleasantly unaware.

      Gage could hear the song Herbie was listening to fade out as it ended, and he idly thought how easy it would be to run the blade over the man’s exposed throat. It was these emotions that had the darkness in him festering, these feelings that fed the beast.

      Herbie opened his eyes and cursed as he saw Gage looming over him. Gage smiled and cold cocked him in the side of his head with the butt of the blade. Herbie groaned momentarily before he slid down the chair, passed out.

      Gage went over to the control panel and started hacking into the system, bringing up the images from two weeks ago and scanning through the time frames. This particular system automatically discarded the videos after a week’s time—but the information was sill encoded in the hard drive.

      It also made sense that the cops hadn’t been able to pick anything up from the videotapes, since the information was erased automatically to clear the drive and make room for memory. This set-up was low budget, for sure.

      It had been tricky to hack into the computer’s database and access the dates he needed, and if it weren’t for his extensive IT training with the government as well as the current company he was employed with, he wouldn’t have been able to find anything.

      He stared at the screen once he pulled up the date he needed, and saw Neeka McCarthy walking to her car. She looked scared. That was clear by the way she stopped in the middle of the parking lot and looked around.

      He could also see the worry on her face. Gage froze the image when she stopped at the vehicle. He stared at her. Her gaze was off to the side, her dark hair a halo around her head as if the wind teased it. She was a beautiful woman, not something he should even be noticing, but an observation that couldn’t be ignored.

      He let himself admire her for a second longer before he ran the video clip in slow motion. She got into her car, and that was when he noticed the dark figure behind her seat and the bright white swatch of cloth in his hand.

      He watched the rest of the video, taking in every minute detail until finally her small body fell forward, clearly drugged, and an unmarked van pulled up. The shadows obscured most of the features of her kidnappers, and they wore masks, too, hiding any distinguishing features.

      Someone drove her car away as the van sped off. Before the van could disappear off the screen Gage froze the frame, leaning forward and seeing a piece of information that would get him one step closer to finding Neeka.

      “Got you, motherfucker.” Gage was able to make out the plate number. He wrote down the information he needed, made a copy of the information and video he’d acquired, and packed up his gear. He needed to get back to the compound and on the database and see if the plate number matched with anything in their system.

      He gave one last look at the passed out security officer. Herbie would survive with nothing more than a headache when he woke up.

      Gage sheathed his knife and exited the same way he had entered, having a feeling this wasn’t some random kidnapping. Neeka had been targeted, and he’d find out who the fuckers were.
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      Neeka took another bite of food, not hungry, but the gun pointed to her temple was a pretty good motivator for her appetite. Although she wanted to cry, she refused to give them the satisfaction of seeing her break down.

      She could have her walls fall when she was alone. They’d started making her eat at gunpoint when she refused to consume what they brought her.

      She took one more bite, chewing as she kept her eyes shut tight, and swallowed, hoping that was sufficient so they would just leave. One guard picked up the tray at the same time the other removed the gun from her head. She breathed out and opened her eyes, watching them exit.

      Once they were gone and the door was shut, Neeka lay on the bed and stared at the ceiling.

      The days were starting to mesh together, and although she didn’t know how long she’d been here, she knew it was too long for comfort. Wouldn’t her father have found her by now? Wouldn’t he have hired someone trained in searching for missing people? Was she even in the country anymore?

      Her body, as well as her mind, was exhausted. It was always the same men who came by to either force her to eat or take her away for the blood draws. Sometimes they would give her a reprieve and wait a few days—or at least she thought they were days—before they came for her. Her time here was one long and endless cycle.

      Her arms were riddled with track marks from their continuous injections and blood draws, and she didn’t even recognize herself anymore. The wounds weren’t even having time to heal because they drew her blood daily.

      The flimsy plastic mirror they’d provided over the sink showcased her ashen skin and the large, dark circles under her eyes. She wasn’t any closer to finding out why she’d been taken than when she first arrived.

      She heard her door unlocking again and pulled herself up on the bed.

      Why are they back so soon?

      The steel door opened, and her heart pounded wildly behind her ribs. But the person who walked in had everything inside of her freezing, had her hope rising, and joy that she’d finally get out of here coming to the surface.

      Dr. Rye Vincent, one of her father’s dearest friends and her physician since she was a child, smiled at her.

      She got off the bed, stumbled once, and ran toward him. I’m saved. Neeka couldn’t stop the tears that slid down her cheeks, couldn’t help the sobs consuming her. She wrapped her sore arms around Dr. Vincent, breathing out when he held her in a familiar embrace.

      He just held her for several seconds, but then she pulled away, a steady stream of tears falling down her cheeks as she looked into his face.

      He was an older man, with graying short hair and deep amber-colored eyes. She smiled weakly at him and laid her head on his chest once more, so thankful he was here. He’d finally take her home to her father. Neeka didn’t know how he’d found her, but she wasn’t going to think too hard on it. He was here, and she was rescued. That’s all that mattered.

      I’ll finally be able to go home.

      “Shhh, everything’s all right, Neeka. You have nothing to be afraid of.” He smiled at her again and wiped a tear off her cheek. “I’ve been out of the state while I gathered documents for my research, and If I’d known how they were treating you, I would have put a stop to it right away. They will be punished, don’t worry.” His voice was calm as he smiled down at her.

      Dread, fear, and a torrent of other emotions slammed into her. She pulled away and knitted her brows in confusion. His words didn’t make sense. He spoke as if he knew that she’d been here all along. “I don’t understand.” She shook her head. “You knew I was here? I’m here because of you?”

      “Yes, Neeka. I was the one who made plans to get you here.” He lowered his gaze up and down her body. “Look at you.” He clicked his tongue. “They will be severely punished for your state. There is absolutely no need for you to be running around barefoot and in a ratty hospital gown.” He took a step forward, and she took one back.

      “What are you doing, Rye? Why are you doing this to me?”

      He cocked his head to the side. “What do you mean?” he asked as if he were truly confused as to what she was talking about.

      Her confusion rose, and she took another step back. He mimicked her move by coming forward a step. The back of her legs hit the edge of her bed, and she looked around again, knowing there wasn’t an escape because he was blocking her only way out.

      He chuckled. “Neeka, dear, you act as though you are terribly surprised. You honestly don’t understand why you’re here?” He shook his head. “You know, if you want something done right, you have to do it yourself.” He placed his hand in his overcoat pockets, taking on a relaxed stance.

      “Of course I’m surprised. You were like family.”

      “You truly don’t realize why you’re here?”

      She didn’t move or respond.

      “No worries. All will come to light soon enough.”

      “What are you talking about? Can’t you just explain what’s going on right now?” She finally found her voice.

      “In due time, darling.” He narrowed his eyes and moved his gaze along her body again. “First we need to get you cleaned and dressed properly. I’ve just come to the facility, so I wasn’t aware of your state or these horrid conditions they have you in,” he said softly, looking around the cell. “I’ll have one of my men bring your things to a more accommodating room. We can discuss everything within the hour.”

      He turned and strode to the door, opened it, and left without another word or a backward glance.

      Her knees buckled, and she sat on the bed, her eyes wide as she looked around the room again. Dr. Vincent had been like a second father to her, and the events that had just taken place rocked her to the very core. She wiped away her tears. It was maybe twenty minutes later before the door opened again.

      Neeka was so numb she didn’t even cower when a man in military-type gear walked in with a large box in hand. He set it on the ground without speaking or looking at her, and strode back toward the door, shutting and engaging the lock in place.

      Even though she was numb, she found the strength to rise off the bed and move toward the box. She could have been defiant, but she wanted answers.

      She’d been locked away for so long that staying one more minute in this hellhole was too much to bear. She’d find a way out. She had to, because giving up hope, even with the revelations she’d just been presented with, was not an option.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      “Enough time has passed, Rye.”

      Rye looked at the man that paced his office. “Calm yourself. You’ll have her when I’m finished. Patience is a virtue.”

      “Fuck patience.” The man stopped, looking angry and annoyed, but Rye didn’t care.

      “My work is more important than your perverse need to own Neeka. But a deal is a deal, and you’ll have her once I’m finished gathering all the details and data I need to make my research solid.” Rye stared at the man hard, not about to back down. “Now leave my office, and don’t come here again making demands.”

      The man breathed out, his hands at his side, clenching, his face red, his annoyance and impatience tangible.

      “I’m on a thin wire here, Rye. I’ve waited years to have her, and I want this deal settled.” Without another look he turned and left Rye’s office.

      Rye had known Neeka since she was an infant, and although he had a fondness for her, his research and work were of far more importance than anything else. That was the way life worked, and she’d have no choice on either matter.
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        * * *

      

      Neeka was led down a long, white hallway as two big men stood on either side of her. They held semi-automatic rifles, and their expressions were emotionless. She swallowed roughly, the shoes she’d been given making minimal sound against the white tile beneath her feet.

      They took several more turns, and soon the all-white hallway turned less sterile and hospital-like. One of the men placed his hand on a glass, black plate on the wall, and the door slid open. She felt her mouth open slightly at the hallway that was revealed.

      Oriental rugs graced the granite flooring, and oil paintings covered the walls. There were actually windows, and she could see the bright sun and clouds outside. Wincing from the brightness and from being locked away for so long, she blinked past the pain.

      Although she saw outside, she was high enough up that all she could see were the tops of a few scattered trees. Everything else was dead land, sand, and nothingness.

      They kept moving down the hallway, took several more turns, and then stopped in front of a set of wide double doors. One of the goons knocked on the wood, the sound loud as it echoed off of the walls.

      Her heart was beating so damn fast, her nerves, and the betrayal she felt having her muscles tighten and lock up.

      The doors opened to reveal a man no older than she was. He stood on the other side, the suit he wore all black. He didn’t even glance at her, just stepped aside to let them in.

      His light hair was brushed back from his face, and his expression was unmoving. The assholes on either side of her pushed her forward, causing Neeka to stumble. Sitting behind a large desk was Rye, his focus on the papers in front of him.

      “Leave us,” he barked out.

      She turned around and watched the three men follow Rye’s command. The door shut behind them, and she clenched her hands at her sides, her fear rising. Rye was not a man she knew anymore. Everything he’d ever told her, how he’d ever acted toward her, had been a lie.

      She faced him again and stared into his dark, emotionless gaze.

      “Have a seat, Neeka.”

      She straightened her shoulders and sat in the chair in front of his desk, not wanting to show him her fear, but it was damn hard.

      He steepled his fingers in front of his face and leaned forward, bracing his elbows on the desk. “You are a rare treasure, Neeka. A very special girl.”

      For all of her twenty-seven years, Dr. Vincent had been there for her and her family. Hell, he’d delivered her when she was born, and had been a support system after her mother passed away when she was younger. But the man in front of her was not the man she looked at like a second father.

      “Do you understand any of this, Neeka?”

      She didn’t bother responding.

      “I knew your anomaly from the moment your blood was drawn after your birth.”

      “What anomaly are you talking about?” Neeka was confused, angry, but also hurt and betrayed by this man.

      “It was then that I realized you were the key to the Dark Haven Corporation.”

      “The Dark Haven Corporation? I don’t understand any of this. Why now? If you realized you needed me so badly why not just ask for blood, ask for my help?”

      “It takes time, money, and research to have this kind of corporation running smoothly. This has been my life’s work, what I was born to do. And even if I was researching and testing while you were growing up, I had a plan, one that was essential, but only with you involved.”

      She was shaking her head, the pain behind her eyes growing more intense with each passing second. “You kidnapped me, took me away from my father, who you know is sick and riddled with cancer.” She was crying now, her emotions so strong, consuming her to the point she couldn’t even focus.

      “Death is part of life, Neeka,” he stated matter-of-factly. “Truth is if I would have explained what I was doing, my plans, the search I work tirelessly on, neither you nor your father would have approved.”

      “You don’t know that,” she said through clenched teeth. “You were like a father to me. I would have helped you.”

      He shook his head and smiled. Rye leaned back in his chair, his hands placed on the desk in front of him. “It makes no difference now. You’re here, and that’s all that matters.”

      “You’re insane.”

      “No, Neeka, I’m far from insane. This is my empire. My research and accomplishments will make me a god. You’re the key I need, the missing element in all of this.”

      She angrily wiped her tears away.

      “It’s your rare blood type that will make my warriors invincible.”

      Warriors?

      She felt her brows knit in even more confusion.

      He stood and walked over to the floor-to-ceiling window to the side of them, grasping his hands behind his back and becoming quiet. She glanced at the door, wanting to escape, but she knew there were probably guards stationed outside, and she had no clue how in the hell to get out of here … wherever here was.

      “They are right outside. You wouldn’t make it a foot outside of this room before they had you,” Rye stated with a hard, but bland voice. He still had his back to her, but she saw him watching her through the reflection in the glass.

      She thought about what he’d just revealed, still no closer to knowing what in the hell he was talking about. “How is my blood going to help you?” She looked down at the healing track marks that riddled her flesh, and the new bruises painting her skin black and blue from the restraints she’d been put in just this morning.

      She’d always been a fast healer, but with the frequent blood draws and the binding, it seemed like she’d never fully heal.

      “I know you’re aware of how fast you heal, something ‘normal’ people don’t experience. The fact your cuts take twenty-four hours to close and start knitting it back together should have raised your curiosity.” Rye turned around and faced her.

      Yes, she’d always noticed she healed fast, but she never paid much attention to it, because it was her norm. Rye had also never said anything about this “anomaly”.

      “It isn’t just your blood that will unlock all of my life’s work, but also the very makeup of your DNA will help in unleashing exactly what this world needs.” His expression was hard, concentrated.

      She had her hands twisted in her lap, felt her throat tighten, and knew her chances of getting out were zero. Her father wouldn’t know where she was, and he sure as hell would never think Rye could have done this to her. No, she was alone, and if she didn’t think of some way to escape, she’d die here.

      That wasn’t going to happen.

      “Have you ever wondered why you never became ill?” He continued speaking about this, but Neeka just wanted out of his presence. He disgusted her.

      “You’ve never wondered why you never broke a bone?” He pulled out a plain manila envelope from his desk and spilled its contents on the desk.

      She glanced at the paperwork, hating she had to be in the same room with him, but she needed more answers.

      “The Dark Haven project is my life’s work. It’s because of you that I was able to create Adaym.” He slid papers toward her, and she slowly leaned forward.

      Create Adaym?

      She looked down at the photos of a hardened, fierce, and severe looking man. She noticed a chain and manacle were attached to his ankle, and there was a pallet of blankets in the corner.

      “Oh my God, what in the hell are you doing?” The words rushed out of her, and she covered her mouth. He was keeping other people prisoner here? Chaining them up?

      She looked at the image again. The man’s face was slightly away from the camera, and the lighting was dark, but she could still see the muscles and strength in his body. He didn’t look much older than in his early thirties, but whatever he was going through had to age someone to the point their life faded away.

      She looked at Rye again. “Why tell me this?”

      He smirked, and dread filled her stomach. “Because I want you to know what you’re contributing to, what you’re helping to unlock.”

      No, he’s telling me because he has no plans of letting me go.

      “You can’t do this, Rye. You have to release me, have to let anyone you’re holding prisoner go.” She slid the photo back to him. “You want my blood, fine, I can donate whatever you need, but using people as specimens, doing whatever crazy and barbaric experiments on them, is wrong.”

      “Have you not listened to anything I’ve said?” Rye’s voice was rising, his anger becoming clear.

      “You’re insane.” Her voice was rising as well.

      “I know you want to go home, to be with Edward, but you and I both know if I were to let you go, you wouldn’t cooperate.” He shook his head. “No, I need you accessible to me at any cost. It’s the only way this will work. My research and plan are more important, Neeka.”

      “I just don’t understand any of this,” she said more to herself than to him. “Why not just ask me for blood samples? You’re my doctor, and I wouldn’t have questioned you. You’ve taken my blood many other times…” That realization had her stomach roiling. God, he’s been taking my blood for his insane experiments.

      “Yes, it’s true, I have been taking samples while you were growing up, but it’s not enough, Neeka. I need bone marrow samples, tissue samples, and anything else from you that will further unlock my research. Already I’ve made so much progress.”

      His betrayal was painful, like a harsh slap in her face, but it hurt most in her heart. Neeka knew her face must have had a look of hatred on it. She could not believe what she was hearing. Not only had her father trusted this man, but she had trusted him. He had betrayed them both. She looked down again at her bruised and battered arms. The marks would heal by tomorrow, but the wounds Rye had caused on the inside would never fade.

      “I am sorry for that. Although I cannot let you leave, not yet, and not on your own. I can make your stay here more comfortable, lavish even, if you don’t fight me, Neeka. A few bruises here and there are a small sacrifice on your part.”

      She clenched her teeth but didn’t respond.

      “You’re very important to me, and I want you comfortable.”

      “I’m far from comfortable,” she gritted out. “You truly are insane, and I’ll be no help to you. I will fight you kicking and screaming the whole way.” She was about to stand, but the dark look that crossed his face had her staying in her seat. Never had she seen such a foreboding and evil look on him.

      “You will stay here and give me what I need, because you have no choice. I would much prefer if you were willing, but it doesn’t matter if you’re not, Neeka.” His voice had dropped to a deadly whisper that sent chills down her spine. He pushed the other papers toward her. “I want you to read what work I am accomplishing. You are what is making all this possible, and I won’t let anything ruin that, not even you.”

      His jaw was hard as he stared at her, the muscles under his skin flexing.

      She didn’t even look at the papers, and Rye’s face got red from his anger.

      “Read them,” he said harder, more adamantly.

      She took the papers, her hands shaking as she looked down at the documents. Shock resonated through her at what she read. If she was reading correctly, Dr. Rye Vincent believed that her blood was the key in making indestructible warriors.

      He’d created a serum with her blood as the main component because he believed it made a person invincible. Once he injected the blood-serum mixture into the human body, the recipient would become immune to both biochemical warfare and injury, heal instantly, and have superior strength and senses.

      She shook her head as she read through the material again. “This is fiction. My blood can’t make people indestructible. That’s not possible, not realistic.”

      He really was insane.

      “No, your blood can’t make anyone superior, but coupled with a formula I’ve been working on my entire professional life, it can.” He was grinning now, and it was a ghastly sight. “You have a blood type that isn’t even categorized, Neeka.

      Once I watched you heal quicker than what was humanly possible, I took that initial sample, ran tests, and realized it was the missing ingredient in my serum. I have been trying for years to get the mixture right, but everything I tried wasn’t compatible with the human recipient.”

      This is insanity.

      “I’ve been watching over you for your whole life, keeping you under my care at all costs, because I couldn’t risk anyone finding out about your blood type. I couldn’t risk them taking you away from me or my work.”

      She shook her head, not sure what to say.

      “We needed the most powerful men, physically and mentally, as the recipients in order for the serum to truly work.”

      She shook her head, the pain in her eyes becoming unbearable now.

      “As with all experiments, we had our trials and tribulations, but once I found the missing ingredient—your rare blood type—corrected the levels and properties of the serum, and found a compatible human match, it was then that I created Adaym.” He pointed to the picture of the chained young man.

      “You’re a monster,” she whispered. “So what, you plan on injecting people with this experimental drug, using them as guinea pigs as you harvest my blood? You truly are a sick man.” Disgust dripped from her voice as she stood.

      “Sit down.” He all but shouted the command, and she sat, fear spiking within her at the rage reflected in his features. His face was red, and the muscles in his forearms clenched and unclenched as he made fists and relaxed them on top of the desk. “You will not undermine my breakthrough.

      I have worked decades on this, and there you sit, calling me a monster when everything I am doing is to better this world.”

      “Better this world?" Stupefaction laced her voice as she stared at him with disbelief. “You’re testing your drugs on innocent people, using their lives like they were nothing. I will not condone any of this. You can keep me here, but you can never make me a willing participant in your sick fantasy world.”

      He suddenly became calm as he leaned back in his chair again. “Oh, that’s where you’re wrong, Neeka. You will help me and give me what I need, or I’ll dispose of everyone and everything you hold dear.”

      She covered her mouth, tears threatening to spill free.

      “You don’t get it, do you? I am creating super humans. Men who can fight in war with super strength, and can be injured, but heal instantaneously. Warriors who can’t be affected by biochemical warfare weapons.” He smiled triumphantly. “I will be the most powerful man in the world. I’ve already succeeded in creating the first indestructible killing machine.”

      She clenched her hands in her lap, not knowing what to do. She felt defeated as she glanced back down at the photo of the man. His dark hair was unkempt and shaggy, his eyes fierce, but not broken. His chest was bare and riddled with scars.

      God, I’m so sorry they did this to you.

      Who was he really? Was his name even Adaym? Did he have a family somewhere, a wife, kids? She put her head in her hands and breathed out. How would her father ever find her? She would never see him again. She couldn’t help but feel the need to cry, her anger mounting more and more.

      Sorrow also filled her at the thought of the lives that would soon be used and discarded with no thought or consideration.

      She didn’t doubt Dr. Rye Vincent was a genius. The very idea of men being able to heal on the battlefield would benefit many people, but the way he was going on about it was wrong. He was hurting people, keeping them as prisoners, and experimenting on them as if they were lab rats.

      She knew that even though this looked like a dead end for her, she wouldn’t let herself break. She would keep fighting until she drew her last breath.
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      Gage had ended up finding out the name of the man that owned the van when Neeka was abducted—Kevin Kraybold. Now he had an address to go off of, and some questions that needed answers.

      He parked his SUV on the side of the street, right across from a rundown bar. On the corners were a few prostitutes, and lo and behold, the man in question was outside soliciting one of the prostitutes. Gage cut the engine and sat in the car, watching the exchange.

      The woman said something to Kraybold, and then the little asshole backhanded the woman. Gage got out of the SUV before the woman’s pimp came out and kicked Kraybold’s ass. Gage needed answers first. After that he didn’t give a fuck what happened to the piece of shit.

      “Hey, motherfucker,” Gage said right before he clocked Kraybold in the face. The man stumbled back, holding his nose, and blood dripping down his chin.

      “What the hell,” Kraybold said without looking at Gage. When he finally locked gazes with him Kraybold’s eyes widened, maybe from the size of Gage, or because he knew this wasn’t going to end well for him.

      Gage wrapped his hand around the asshole’s neck, and walked him backward and into the adjoining alley. Once hidden by the shadows he pressed Kraybold against the brick wall.

      “What the fuck you want, man?” Kraybold wheezed out.

      Gage could have given him the benefit of the doubt, assumed maybe his van was stolen, but the air about this asshole, the fact he’d slapped a woman out in the middle of the street, told Gage this piece of shit wasn’t innocent.

      “I’m only going to ask you once, so you better make sure you tell me the honest answer.” Gage leaned in so he was nose to nose with Kraybold, staring him deep in the eyes, and slightly tightening his hold on the other man’s neck. Kraybold’s mouth opened and closed, but no words came out, only a sickening gurgling sound. Gage loosened his hold but didn’t lower him from the wall. Gage didn’t fuck around when it came to getting answers.

      Kraybold sucked in air, his eyes starting to water.

      “You have anything to do with the kidnapping of a young woman a few weeks back?”

      Gage tightened his hold again when the man didn’t answer. Kraybold’s eyes went wide as he started shaking his head. Gage loosened his hold once more.

      “Okay, okay. Yeah, I was hired. I was instructed to drop her off at a rundown motel off of Interstate 61. The money was already there when I got there. I took it, and left her in the room.”

      “What was the motel’s name? Who hired you?”

      “I didn’t know his name. Some guy contacted me and offered a thousand dollars to bring the girl to the Dew Oaks Motel. I don’t know any names. I swear that’s all I know.”

      Gage stared at the fucker, really looked at him. The man was panicking, and by the way he pleaded Gage could tell he wasn’t lying. But that didn’t stop the darkness already rising inside of him, or the feel of this anger over this entire thing take root.

      Gage tightened his grip on the other man’s neck, his eyes going wide as he tried to pry Gage’s fingers from around his throat. Gage knew Kraybold thought he was about to die, but in all actuality, Gage had no intention of killing him. Collateral damage was always a possibility in these situations, but he’d let the little fucker live.

      Gage released the man, and Kraybold slid to the ground, taking desperate breaths of air. Instead of killing the asshole, Gage pulled his cell out, knowing Kraybold had one hell of a rap sheet on his ass. Gage’s phone was a burner, and therefore untraceable, so he placed an anonymous call to the police.

      Leaving the little prick gasping for air on the ground, Gage got back in his SUV and switched on the dashboard computer that was directly linked to the compound. The female robotic voice welcomed him, and he entered in his code, typed in The Dew Oaks Motel, and immediately got the coordinates and the history of the piece of shit place.

      It was eight hours from Shyloh, which was where he currently was located, and from where Neeka had been taken. He had a lead, and things were about to get fucking messy. He could feel it.
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      Neeka was placed, by force, in another room, this one much more spacious and well furnished than her holding cell. Rye had gone out of his way to make this look like a bedroom, like she wasn’t being held prisoner. There was a window, barred, but it did let sunshine in.

      Several days had passed since she’d met with Rye, and during that time no one had taken her blood. Her wounds had since healed, but she still felt like shit, couldn’t stop thinking about her father and if he was okay, and wondering how she could possibly get out of this.

      A knock sounded on her door, and she turned from her seat in front of the window, her heart racing because she didn’t know what she was about to experience. Was the testing going to start again? Was Rye finally done with her? He’d said she was special, that he needed her, but he was a fucking psycho.

      The young man that entered was the same she’d seen that first day she’d gone to Rye’s office. He couldn’t be much older than she was, and he refused to look at her. He held a silver tray in his hands and set it on the small table by her bed.

      “Today is grilled chicken with a light butter sauce, steamed green beans, and garlic mashed potatoes.” He didn’t look at her as he spoke, but he never did. He lifted the silver lid, showing her that he spoke the truth. He covered it again and turned to leave.

      She didn’t give a shit about the food or anything else that concerned Rye. What she cared about was escaping and helping out the men that the psychotic doctor was performing experiments on.

      “Wait,” she said to the young man. He looked nervous whenever he came in here, and she thought maybe he’d be a weaker opponent, someone that she could actually fight to get her freedom. The other guards were big, mean, and always had this scowl on their faces.

      She stood and took a couple of steps toward him, noticing how he did glance at her then, and how his body had tensed. She’d been watching him every time he came to her room, noticing a guard right outside before the door closed and automatically locked.

      “I need to get out of here,” she said in a soft voce so the guard she knew was on the other side couldn’t hear them.

      The young man didn’t speak.

      “Do you realize he’s keeping me here against my will?”

      Again no answer.

      “Do you understand the atrocious things he’s doing to people, and that you’re an accessory to it all?”

      He’d looked at the ground again, refusing to keep eye contact with her.

      “Look at me, you weak asshole.”

      He did lift his head again, but there was only nervousness on his face. “I work for the doctor in whatever way he way needs.”

      Asshole.

      Okay, so the prick wasn’t going to help her. She’d have to go to the next plan she’d been thinking about since she was put in this new room. It might not work—no, it probably wouldn’t work—but she had to try something. Sitting here and waiting to be used was not an option. Her father would want her to fight, to kick ass if she could.

      “Can I get a pitcher of water?”

      He gave a brisk nod, and then turned around knocked on the door, signaling the guard he was ready to get out. He left without a backward glance. There was no handle on the inside, and she’d been watching his routine when he left, knowing he had no keys on him, and if she wanted out she’d have to make a plan.

      Even though her room was more furnished than her last dwelling, it still held the bare minimum when it came to furniture, especially things she’d want to use as a weapon. Aside from the bed, a dresser that was far too heavy for her to move on her own, and a chair, which had been bolted down to the ground by the window, there was nothing else.

      Even the bathroom attached to the room didn’t have anything she could use. The mirror was reflective plastic, and the back of the toilet didn’t even have the lid on it, which was one of the first things she’d checked since it was heavy enough to do some damage to someone.

      Looking down at the tray, she saw the plastic utensils and the plastic cup. Yeah, those would be unless. Ten minutes later, the guy came back in her room with a plastic pitcher filled with water.

      He handed her the pitcher, and she felt the heaviness in her hand. Her heart was beating so fast, and she knew that even though this might not work, she had to at least try to get away. He nodded, and turned away. She gripped the handle of the pitcher, her muscles tensing, her breathing becoming faster.

      “Excuse me?”

      He turned around, and that was when she reared her arm back and slammed the pitcher against the side of his head. The plastic cracked and water splashed everywhere. He stared at her, stunned for a moment, his eyes wide, his mouth parting open.

      She balled her hand into a tight fist and swung out. She’d never hit anyone before, and when her hand connected with his jaw she gasped in pain.

      His head cocked back, and blood started tracking down his temple from where she’d knocked him in the head with the pitcher. His gaze turned distant before he fell to the ground.

      Can it be that easy?

      But she wasn’t a fool, because even if this asshole was out she still had to worry about the guy on the other side of the door, and possibly more down the hall.

      Her heart was working overtime as she stared at the closed door, praying the guard hadn’t heard the commotion. Several seconds went by, and she breathed out in temporary relief. She grabbed his ankles and pulled him toward the other side of the bed and placed him there so he wouldn’t be seen if someone came in.

      Knocking on the door, she kept her mouth shut and her body on alert. Looking over her shoulder, she could just barely see the feet of the man she’d knocked out peeking out, and hoped that would give the guard that came in pause.

      A second later her door opened, and she pressed herself against the wall behind the door. The door blocked her from the guard’s view as he walked in, but when he came into view and saw the feet he rushed toward the bed.

      She didn’t wait to see what would happen when he found out it was the man working for Rye that was unconscious.

      Neeka slipped out the door and shut it as quickly as possible just as she heard the guard’s curse ring out. Either she was the best escape artist alive or Rye had some lousy guards. Most definitely the latter, but still, she was lucky enough to have gotten to where she was now.

      The sound of the guard pounding on the door came through loud, echoing off the high walls. He’d contact his buddies through the walkie-talkies they all had, so she had to be quick and smart.

      She had no idea where to go, taking several different turns down the long hallways, feeling like she was going lower and deeper into this compound. She kept looking over her shoulder, expecting to see someone right behind her. Panic filled her further when she heard male shouts ring out behind her, but still at a distance.

      She pushed open one of the doors, this one not having a palm scanner on the wall. The elegant decorations soon became the sterile white. She knew this was the completely wrong place for her to be going, but she sure as hell wasn’t going to turn around, not when she could still hear the guards coming closer.

      Neeka continued to run, her bare feet smacking the tile as she rounded more corners. She skidded to a stop when she saw three men in black fatigues down the hall in front of her. They immediately started shouting and charging toward her. She turned to go back the way she came. She gasped when two more men started coming from that way, as well.

      She looked around, having only a short window of time before they reached her. She sprinted down a hallway that was empty, about to cry when she realized it was a dead end, but then she saw a large metal door to her right. That one was locked, and she was about to scream in frustration when she saw another one further down the hall.

      She pulled on that one, expecting it to also be locked, but when it opened, she couldn’t help the relief that coursed through her. She slammed the door shut and leaned against it, the room so dark she couldn’t even see an inch in front of her.

      She turned around and stepped back, hearing deep shouts on the other side and trying frantically to find some place to hide.

      Neeka backed up.

      It must have automatically locked when I shut it. But why was it open to begin with?

      She continued to back up, but then her back met something hard and wide. She felt her eyes widen, and not wanting to turn around for fear of what she was pressed up against, which she could tell wasn’t a wall, she did just that.

      Even though the room was completely dark, she could easily see the dim glow of two light blue eyes staring right at her. They seemed neon in the dark, with an almost iridescent hue to them. She slapped a hand over her mouth and backed away, but the owner of those eerie eyes moved closer, following her until finally light spilled into the room as the door behind her swung open.

      She could finally see who was in the room with her, and she gasped in fear and shock.

      Adaym.

      “How the fuck did she get in here?” one man shouted from behind her.

      “Who the hell left the door open?” another said.

      “The doctor is going to have someone’s head.”

      Pain slammed into her arm, and she looked down to see a syringe sticking out of her flesh. She looked back at Adaym, hearing his animalistic roar and seeing him charge forward.

      The chain around his ankle stopped him from reaching them, but she could see the rage on his face.

      She didn’t know if it was directed at her or the guards, but it didn’t matter because darkness claimed her seconds later.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Gage walked into the rundown front lobby of the Dew Oaks Motel. An elderly man sat behind the counter, his bright orange hunting hat setting off the faded and hole-riddled overalls he wore.

      “I need to know if a young girl came here about two weeks ago,” Gage said right off the bat, not about to prolong this. “She would have been with at least one man, maybe more.” He took out a photo of her and slid it forward.

      The elderly man slowly looked up from his tattered hunting magazine and stared at him with beady black eyes. He glanced down at the photo and then back at his magazine. “I might have seen her. It’ll cost ya, though.”

      Gage lifted a brow. No way was this old fuck trying to swindle him out of money like a back-alley hoodlum. “What will it take for you to tell me what I want to know and show me the check-in book?”

      The man looked back at him before tapping on the counter. “How much ya got?”

      Gage could have showed the old man his Beretta, but he had no intention of hurting a man that was well into his seventies. Gage went after the evil men, the ones that hurt people for sport alone. “How about one hundred for whatever you know, and another hundred for not knowing anything if asked.”

      The old man mumbled something incoherent and tapped the counter. Gage exhaled and pulled out two one hundred dollar bills, slapping them on the stained and chipped laminated counter. The old man grabbed a book from under the counter and pushed it toward Gage.

      He opened the book and started flipping through the pages. He looked at the date Neeka had been taken, and the week after that, in case they held her somewhere in the meantime. He scanned the pages for anything that looked out of place.

      “Anyone of these assholes seem shifty when they signed in?” Gage asked and looked at the old man. He pulled the book toward him, looking over the page, and then placed his grease-stained finger on a name.

      “Was this girl with him?” Gage showed the man Neeka’s photo again.

      The old man glanced between the name and the photo, nodding before picking up a toothpick and going at what little teeth he had left.

      “Tell me about why this one stood out.”

      “Two guys checked in and asked for the farthest room. I watched them, because they seemed like people that might party or trash my establishment,” the old man said without apology. “I wouldn’t be havin’ none of that. The two went in the room, and I seen a third get out of the car carrying a pretty li’l thing in his arms. Got eyes like a hawk, yes I do.” He tapped on the picture as he smiled, showcasing a mouth full of missing teeth. “That was yer girl, all right.”

      “What else?” Gage asked.

      “I seen one of the guys leave. He was driving a piece of shit van. But there was another car that pulled up before then. One of the guys that had checked in signed out and left the keys and a new hundred on the counter, but I was watching, you better believe it. Who gives extra money unless they want someone kept quiet?”

      The old man stared at Gage, as if emphasizing the little transaction that was going on now.

      “They took a left on sixty-one, but then took a sharp right off of Harrison.” He scratched his jaw. “Harrison only leads to one place.”

      The silence stretched on, and Gage felt his nerves and the darkness rising. “Spit that shit out.”

      “Kliffborne.”

      Gage didn’t give a shit why the old man hadn’t gone to the authorities if he thought things were sketchy, because he had the information now, and that’s what mattered.

      “I can’t be callin’ no cops over here. I like my business just that, my business. They’d be poking and prodding, findin’ all sorts of stuff that don’t need finding.”

      Gage didn’t care one way or another, but nodded. Gage knew what and where Kliffborne was. It was several hours west, a barren desert filled with cacti, thistles, and red dirt. It was now void of activity and human life due to chemical testing that had been done out there back in the fifties, but as far as he knew the actual building was still standing.

      Is that where Neeka is?

      Gage thanked the man for his time and turned to leave. The air was hot and stiffling, a complete one-eighty from Shyloh. Shyloh was right next to the mountains, the air more dry and fresh, but winter coming on strong and having a chill surrounding everything.

      Gage swiped a hand over his brow, sweat already starting to bead on his skin as the sun blazed brightly over the horizon. Although it was starting to become dusk, the temperature was still hot as hell. He got into his SUV and started the vehicle.

      He was close to finding Neeka. He could feel it in his veins, in the way his blood pumped fiercely through his body. That familiar darkness rose up, and he didn’t deny himself, didn’t try to stop it.

      Gage had no doubt there would be a lot of bloodshed, but then again, it came with the job, and he was looking forward to it.
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      Neeka slowly woke to the sound of voices near her. She groaned, rolling onto her side and immediately wincing at the tender spot on her arm as it pressed against the hard, unforgiving table.

      “Ah, the princess awakens.”

      She blinked several times as the room slowly came into focus. She realized she was back in her “holding cell”. Rye sat a few feet away from her, along with two armed guards on either side of him.

      As she slowly rose and sat on the edge of the bed, she noticed how the guards tightened their hold on their rifles. Neeka couldn’t help it. She laughed out loud at the sight. The guards moved closer. Rye lifted his hand, stopping them from moving closer.

      Maybe she was losing her mind? Maybe he’d finally broken her?

      “I have to admit, Neeka, you surprised me. Although, I must tell you, poor Jaxon will be bruised for some time.”

      She assumed Jaxon was the young man she’d knocked out.

      “Good,” she said in a calm voice, one calmer than she thought she was even capable of given the situation. “I’ll keep trying to get out of this shithole.”

      He shrugged and smiled. “I’m sure you will. You were a very stubborn child, and now a woman.”

      He smiled at her, and she hated the chill that went through her.

      “Although the police have given up, I’ve been informed he’s contracted a less than upstanding citizen to help in finding you.”

      My father hasn’t given up on me.

      “But, your father is on his deathbed, Neeka, and sooner rather than later he’ll be gone. He’s all you have in this world, and when he’s no longer on this earth I’ll be the only one you have.”

      Dread settled into her. She didn’t want to think of her father passing, but Rye spoke the truth. Edward McCarthy was on his deathbed. She held his gaze, refusing to look away before he finally rose and gestured for the men to follow him.

      “You will be kept in these quarters until you have learned to cooperate. You need to learn how to behave. Once you do, I will be more than happy to switch you to more lush accommodations, once more.” Rye stared at her, his look brooding.

      She watched the three men leave, and when they were gone she took a deep breath and folded her hands in her lap. Sorrow and hatred made a slow, nauseous boil in the pit of her stomach. Her heart clenched painfully at the thought of never seeing her father again.

      Just more reason to get out of here, and kill Rye if you get the chance.
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      Gage scoped out the facility. The place looked deserted, but the slight movement he saw by the entrance told him this place wasn’t as void of life as everyone might think. Thistle was sporadically scattered around, thorns from the offending bush scraping against his fatigues as if they were alive and sought to draw blood.

      He’d parked his SUV a mile away from the compound, navigating the vehicle into a trench and off the road. His night vision goggles were in place, and he turned on the infrared, seeing the heat patterns of at least two bodies.

      The clouds shrouded the moon, shadows creeping across the ground like tentacles of darkness. A dilapidated chain link fence at least twenty feet high surrounded the massive structure, the barbed wire secured along the top of it as if to warn spectators that hidden dangers lurked on the inside.

      There were weathered and aged areas of the fence , which would make getting in a hell of a lot easier. But even if everything had been intact he would have still found a way to get in. Nothing would stop him from getting Neeka back.

      Lifting his hand and adjusting the scope range on the goggles, Gage zoomed in, taking note that although no lights were on around the perimeter, the faint trickle of light could be seen through one of the boarded up windows.

      He scanned the outer perimeter of the compound again, not seeing any movement now, but not being fooled into thinking it wasn’t still being watched. He switched his goggles back to night vision only and checked his weapons.

      Standing, he kept to the shadows, weaving his way between the thick shrubs until he was almost right next to an opening in the fence. He kept close to the Joshua tree as he scanned his surroundings.

      He swiftly moved toward the fence and crouched behind a creosote bush. The opening of the fence wasn’t big enough to allow him in, so he grabbed a pair of wire cutters and deftly cut an area through the chain link for him to fit through.

      Movement at the corner of the building caught his eyes, and he stopped working, giving his attention to the guard that was making his way around the building. He held a rifle cradled in his arms, his eyes scanning the area but clearly oblivious to Gage’s presence.

      Gage reached behind him and pulled out a handgun with a silencer attached. Death would be certain for these assholes, because no way would Gage just wound them.

      Gage waited for the guard to make his way closer. The guard stopped not more than twenty feet from where Gage was stationed, head moving back and forth across the terrain. Training his gun right between the asshole’s eyes, Gage pulled the trigger.

      Even from the distance, Gage could hear the distinct sound of the bullet slamming into the fucker’s skull. He fell to the ground, and Gage slipped the gun at the small of his back and slipped through the opening in the fence.

      Making his way toward the guard, Gage pulled the lifeless body out from the main path and into a small alcove.

      Gage pressed himself against the wall, listening for any sounds of more guards approaching. Silence greeted him, and he made his way around the building, stopping at the edge. The small mirrors built into the goggles allowed him to see different angles at numerous times.

      Three guards stood close together, their rifles trained at the ready, but obviously none of them aware that he’d infiltrated the perimeter. He drew his gun again, and aimed. The darkness crept up, and filled every part of him.

      As one of the guards moved forward, still unaware, Gage aimed right for the back of the prick’s head. He waited until the man was around the corner before he fired off the shot, the military grade silencer making this a clean and quiet kill.

      He grabbed the man as he fell to the ground, and moved him to the side and out of the way. The other two guards were saying something softly, maybe having heard the activity, but it didn’t matter because they were dead, as well. Gage rounded the corner, and in a matter of seconds had a bullet in each of their skulls.

      He moved to the other edge of the building and adjusted his goggles again so he could get a clear shot of the other side. Satisfied that everything was all clear on that end, he stayed close to the wall, his body pressed tightly to the decaying building as he moved swiftly.

      The wind picked up, blowing dirt around and partially obstructing his view. When he stopped at another corner, he saw five armed guards pacing. They all looked pretty fucking relaxed.

      Without thinking and just using that darkness, that need to take out the assholes that thought kidnapping a defenseless woman was acceptable, Gage moved out from the side of the wall and started shooting.

      It took a few seconds of precise and trained aiming, but all five men were now dead on the ground, their blood looking black because of the goggles he wore. He scanned above him, seeing if there were any cameras, but from this vantage he couldn’t make any out.

      That didn’t mean he wasn’t already made, and that there was a whole fucking army waiting for him.

      But good, because that’s what he was born for, and situations like this were what got his blood pumping.

      He moved toward the bodies, scanning the area to see if there were any openings or entrances. Gage immediately took note of a small window about seven feet above him on the opposite wall. It was boarded up, but looked as though it had been like that for some time.

      He took a step forward and craned his neck back, seeing a thick outcropping at the top of the building. Pulling out his nylon rope, he tied a knot, and using his rope caster he was able to attach the looped part of the nylon around the protrusion.

      He gave it a few good tugs, confident that it could hold his weight, and started balancing his weight on the decaying outcroppings and started to climb up. One of the brick outposts started to crumble from his weight, and he swung to the opposite side just as it fell to the ground.

      Using his upper body strength to pull himself up until he was facing the window, he already had his leather gloves on and began prying the rusted and half protruding nails out from the wood. Gage made quick work because he didn’t know if he’d been seen yet.

      Keeping hold of the board he’d pried off, he pulled himself through the window. Once inside he untied the rope from his waist and looked around the room. He still had his night-vision goggles on and could easily see the room, crammed with boxes, tables, and chairs, along with the scent of dust, decay, and mold.

      A door stood across from him, no fancy locks or security devices attached, which seemed odd for as much security as they had walking the perimeter.

      He went to the door and listened, not hearing anything and taking a few steps back. Gage removed his goggles and grabbed his gun. Still listening for any movement on the other side of the door, he knew this shit needed to be done and done now.

      The door was unlocked, and he opened it slightly and stepped into the hall. It looked like this part of the building hadn’t been used since it was originally closed down. He held his gun at his shoulder, keeping his breathing even and letting the adrenaline pump through him at the fight that was about to happen.

      And there would be a fight, a bloody one.
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      Gage had since moved down several hallways, all having been used as storage, and the dust was thick. But he’d found a door that led further below, as if it took him to the bowels of this piece of shit place.

      He rounded the corner and stopped when he saw light coming through the small frosted glass windows on the steel doors. But despite the light no sound came through. Light in this part of the building was hard, florescent, and wasn’t able to hide anything.

      Still he hadn’t come across anyone, or seen any security cameras.

      He walked up to the doors and pushed it open. Instantly, the harsh lighting washed over him, and another sterile looking hallway greeted him. White tile covered the floor and ceiling, the smell of bleach and antiseptic strong.

      He moved down the hallway, but stopped when the hallway forked, and decided to continue left. He held his gun at shoulder level, ears picking up the slightest sound of movement, eyes noting any minuscule changes. Steel doors lined either side of him, and the further he went, the more frequent they became.

      He could hear deep male voices close by and followed the sound. He came across an open door at the end of the hallway, pressed his body against it, and listened to the sounds of male laughter and lewd comments on the other side.

      “You sure are pretty.”

      “You sick fucking bastard! Don’t touch me. Just stay away.”

      Gage knew that voice, had listened to it countless times from the videos McCarthy had given him. He looked around the corner and into the room that had its door ajar, keeping his gun tight to his body as he watched two armed men grope a tied up Neeka.

      Her legs and arms were secured to the corners of the stainless steel table. Rage unlike anything he’d ever felt slammed into him. She looked worn, with dark circles under her eyes, and fear coming from her.

      “She’s an uppity little bitch,” one of the men said.

      “Just leave her alone or Rye will have our ass,” the other man said.

      “I don’t give a fuck. We don’t get paid enough to deal with this cunt’s mouth.”

      The asshole hit her across the face so hard her head slammed against the table and blood sprayed from her mouth.

      Gage didn’t waste any more time as he trained the gun on the first man, shooting him between the eyes and aiming it at the next. The second man looked up, startled, reaching for his gun at his side, but falling to the floor as soon as the bullet pierced his skull. Gage didn’t waste any time as he rushed into the room, untied a bleeding Neeka, and carried her out of there.

      Now he just had to make sure she was out safe, and kill any motherfuckers that got in his way.
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        * * *

      

      Neeka’s head was spinning, and she squeezed her eyes shut, willing herself not to vomit. Blood filled her mouth, a sickly iron flavor covering her taste buds. She was very aware of her body moving, bouncing slightly as blood rushed to her head. She groaned and placed her hand on her face, moving her fingers down to her mouth and wincing when she came across a sensitive spot.

      She opened her eyes, everything around her blurry and disconcerting. She stared down at white tile and drew her gaze up to two huge, muscular thighs and a firm ass. She tried to twist around, hearing a deep male grunt from the man carrying her.

      “Stay still, Neeka. I’m getting you out of here, but you have to quit moving.” The man’s voice was deep, gruff, and urgent.

      She instantly wanted to obey it. It wasn’t like her, but for some unknown reason she felt in her heart that he truly was taking her away from this hellhole. Neeka looked down at her arm, blood making a slow, red trail down her skin from the puncture site the needle had created.

      She crooked her arm to stop the blood, and closed her eyes again, breathing through the nausea. Her face hurt from when she’d been slapped, but if she was getting out of here she could suck up the pain.

      He kept moving swiftly, taking lefts and rights, and moving further away from the labs and prison cell she’d been in when she first arrived.

      “Who are you?” Her words were low.

      “Gage Mack. I was sent by your father to bring you home.”

      In the next instant, gunshots rang out all around her, and she placed her hands over her head, knowing it wouldn’t stop a bullet but doing it on instinct. Guards swarmed in, their guns trained at them.

      “Don’t hurt the girl,” Rye shouted. “I need her alive.”

      She spotted Rye standing behind them, the guards acting as a wall of protection for the deranged doctor. The man carrying her ran toward a closed door. Once inside, he set her down and closed it.

      “Stay here, and hide.”

      He barked out the order, and she stared at him for a second, taking note that he was in full military-type gear—black fatigues, combat boots, sniper weapons, and an array of other deadly devices she didn’t even have names for. She looked at the window, seeing a rope attached to an outcropping right on the side of it.

      “There is a man trapped in here, a man Rye is using for his experiments.” Maybe trying to be a hero wasn’t the smart thing to do right now, but the words tumbled out of her mouth as she thought of Adaym chained up.

      “Fuck.” He looked around the room, his whole body standing rock solid. “You’re my priority. I’ll send my crew out here to try to get them out. But you are my concern right now. I’ll try, Neeka. I can’t make any guarantees. My mission was to rescue you, not an unidentified male. Go. Hide now. And if things get fucked up, you leave out that window, understand?”

      She nodded and searched for a place to bunker down, and when she turned around he was already out the door. She heard gunshots being fired, shouts ringing out, and she glanced at the rope. Could she really climb down a building?

      She moved over to the window, knowing she should listen to him, but afraid to stay in this building, afraid they’d catch her again. Her heart was thundering, her palms sweating, and her body shook.

      That’s like, twenty feet down.

      More shots rang out.

      Jump or die.

      How could she leave him after he just saved her life? And before she could react the door splintered open, wood spraying everywhere. Neeka was thrown against the wall. She threw the shards of wood off of her, feeling the warm stickiness of her blood start to slip down her arm. She brought her fingers to the wound, adding pressure.

      She stood, looking at her rescuer as he fought with several guards. She wanted to help him, but he was holding his own, and the look he shot at her spoke volumes.

      Get the fuck out.

      “Neeka, stop.”

      She turned to see Rye in the hallway, guards surrounding him as they trained their guns on her. She gave one last look at Gage, his face set hard as he slammed his fist into a guard’s face before shooting him in the head. She didn’t think, just grabbed the rope and swung out of the window, hoping the nylon held.

      Her hands burned as she slid down the rope, gravity taking her all the down. Finally reaching the ground, she took a look up at the window, and then ran toward the fence.

      Her eyes grew wide, and panic started to set in as she noticed how high the fence was, and the barbed wire that was coiled atop it. Dirt wafted around her, the wind blowing slightly and brushing it against her legs. She turned around and looked at the front of the building. There were several bodies of dead guards, and she held back her cry of shock.

      She wore a hospital gown, Rye having taken away her clothing until she “learned how to behave”. Her feet were bare, and the pebbles in the ground embedded themselves in the soles. She didn’t care, though, because the thought of being captured again was a horror she didn’t want to relive. Neeka couldn’t help thinking about the man who had rescued her. She wondered if he was still alive, fighting Rye’s goons, or if they had killed him, or even worse, kept him for experimenting on.

      That thought alone was enough to make her stumble, but then she remembered the fierce look in his eyes when he’d told her to leave. She ran harder, faster, looking for an opening that would allow her to escape.

      The front of the gate was made of chain link, the same as the rest of the fence, but it didn’t have the barbwire lining the top of it. It also didn’t look like there were any openings in the dilapidated fencing, not that she could see anyway.

      Neeka made a beeline for it, deciding she would climb it, even though it wasn’t in the best location since it was out in the open and obviously visible. She didn’t stop to see if guards were following her, but the sound of gunshots rang out, loud and distinct. Tripping, Neeka caught the fence before she face-planted in the dirt.

      She started to climb, looking over her shoulder when she heard a man shout for her to stop. A guard ran toward her, gun trained high. Her heart beat fast, her palms starting to get sweaty at the thought of getting caught again. He grabbed her ankle, pulling down so she stumbled, her leg scraping against the lock on the fence and tearing her skin open.

      She cried out and gripped the fence harder, kicking at him with her other leg and slamming her foot into his jaw. He cursed and tightened his hold on her ankle.

      Her hands gave out, and she fell backward, flailing her arms as she hit the ground hard. The breath left her in a whoosh, stars dancing in her vision as she groaned. The guard stared at her before slapping her across the face, not very hard, but hard enough that it snapped her out of her haze.

      “You cause a lot of trouble, bitch.”

      He brought his gun up and laid it on her knee, not a killing shot, but one meant to incapacitate her. She kicked her legs out, swinging her arms and running her nails down his face. He growled down at her, blood forming in deep lines across his cheeks as he pressed the gun down harder into her knee, stilling her movements.

      She had a feeling he was toying with her. Neeka pushed at his chest, able to lift him slightly up and praying for a miracle.

      In the next instant, a gunshot rang close by. The heavy weight of the guard was suddenly lifted from her and air rushed into her lungs. She opened her eyes, turning her head and seeing two combat boots take up her vision. She looked up and saw Gage’s hand outstretched, his face covered in blood so dark it looked black. She slipped her hand in his and let him haul her up.

      The guard that had attacked her lay supine in the dirt, a single bullet hole in the middle of his forehead. His eyes stared vacantly up into the night sky, unblinking, as dark blood spread out behind his head.

      “Come on. We don’t have much time before they are out here.” He positioned her behind his body as he aimed his gun at the lock on the fence and shot. Sparks flew and the lock fell off, the gates opening like arms waiting for an embrace.

      They took off, Gage pulling her forward, her legs and feet screaming in agony as she continued to feel her warm blood slip down from the cut on her leg and cover her foot. Her eyes started to water, her emotions and the pain finally catching up with her.

      She could hear shouts, but they moved faster, and soon the sounds grew more distant. Neeka never glanced back, just kept her eyes trained on the terrain. The moon was bright enough that they could see where they were going, but her feet were killing her and she started to stumble.

      He didn’t ask what was wrong, just stopped and scooped her up, running forward again as if he weren’t carrying a substantial weight.

      She felt as if they’d been moving forever. Never once did they speak to each other, and never once did he stop running. She saw a dark shape up ahead, and her heart pounded wildly. She wrapped her arms around his neck, and he turned to look at her.

      Their gazes held for a second before he turned his attention forward again. She breathed out a sigh when she realized it was a vehicle, and that it was his. He was gentle with her as he helped her into the backseat, mindful of her wounds, before getting in the front and starting the car.

      “You better buckle up.”

      She swallowed and nodded as she strapped the seatbelt across her body and stared at the high tech equipment that furnished the inside of the vehicle. He pushed several buttons, and the front of the windshield became a moss green color. Night-vision? She didn’t bother questioning him, knowing some things were better left unsaid.

      “Is my father doing okay?” It had seemed like years since she had seen him. “I mean, he wasn’t well when I was taken, and that seems like ages ago.”

      “You’ve been missing for longer than is acceptable. Your father didn’t look good when I spoke with him, but he’s still alive and eagerly awaiting your return.”

      She breathed out, fatigue now starting to set in. “What about Rye? Is he dead?” There was a heavy silence, and before he spoke, she knew the answer. “He got away, didn’t he?”

      “Yeah, but I’ll find him. I’ll fucking find him,” he seemed to whisper the last part to himself.

      She let her head fall back against the seat, closing her eyes and wishing that when she woke up, this would all be a bad dream.
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      Neeka opened her eyes, looking around and blinking a few times as everything came into focus. She realized that she was now lying across the leather seat of the SUV.

      A large coat was draped across her legs, smelling of evergreen and something darker, something … comforting. She slowly sat up, keeping the coat across her legs and shivering slightly.

      She looked out her window, seeing a small gas station on her left, the lights in the parking lot bright and offensive. To her right was a wide stretch of open road, the moon still high in the sky, illuminating the sandy hills that covered the vast expanse of open land. She knew she was far from Shyloh, the mountains she had grown to love distant from this desolated place.

      She shifted to the center of the seat, looking out the windshield and seeing if she could spot Gage. She didn’t dare get out of the car. Neeka breathed out when she saw him emerge from the postage-stamp-sized convenience store, several bags in hand, his face and clothes no longer covered in blood and dirt.

      Pressing herself against the seat as the driver’s side door opened, all she could do was watch him. The woodsy smell intensified as he entered.

      “I thought you’d sleep longer.” He turned in his seat and looked at her, handing her a full brown paper bag.

      “I haven’t been sleeping well, for obvious reasons.”

      Gage was silent for several moments, his profile shadowed by the lights from the parking lot. He breathed out deeply. “Yeah, they’re fuckers, but you don’t have to worry about them anymore.”

      She opened the bag, seeing chips, candy, plastic-wrapped sandwiches, and an assortment of unhealthy food, but God, did they look good. “Thank you.” She’d lost weight since being Rye’s prisoner, not because he wasn’t feeding her, but because she hadn’t had much of an appetite.

      And what she did eat, what she’d been forced to consume, she’d thrown up after the guards had left her alone, her stomach in knots. Neeka looked down at the unflattering hospital gown she still wore, and saw the dirt and wounds that covered her arms and legs, and the nasty cut on her calf.

      “I didn’t know what you liked, so I got a little of everything. It’s shit food, but right now it’s all there is.”

      She looked up at him, seeing his gaze land first on her dirty bare feet and then flickering to the wound on her leg. It would heal by tomorrow, but right now it looked pretty bad. “It’s perfectly fine, thank you.”

      “Although I want to drive straight through until you’re with your father, I’m taking back roads and it’s doubling our time. You also need rest, so I’ve let the people I work for know I’m getting a motel for the night so you can rest. I also want to keep a low profile as I know the men that took you will be searching for us.”

      She was silent after he spoke.

      “You might not think so, but you’re in shock over everything.”

      She didn’t deny that.

      “Where are we?”

      “We’re about fifty miles outside of West Holmes. I haven’t noticed anyone following us, but I don’t doubt they are trying to catch our trail. I’ll find an offbeat motel, and we’ll bunker down for the night.”

      She wanted to see her father, but she also wanted to be safe. Sleeping in a bed that wasn’t surrounded by a locked prison door or cinderblock walls sounded pretty damn nice, too.

      “Although I can take them if the fuckers want war, I also want to keep you safe. That’s my first priority.”

      “Thank you, for everything.”

      They stared at each other for a suspended moment, and she felt herself warming at the intense look he gave her. His short dark hair fell slightly over his forehead, and his light green eyes seemed almost unreal.

      Even though he was seated, she remembered all too well how his body looked, felt, all sinew, tendons, and bulging muscles. He had towered over her back at the facility, reminding her of how male he truly was.

      What in the hell is with these thoughts? You should be focusing on getting home, not on Gage’s body.

      She cleared her throat and shifted in her seat, confused at how her body could light up after the ordeal she’d just been through. Something dark, intense, crossed over Gage’s face, and he turned back in his seat. After starting the SUV he pulled away from the gas station and got back on the road.

      She grabbed a cupcake and bottle of water out of the bag, not really hungry, but wanting something to do to help keep her mind off of everything.

      Although she was away from Rye, she also didn’t want to think this was truly over.

      It’s not, and you know it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Thirty minutes later, Gage was pulling into a small, rundown motel off of the deserted road they’d been traveling on. He looked in the rearview mirror for the hundredth time, seeing Neeka sleeping. Something shifted in him, broke even. The feelings inside of him for her were foreign.

      All he could think about was holding her, running his hands through her hair, and promising her everything would be okay.

      Push the thoughts back. They’re dangerous.

      He stopped in front of the main entrance, keeping the car idling as he quickly got out and retrieved the key to their room. He got back in the vehicle and pulled the SUV around to the back of the building and behind the large dumpster that resided there.

      He turned off the car and just sat there for a moment, watching Neeka through the rearview mirror, transfixed by the way she was breathing easily, as if she had no worries. A part of him wished they’d met under different circumstances.

      The way it was, she was his assignment, his target that Edward McCarthy had paid his organization to find.

      If things were different, maybe he wouldn’t have felt so guilty looking at her the way he was. The hospital gown was unflattering, true, but while she slept, it molded to her petite form, her breasts small yet firm looking. Although she was tiny in comparison to him, her legs were long and slender, and the images that he conjured up of what he wanted to do to her should have made him feel shame, not unyielding lust.

      They were filthy images, dirty thoughts. They had his cock hard, his arousal pumping through his body.

      He shifted in his seat, his dick so fucking hard it ached. She started to move, and everything in him froze. She moaned slightly in her sleep, the gown slipping up her creamy thighs as she twisted in the seat, maybe having a bad dream as her face was pinched in what looked like worry.

      He placed his hand on his crotch, pressing down on his shaft, the traitorous organ pulsing and aching.

      You sick motherfucker.

      After breathing out and trying to calm himself, Gage got out of the SUV, grabbed the bags, and made sure the doors were locked before leaving her sleeping in the back. At least he could give her a few more minutes of rest as he surveyed things.

      Gage unlocked the motel room door, walked over to the lamp, and after turning it on checked out the place.

      There was only one fucking bed in the room.

      After checking out the front of the motel, and the highway that ran parallel to it, he closed the curtains. The truth was it was hard as hell keeping his arousal for Neeka in check. The moment he saw her on that table he’d felt something tighten in him, had this sense that she was his.

      It was a fucked way of looking at it, thinking of her in that way, but Gage couldn’t help himself.

      Pushing those thoughts aside, he focused on his mission. That was all this was.

      It’s just a mission, an assignment.

      Is it, though?

      He went back to the SUV to get her, and opened the back door and stared down at Neeka. Gage didn’t mean to make a sound, but fucking hell, the groan came from him on its own as he looked at her. She was sprawled out on the back seat, his coat covering her upper body, her hospital gown high on her thighs.

      Although blood covered her shin from the cut on her leg, she was fucking gorgeous. He spied her white panties, so pure and feminine that his cock gave a mighty jerk.

      Get a damn grip.

      “Neeka?” His voice sounded gravelly even to him. “Neeka, come on, we’re here.”

      “Here?” she whispered, her voice thick with sleep, her eyes still closed.

      Damn.

      He loved that sound on her.

      She turned onto her back, her legs opening slightly and giving him a prime shot of her panty-covered pussy. His pulse throbbed in his shaft as her gown twisted on her body. His jacket fell off of her and to the floor, and he could see the material of the gown mold to her chest, her nipples poking through the fabric.

      His mouth went dry, his heart hammered against his ribs, and he cleared his throat, trying to distract himself.

      “Neeka, come on,” he said a little more forcefully, angry with himself for how he felt.

      “We’re here?”

      “Yeah.”

      She slowly sat up, rubbing her eyes, and clearly oblivious to the way her gown was practically around her waist.

      “You need to fix your gown,” he said with a thick as fuck voice.

      She looked at him with a confused expression, and then glanced down at herself. “Oh, God,” she whispered and reached for his jacket on the floor of the SUV to cover herself up.

      “Come on.” He held his hand out, looking down and noticing her battered legs and feet. His chest clenched with a feeling he wasn’t used to, or comfortable with. He scooped her up, kicked the car door shut with his foot, and made his way back toward the room. Gage slipped inside and shut the door.

      He stood there for a moment, holding her as she rested her head against his shoulder.

      “You smell so good, all woodsy and fresh.”

      She spoke, her eyes still closed, her voice soft. She was so tiny, her body easily fitting in his arms and weighing nothing. Gage made sure she’d get more to eat, because no doubt she’d been in hell during these last couple of weeks. He set her on the bed, her eyes still closed even though she stayed upright.

      “I’m so tired,” she murmured. “I need a bath, though.” Neeka slowly opened her eyes and stared up at him.

      He nodded, going into the bathroom and running the water in the tub. He checked the temperature several times, turning it off when it was a little over half full, and then walked back into the room. A part of him wanted to be the one to bathe her, not for some sexual factor, or because he was a sick fuck, but because he wanted to give her that security, that comfort.

      “It’s done filling up.”

      She slowly stood, standing and then wincing as she made her way toward him. He was by her in the next instant, and picked her up, remembering her battered feet. Once in the bathroom he set her on the edge of the tub and turned to leave.

      “Thank you, Gage.”

      Her words had him stopping and turning to face her. “You’re welcome.”

      And with that he left and shut the door slightly behind him, feeling his cock throb even harder.

      She’s traumatized. Stop with the fucking thoughts.

      If he ever came across those bastards again, he would make sure to kill each and every one of them slowly and without mercy. He went over and sat on the bed, resting his elbows on his thighs and hanging his head.

      The sound of clothing ruffling in the other room had his pulse picking up. Against his better judgment, he turned and looked toward the bathroom. The door was only partially closed. He hadn’t shut it all the way because a part of him didn’t want her closed off, didn’t want her too far away from him, like he was fucking afraid she’d be taken once more.

      He could see her bare shoulder as she slipped the gown off. This was wrong, watching her like a pervert, but fucking hell, he couldn’t stop. Forcing himself to look away, he scrubbed a hand over his face, felt the days’ worth of stubble and didn’t know how in the hell he was going to make it through the rest of the time with her.

      As it was he wanted her under him, wanted his cock deep inside of her, and that made him feel like the sickest fucking bastard in the world
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        * * *

      

      Neeka let herself sink into the bathtub, the water the perfect temperature. Her whole body ached, the cuts and scrapes on her legs, feet, and hands stinging, but in a good way that made her feel clean, like she was washing this nightmare away.

      She looked to her side, seeing Gage through the crack in the door. The light from the lamp above the table shone on him. He was lying on the bed, his big body making the mattress seem tiny in comparison.

      He’d saved her life, and for that she would be eternally grateful.

      But there is something else you see in him … want.

      She soaked for another fifteen minutes, letting her skin become like a prune, but still not feeling nearly clean enough to wash away the remnants of her time in Rye’s possession. After getting out of the water she grabbed the towel, realizing she didn’t have any clean clothes.

      How could she go out there in nothing but a towel? Gage was an attractive man, and she didn’t know if it was because of the situation, or she was someone damaged, but looking at him had this desire coursing through her.

      It’s misplaced. It has to be.

      Standing and telling herself they were both adults, she left the bathroom, turning off the light on her way out. Keeping the towel securely around her body as she stepped out, the chill immediately consumed her.

      He turned then, not rising, but locking gazes with her regardless. Even after her ordeal, she felt herself warming, her pussy becoming wet with arousal, and she knew this was wrong. He was here to help her get back home, and she had no right to feel anything like this. Had her time with Rye made her someone defective all of a sudden? Never had she felt an attraction so intense it rivaled everything else, but right now, with Gage, she felt that lust.

      How I feel isn’t what this is about.

      That might be true, but she couldn’t stop her emotions, and she knew what she felt for Gage wouldn’t just disappear.

      I don’t understand how I know that, but it’s the truth. I know it deep inside of me.
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      Gage slowly sat up, keeping his eyes on Neeka. The towel she wore wasn’t that concealing, and in fact he could make out her form through the thin fabric. Droplets of water dotted her flesh, and he lowered his gaze down the swells of her breasts and to her legs, which were clearly visible.

      Lifting his gaze back up, he stopped on her breasts once more, feeling like an asshole for watching her. But Gage couldn’t stop looking at her, and as she moved further into the room she had her gaze trained right on him as well.

      He could see her nipples poking through the too-thin material, and although he should turn his attention away, or hell, stand up and move away from her, he didn’t do either of those. His cock was rock hard, and standing would mean she’d get a prime shot of the fucker pressing against his fatigues.

      Because her hair was wet from her bath, the strands were even darker against her alabaster skin. Water droplets fell from the ends of the locks, sliding down her chest and arms and making him grit his teeth, trying to control himself.

      He heard her swallow and could see her pulse beating wildly at the base of her neck. He wanted nothing more than to make her realize he would never let anything harm her again.

      It felt like this was how it was supposed to be, how he was supposed to feel with her. Even though he shouldn’t feel desire for her, and even though he knew nothing could ever happen between them, it didn’t stop him from wanting her like a fiend.

      “I don’t have any clothes.”

      Her voice was soft, almost hesitant. He willed his body to calm, but of course that was like telling a bull not to charge. Standing and turning to give her his back so she wouldn’t see his cock straining against his pants, he walked over to one of his bags, which he’d grabbed from the SUV.

      Gage  turned around, and gave her one of his shirts and a pair of sweats he’d pulled out. They’d be huge on her, but they’d cover her up.

      “It’s all I have right now, but you’ll be home tomorrow, so these should work for now.”

      She nodded. “Thank you again.”

      He watched her as she grabbed the clothing, holding the material close to her body, and looking him in the eyes. She then turned and headed to the bathroom again. He balled his hands into tight fists, needing to get himself under control. But all he could see, even though she wasn’t standing in front of him anymore, was her creamy skin, her slender back, and her long legs.

      Adjusting his cock again so the asshole wasn’t digging into the zipper of his pants, he turned and went back to the duffle bag. Grabbing a first aid kit, he knew he’d have to tend to her wounds. At least he hoped that would help keep his arousal down.

      A few minutes later the bathroom door opened. He gazed at her, every part of her. Of course she looked fucking incredible in his clothes. His shirt hung off her slim body, and the sweats were oversized. She swam in the clothing, but she looked good, and this spike of proprietary need slammed into him.

      “Have a seat on the bed. I want to clean up the cuts on your leg and feet.” Getting those words out was harder than he’d thought. Gage pulled up a chair in front of her, taking her leg with the nasty wound and placing it on his thigh. Rolling up her pant legs as delicately as he could, he looked at the cuts. They were superficial, but would still need to be tended to.

      “They’ll be healed by tomorrow.”

      He glanced up at her.

      He could smell her, a sweet and flowery scent that had his desire moving into overdrive. Gage needed to control himself because acting on his lust for Neeka was going to have things spiraling pretty fucking fast.
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      Neeka watched as Gage bent over her leg and cleaned her wounds. He was so big, yet his touch was soft, gentle even. She sucked in a breath when he pressed the peroxide-drenched cotton ball to the open cut on her shin. He glanced up at her, stopping instantly.

      “I’m sorry. I know it stings” His voice was soft and gentle, but still deep and hard. “The wounds on your feet probably hurt like hell, but they are only superficial and should heal fairly quickly.”

      The truth was she liked having him tend to her, care for her, even if she did heal faster than a “normal” person. It was strange feeling these things for someone she hardly knew, but this man had come for her, saved her, and he didn’t try to stop how she felt.

      He might have come to her because of her father, but there was chemistry between them, a connection she felt when he looked at her.

      He applied a generous amount of ointment on the cut to her shin and then secured a bandage on her leg. He looked at her, but didn’t remove his hand, which rested on her upper leg. She swallowed, her pussy becoming wet, her nipples hardening. She wore his clothes, and the material smelled like him: darkly rich, woodsy, and masculine.

      If he knew she was aroused, he did a good job of not acting like he knew. He stood and cleared his throat, and as if on instinct her gaze lowered to his crotch. That was when she felt her eyes widen when she saw the massive bulge pushing against his pants.

      He quickly turned away, running his hand through his short hair, the muscles in his back and arm flexing beneath the shirt he wore. She could make out the tribal like swirls of ink on his arms, the tattoos making him seem even more dangerous, more powerful, if that were even possible.

      “We should probably get some sleep. We have to leave early tomorrow.”

      She nodded even though his back was to her, but didn’t argue because she was exhausted. But that was when she noticed there was only one bed in the room.

      “I’ll sleep on the floor, don’t worry,” he said to her unspoken question. Without looking at her again or saying anything else he walked to the bathroom, stopping right at the doorway. “I’m going to clean up,” he said over his shoulder. “I’ll be out in five minutes. I’ll leave the door open so that I can hear anything.”

      “Okay.” She pulled the covers down and got on the bed, a sigh escaping her for how good it felt.

      True to his word, he was out in five minutes, steam emerging from the bathroom and saturating the room. She turned onto her side, watching with female appreciation as he came into the room. He wore another black t-shirt and a clean pair of black military fatigues, his short, dark hair damp.

      He grabbed several blankets from the closet, a pillow from the bed, and made a pallet on the ground in front of her bed, between her and the front door, and his gun beside him.

      “Try to get some sleep, Neeka.”

      She reached out and turned out the light, the room going dark, and only a sliver of moonlight coming through the part in the curtains. Although she felt safe with Gage, every little creak, every little whisper of wind against the window had her on edge, because all she thought about, could see when she closed her eyes, was Rye.

      This couldn’t be over, not so easily.

      She was so tired, but her heart was racing, and she felt fear take a stranglehold on her. Looking toward Gage on the ground, but not seeing anything but his broad back, she whispered his name. “Gage?”

      “Yeah?”

      “I feel like I’ll unravel.” She didn’t know why she’d said that, but she had to believe he’d know what she meant, that she was hanging onto a thread, especially as the silence penetrated the darkness, covering her, surrounding her in this suffocating blanket. “Will you lie beside me, just until I fall asleep?”

      He didn’t respond right way.

      “I just want to feel another warm body beside me. I don’t want to be alone right now.” Silence greeted again for a stretched period of time, and she feared he would refuse.

      What did you expect? You’re his charge, nothing more. He doesn’t owe you anything but getting you safely back home.

      “That’s probably not the best idea.”

      She closed her eyes and breathed out. “I know. I’m sorry for asking.”

      But only a few moments later she heard rustling as he rose from the floor and got on the bed beside her. He didn’t get under the covers, but his presence beside her was good enough.

      Neeka inhaled his masculine scent, her skin tingling, her heart racing. His body heat seeped through the covers, warming her and wrapping her in a feeling of safety.

      “Thank you,” she whispered. They were silent for several heartbeats, and just as she felt herself drift off to sleep Gage’s deep soft voice speared through the darkness, rousing her.

      “Tomorrow will you tell me about what happened?”

      She bit her lip, her heart starting to race again at the thought of telling him everything. Maybe if she got it out she’d feel better? She took a large, steadying breath, feeling resolve wash through her. Why wait until tomorrow?

      “Rye Vincent was our family doctor. I loved him like a father.” She squeezed her eyes shut, emotions boiling inside of her that she didn’t want to surface. She was aware of Gage moving closer to her. Neeka felt safe with him, like nothing in the world could hurt her.

      She spilled the rest of it, telling him about Adaym and the other “soldiers” Rye had made using her blood. There wasn’t anything she left out, because what was the point? Tears slipped down her cheeks, and she felt emotions crash to the surface.

      “Although I know this isn’t my fault, I can’t help but feel responsible for it all. I’m the reason Adaym is locked up and God knows how many others.”

      It was then that Gage wrapped his arms around her, bringing her close to his body. There wasn’t anything sexual about him holding her, because it was all about comfort, and she desperately needed that right now.

      It was in his warm embrace that she let herself fall asleep, and let herself push the nightmare of Rye to the back of her mind, at least for the time being.
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      Gage listened to Neeka’s deep and even breaths as she slept. She’d fallen asleep fairly quickly, and although he could have let go of her, he found himself holding onto her tightly. He didn’t want to let her go, didn’t want to stop touching her, giving her comfort, protection.

      He hadn’t planned on getting in bed with her, but the sound of her voice, the fact he knew she was emotionally hurting and scared, had him going to her.

      I can’t deny her.

      He knew he should have just kept on driving, knew that stopping was a bad idea because he wanted her really fucking badly, but he’d seen how exhausted she was. He felt weak with her, like his walls crumbled when she was around.

      He honestly didn’t know what it was about Neeka that made him feel this way, but Gage liked the feelings she brought forth in him.

      As he breathed in deeply, the scent of her filled his head. He lifted his hand to touch her arm and sucked in a breath when she shifted in bed, rolling over so that she now faced him. Her breathing was still deep and even, her face almost illuminated in the darkness because of the moon coming through the partially opened curtains.

      He knew he shouldn’t, but he extended his fingers and ran them over her warm flesh, a soft sigh escaping her as she unconsciously moved closer to him. He should go sleep on the floor, he knew this, but he didn’t want to, and had no strength to move.

      A small lock of her hair fell across her cheek, and he didn’t top himself from reaching out and brushing it away.

      Damn, her skin is smooth.

      His mouth watered to taste her, to run his tongue over her freshly washed flesh, to see if she tasted as good as she smelled. Damn his cock for getting impossibly harder. She shifted her legs, and with every move she made, her thigh would brush up against his erection, teasing him to the point where he thought he would come right in his pants.

      He squeezed his eyes shut, knowing that he would just need to hold out until he could deliver her to McCarthy. Maybe he’d just been too long without a woman?

      He kept telling himself that, but he knew deep down that wasn’t the case, that he was just inventing excuses for the emotions Neeka brought forward in him. He was afraid that when the time to turn her over to McCarthy finally came, he wouldn’t be able to do it.
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        * * *

      

      Neeka opened her eyes, the room dark, the moon still coming through. The old clock on the bedside table said it was three in the morning, and although she was still so tired, she felt her body waken at the sensation of Gage still beside her.

      As her eyes adjusted to the darkness, she took note of Gage sleeping right next to her, his hand wrapped around hers. Her heart skipped a beat and then seemed to stop altogether when he opened his eyes and stared at her.

      Even though she’d just been a prisoner less than twenty-four hours ago, she couldn’t stop herself from feeling these things, having this warmth move through her at the man that saved her life.

      “Gage,” she said his name softly.

      He cupped her cheek, an act so gentle she was slightly stunned by it, but she yearned for more.

      “What’s happening, Neeka?” he asked just as softly.

      “I don’t know, but I don’t want it to stop.” She was being honest.

      Her heart slammed against her ribcage when he leaned forward and pressed his mouth against hers. They didn’t move for a suspended second, their mouths barely touching, their breathing mingling as one. Gage pulled back, and she felt her face heat, not from embarrassment, but because this all felt so right.

      And then he leaned in again and kissed her. Gage opened his mouth and ran his tongue along the swell of her lips. He made a deep sound in the back of his throat and pressed himself closer to her.

      She opened her mouth, allowing his tongue to slip inside and press against her own. His erection was prominent as it prodded her belly. He was big and thick, no doubt about that, and her insides clenched.

      Their breathing became erratic as their kiss became more intense. His other hand speared into her hair, gripping the strands tightly as he leaned over her. She rubbed her legs against his, the rough material of his pants seeming to make her even more aroused.

      She was so wet for him. Her nipples stabbed against the material of her shirt, rubbing against his chest as they pressed as close together as possible.

      “We should stop,” he said against her mouth, but he was still kissing her.

      “Do you want to?” she asked back.

      He broke the kiss, his breathing ragged. Gage didn’t answer her, but instead brought his mouth to her neck and slowly sucked her flesh.

      “No, I don’t want to stop,” he said after a few seconds. She arched her back, scissoring her legs and causing friction to start between her legs.

      Gage had his big body on top of hers now, and she spread her thighs, allowing him to fit in the space. He pressed his hips against her, his cock hard and big against her mound. He slowly started to thrust it against her, mimicking what she wanted to do so badly. It felt so right, so good, to have him like this with her.

      Maybe this was all too extreme, but she didn’t care. She wanted more. He’d saved her life, and because of that they were linked. At least, that’s what she told herself, how she felt.

      He groaned and pulled away. “No, Neeka, we have to stop.” He looked down at her. “This is crossing lines.”

      She wanted to tell him she didn’t care about crossing any lines, that she wanted this, but maybe he was right.

      “Let me just hold you and keep you safe, okay?”

      She looked into his shadow-covered face, knowing he was right, but wishing he wasn’t. She nodded, and he lay back down beside her, pulling her close so that her head rested on his chest. Even if they didn’t go further, she couldn’t lie and say this didn’t feel incredible, as well.
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      Gage drove down a barren, paved road, most of the asphalt cracked, dirt covering patches of it, which told of how often the road was actually used. Neeka sat beside him in the passenger seat wearing the same sweats and oversized shirt he’d given her last night.

      They were about five hours into their trip, and even though he would have preferred to drive straight through, he knew that wasn’t the best course of action.

      No doubt her captor was scouting the area, so Gage kept to the deserted roads and off the main ones. It would take him twice as long to reach his destination, but his first priority was to keep Neeka healthy and safe.

      He gripped the steering wheel tighter, clenching his jaw and shifting when his cock started to harden at the thought of their kiss last night, of how she felt under him. His shaft had been hard all night, and every time she’d moved, she had somehow pressed against his dick, rubbing sensuously and making him ache.

      His cock throbbed with the need to be buried inside of her pussy, to feel her long legs wrapped around his waist as he thrust into her, licking and biting her neck, her hands tugging at his hair as she screamed out her orgasm. Gage nearly groaned from the image he conjured up, knowing he needed to rein in his desires or they would both be in trouble.

      They’d left the motel before the sun had risen, because he’d wanted to eat up as much distance as he could.

      He hadn’t gotten much sleep last night, keeping his focus on making sure she was okay. She was his priority, and even if he had been hired to rescue her and take out anyone that meant to harm her, he still felt the need to make sure she was safe above all else.

      “I’m not feeling so well,” she said softly, her face looking ashen.

      “What’s wrong?”

      She shook her head. “I think the car ride, and the fact everything is still crashing through me, is taking its toll.” She rested her head back on the seat and closed her eyes. “I think you might need to pull over.” She sat up and covered her mouth, her eyes wide, her face looking even paler.

      He pulled over and came to a stop just as she opened the door and jumped out. He heard her throwing up, but before he could get out to see if she was okay she was climbing back in the car.

      Gage handed her a bottle of water, his feelings for Neeka making him sloppy in his resolve to get her back. He wanted her safe above all else, but he wasn’t sticking to the plan of just getting her home.

      The shock of what she’d been through, and of speaking with her father, igniting all of those emotions, was obviously wearing down her body.

      “I’m fine now.” She closed her eyes and rested her head on the back of the seat again.

      He didn’t say anything for several seconds, contemplating on whether to keep going straight through. But looking at her told him he had to think about her welfare, as well.

      “Do you want to stop so you can rest a little more?” Normally he would have kept going, but whatever was happening between him and Neeka was making him far from thinking rationally.

      “I think I’ll be okay,” she said softer this time, but he could see she was uncomfortable. She was shifting on the seat, a light sheen of sweat covered her forehead.

      Deciding he couldn’t continue the long drive with her in the state she was in, he pulled back on the road and started looking for a motel.

      Half an hour later he was pulling into the parking lot of an off the road motel. They could rest here for an hour or so, just enough for her to get settled, and maybe feel better, but he wanted back on the road.

      The motel’s name was The Wild Thistle, and it looked rundown as fuck. The small, one-story building was situated out in the middle of nowhere, but Gage liked that, because it meant there wasn’t so much activity that he wouldn’t miss something important.

      “Stay here. I’ll check us in and you can rest for an hour or so, maybe sleep in a bed to help.”

      She nodded, her eyes still closed, her breathing picking up as she clearly wasn’t feeling the best.

      Once out of the SUV he grabbed his cell and sent a message to the main compound that he was stopping to let Neeka rest. He’d get shit for it, would get flack for last night as well, but they could fuck off. He knew what was best, and that was making sure he didn’t push Neeka too hard. He was confident in knowing he could protect her no matter what.

      He walked into the front office, the feel of the fifties era surrounding him. An ancient-looking air conditioner sat in one of the windows, rattling and chugging as frigid air blew out of it. Burnt-orange carpet lay beneath him, numerous stains sporadically dotting it.

      The walls and ceiling were also covered in brown stains. A few chairs were pushed against the wall, the velvety-looking fabric on the seats printed with a hideous brown and mint green paisley design. A scuffed and chipped coffee table sat between the chairs, a few dog-eared and stained magazines scattered on it.

      The place smelled musty, like it hadn’t been aired out in years.

      He stopped at the front desk, the yellow counter with gold flecks looking worn and abused in several places. Gage pressed his finger down on the silver bell that sat on the counter, the ding loud in the small office.

      A second later a middle-aged woman shuffled out, her feet covered in what used to be white fuzzy slippers, but now looked more brown and tattered. A bandana was wrapped around her hair, a cigarette hanging out of her mouth.

      “Yeah?” she asked in a scratchy, smoker’s voice. She popped her hip against the corner, eyeing him.

      “I need a room for a few hours.”

      The woman looked out the window, presumably seeing Neeka. “We don’t do pay by the hour. We aren’t that type of establishment.”

      “I’ll pay for the whole night. I just need to let my companion rest.”

      She looked him up and down and then out the window again. She reached under the counter and pulled out a sign-in book, laying it on the counter and flipping to the day’s date.

      “And the room at the end.”

      She eyed him again and then shrugged.

      “I only have a single bed.”

      “That’s fine.” He didn’t need to sleep anyway.

      She pulled out another book, ash from her cigarette that hung from her lip falling on the counter.

      “I’ll give you room twenty-six. It’s the farthest one down.”

      She handed him a key, and he took it, and turned and walked back toward the door. Once he was back in the SUV he pulled up to the room. He left the vehicle idling and got out.

      Gage grabbed the duffle bag he packed earlier and unlocked the door. He threw the bag on the floor, checking the room and making sure it was secure before going to the passenger side door and helping Neeka out.

      He shut the door and got back in the car, pulling it around to the back of the building and shutting it off. There was no dumpster to hide the vehicle behind like the last motel, but there was also no access road where vehicles could easily see the SUV in the rear of the building.

      These off the road motels were a dime a dozen, pretty much built the same, as well.

      He examined the back of the building, noticing that small windows were placed in perfect intervals running alongside the brick wall, bathroom windows he surmised. He walked around to the front and entered the room. Neeka was already on the bed, her eyes sleepy.

      Gage set his keys and one of his guns on the bedside table and went over to the window air conditioner. He cranked it on full blast and shut the blinds.

      “I’m so tired all of a sudden.”

      “Car rides, the heat, and getting your life fucked over will do that to a person.”

      She rolled onto her back and closed her eyes, stretching her arms out.

      He swallowed, letting his eyes roam over her exposed flesh, her shirt riding up so her tiny belly button showed. She looked like an offering … like his offering.

      He started to sweat, definitely not from the heat. His dick was pressed uncomfortably against the zipper of his pants, pulsing and aching with the need to be buried inside of her.

      The one person that fueled his desire was only a few short feet away, lying on the bed, her glorious body laid out like she was waiting for him. She maddened him, inflamed him, and drove him crazy.

      And he knew what he wanted to do, what he probably wouldn’t be able to stop himself from doing, was be with her.
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      Neeka opened her eyes. She didn’t know how long she’d been sleeping, but she felt better, exponentially better in fact. She sat up and reached for the bottle of water Gage had set on the bedside table when they’d first arrived, and drank half the bottle.

      After setting it back down she scanned the room, her gaze landing on Gage. He sat in a chair in the corner of the room, his gun on his lap, his hand covering it.

      “Gage?” she said his name softly. As the seconds ticked by she swore the heat in the room climbed. They continued to stare at each other, a sliver of light coming through a crack in the thick, closed curtains.

      What’s happening?

      “Neeka,” he said her name softly, deeply, and she found herself heating, her body coming alive with arousal.

      She licked her suddenly dry lips. “I don’t know what’s happening,” she breathed out. Even from the short distance the scent of him invaded her. He smelled like a man, like he was violence, masculinity and rawness, all wrapped into one. And it turned her on. They were in danger, so much danger, yet here she was thinking about being with him.

      He stood and took a step toward her, but instead of staying where she was, she stood and moved to the side, away from the bed. She didn’t want to feel vulnerable to her emotions. He moved closer still, and she felt the wall stop her. She wasn’t running from him.

      He placed his hands on the wall, one on either side of her head and leaned forward. She let her eyes travel down his thickly corded neck, over his rippling muscles only covered in a dark t-shirt, and stopped on the bulge she could see pressed against his pants.

      “Do you like what you see, Neeka?” His voice was deep and gravelly, so sexually laced that her whole body heated with awareness. Against her better judgment she nodded, licking her lips again and noticing how his gaze dropped down to her mouth.

      “I should be a professional and keep my distance,” he murmured.

      “Maybe I don’t want that.”

      He groaned, and in the next instant crushed his lips against hers, speared his hand through her hair, and pulled her even closer. Her body molded to his, and she was very aware of how soft hers was compared to the hardness of his. She tilted her head and opened her mouth, moaning when his tongue slid inside and tangled with hers.

      He ground his shaft into her, his cock like steel, monstrous and ready to take her. She spread her legs wider, Gage using the opportunity to move closer and press his erection against her mound. Despite the clothing they wore she felt everything. He broke away from her mouth, breathing heavily as he kissed a trail down her throat.

      “Fuck, Neeka. What you do to me.”

      She let her head fall back against the wall and closed her eyes, loving the feel of his tongue dancing along her flesh. His other hand gripped her waist, clenching and unclenching as he slowly moved it up. She thrust her breasts out, needing him to touch her, aching for him to caress her throbbing nipples.

      He took the hint, cupping the heavy mound and running his thumb over the engorged tip. She should have been embarrassed at how the nubs stabbed through the material of her shirt, as if seeking Gage’s mouth, needing that hot cavern or they wouldn’t be satisfied.

      He took his other hand and reached around, cupping her ass and lifting her slightly. She teetered on her toes, gasping as his cock nudged her clit. He slid his hand over the globes of her bottom, slipping between her cheeks, and running his fingers up and down the center of her body.

      “I can feel how wet and hot you are for me, Neeka.” He ran his tongue along the shell of her ear, and she shivered. “Tell me we need to stop. Tell me right now, and this will end.”

      She had no intention of doing any such thing, not when her body was more alive than it ever had been. She opened her eyes and was surprised to see him staring at her, his expression fierce and serious.

      “No, I want this just as much as you do.” She moved her hand between their bodies and gripped his cock through his pants, her eyes widening at his size. He hissed between his teeth and then groaned, dropping his head slightly so that he was looking at her with half-lidded eyes. He kissed her again, his tongue sliding along her lips, his teeth nipping at the sensitive skin.

      Both of his hands were now on her ass. He lifted her, and she instinctively wrapped her legs around his waist. His mouth was pressed hard to her, working her over as he clenched his hands on her ass. Gage set her on the floor, her body sliding down his in a sensual way.

      She moved to the side and felt the bed bump against the back of her thighs, the reality of what they were about to do finally taking root.

      He stepped away from her, and she took a deep breath, her body primed and ready for him.
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      “Take off your clothes, Neeka.” Gage spoke low, giving her plenty of time to change her mind. If she was going to do it, she needed to do it now because he knew once he started, he wouldn’t be able to stop.

      Her mouth opened slightly, and he thought she might call it off. It would be for the best, he didn’t dispute that, but he was rock hard for her, his feelings making everything seem intense.

      She didn’t stop, though.

      He tried to control his breathing as he watched her small hands move to the hem of her shirt, grabbing the material and lifting it up and over her head. Of course she wasn’t wearing a bra, and when he saw her small, high breasts, his mouth watered and his cock throbbed.

      “The sweats, too.” He was barely reining in his control. All he wanted to do was go to her right now, tear the clothing off of her, have her sprawled out on the bed beneath him, and slide his shaft into her willing body.

      He needed to keep his head in the game and his cock in his pants. Of course what he was supposed to do, and what he planned on doing, were two very different things. Being with her when he should be taking her back to her father was fucked.

      But when she pushed down the sweats, showing him her sweet pussy, all common sense left him. He ran a hand over his mouth, felt the stubble, and didn’t hold back his groan.

      And then there she stood, nothing on, her body on clear display for him. Neeka lifted her leg slightly to kick the sweats away, and he sucked in a breath through his teeth. Her movements caused him to get a glimpse of her pink pussy lips and the moisture that had started to coat them.

      That was his breaking point. He was in front of her in the next instant, wrapping his hands around her waist and all but tossing her on the bed. Her body bounced twice on the mattress when she went down on the bed, her legs slightly open and her pussy clearly visible to him.

      He all but tore his clothes off, needing to feel her naked form against his. He loved the way her gaze roamed over his body, slightly widening when she saw his cock. He was a sick fuck, because he grabbed his dick and started slowly stroking it, loving that she watched the whole time. “Tell me you want this, Neeka.”

      “I want this. I want you, Gage.” She rested her upper body on her elbows, and spread her legs even wider. “Do you think this is crazy?” she whispered.

      It’s more than fucking crazy.

      “It’s how it’s supposed to be, baby.”

      Don’t say shit like that. Saying those things will make this real, irrevocable.

      You’re about to do the irrevocable.

      He tightened his grip on his cock and stroked himself as he looked at her cunt. She was a soft pink color, her pussy so damn wet for him. He knelt on the bed, slowly moving toward her, his gaze trained on her face now. Gage wanted nothing more than to push into her, to stretch her tightness with his length, but he needed to go slow, needed to control himself.

      When they started kissing again he couldn’t help the groan that spilled from him. She tasted like honey, so smooth and sweet, and he knew her pussy would be like that. Kissing a path down her throat, he stopped at her breasts and slid his tongue along the stiff nipple.

      Her areolas were small and a light peachy color. He sucked one of the buds into his mouth, pulling on it with his lips, nipping at it with his teeth. She made soft mewling noises, and he sneaked a glance at her. Neeka’s eyes were closed in pleasure, her hands gripping the sheets.

      He sucked harder, moving his hand to her other breast and tweaking her nipple with his thumb and forefinger until it stood as stiff and hard as the other.

      He alternated between breasts, sucking and nipping, letting them come out of his mouth with a resounding pop that fueled his desire. He moved lower, kissing and licking over her ribs, down her flat belly, and dipping his tongue in her navel before running his teeth along her waist. She lifted her hips, thrusting her pussy toward him.

      “Spread your legs for me, baby.”

      She slowly spread them wide, the smell of her desire like a pheromone to him. Her cunt spread open like a blooming flower, her hard, little clit coming into view. Her pussy hole was small, tight. He knew he would have to get her primed and ready for when he pushed his cock into her. He knew it would be bliss, an exquisite pleasure that would not compare to anything else.

      He kissed her clit, a gentle motion that had her body twitching in response. He moved a little lower, adjusting himself so he was lying between her spread legs, her swollen cleft right in front of him.

      He flattened his tongue and ran it from her pussy hole to the top of her mound, repeating the action when she moaned aloud. Gage groaned at her taste, so addictive and intoxicating.

      “Oh yes, Gage, more, please more.”

      He obliged, licking her until she was thrusting her hips up to meet his actions. He teased her pussy with one finger, her moisture making his finger slick and causing it to slip into her easily. He pushed it all the way in, her pleasure-filled gasp urging him to use another one.

      He sucked on her clit as he pushed the second digit in, scissoring his fingers and preparing her for when he pushed his cock into her tight little cunt.

      “Oh yes. I’m so close.”

      He looked up, her head thrown back in ecstasy, her neck straining as he pumped his fingers in and out of her and sucked on the little bud, faster, harder. He growled around her engorged flesh when he felt her juices coat his hand. Her groan of pleasure was low, her orgasm causing her whole body to tighten up.

      Her inner walls squeezed his fingers, milking them as he knew she would do to his cock when he was pushed deep inside of her body.

      “Come again, Neeka.” He was panting now, thrusting his cock against the mattress, the pleasure almost too much to handle. Her pleasure was his, and when she climaxed for a second time, he pulled his fingers out and slanted his mouth over her clenching hole, lapping up and swallowing her fluid while grunting in delight.

      He stopped pumping his hips when he was about to come, taking several calming breaths and moving so that he was covering her body with his own. He kissed her slowly as she looked up at him with a pleasure-induced high.

      “I want you inside of me so badly.”

      That was all it took. He gripped his shaft and guided it to her pussy, running it over the length of her cleft and gently pressing it against her clit. She gasped and then moaned, lifting her hips and urging him without words as to what she really wanted.

      He pressed his cock head against her opening, gently pushing in and gritting his teeth as she stretched around him. She was so tight and hot, like an iron fist squeezing him. He pressed his hips into her, his dick dragging along her inner walls, the sensations so intense sweat started to break out over his skin.

      “It feels so good to be inside of you, Neeka. Fuck. Does it feel good for you, baby?”

      She was staring up at him with slightly wide eyes, her breathing quick and shallow. “It feels so good, Gage.” She whispered the words, her breath coasting over his face in sweet puffs of air.

      When his shaft was completely buried inside of her tight cunt, he stilled, letting her body adjust to his size. He could feel her pulse around his cock, her inner muscles clenching and unclenching. He closed his eyes and took a long, deep breath, willing himself to stay in control.

      He slowly started to pull out, her pussy contracting along his shaft, her pussy cream making his penetration wet, juicy. They were both panting, their breath mingling as their bodies tensed. He slid almost all the way out, his cockhead resting right at the entrance of her body.

      He pushed inside, a little faster this time, both of them moaning in unison. He pulled out and pushed back in, over and over again until his hips were moving on their own, slamming into her as she wrapped her legs around his waist.

      He brought his mouth to hers, their tongues thrusting in and out of each other’s mouths and mimicking what his cock was doing to her pussy. He pumped into her, sweat coating their bodies, her hips lifting up to meet his.

      Gage rolled onto his back, never breaking their contact as she now straddled his waist. She didn’t hesitate as she lifted her hips and pushed them back down, her mouth teasing his, the bed slamming into the wall from the motions. He gripped her waist, pumping his hips up, thrusting his cock into her every time she pressed her pussy down on him.

      In and out. In and out.

      He ripped his mouth away from her and cupped her cheek, her hair damp from sweat, the strands sticking to the sides of her face. “I want you to come all over my cock, Neeka.”

      Her face took on a look of extreme pleasure.

      “I want you to come right now. I want your sweet little pussy to milk my dick.”

      She opened her mouth and cried out, tossing her head back, her breasts thrust out. A deep red flush started to spread over her skin, her impending orgasm obvious.

      She leaned back and rested her hands behind her, on the tops of his thighs, digging her nails into his flesh as both of their bodies tensed with their climaxes. She picked up her motions and then stilled, her juices flowing out of her and covering his cock. That was all it took to send him over the edge.

      He grabbed her waist and slammed into her once, twice, and on the third time he shouted out his release. Her pussy continued to contract around him, her gasp of pleasure an aphrodisiac all on its own. She sucked in one last lungful of air and collapsed on his chest.

      He wrapped his arms around her, running his fingers up and down her back as they both breathed heavily. He moved to his side, Neeka making soft sounds as he pulled out of her, grimacing at how snug she was around his shaft. He looked down at her as she rolled onto her belly, her eyes closed and her mouth slightly open.

      He slipped on his boxers and brought his gun to sit next to him on the bedside table. She could rest for a little while, but then they had to move, had to leave. She was his priority, her safety on the top of his list.

      But it wasn’t just because he’d been hired to get her back, but that he was feeling things for her, intense and emotional things that threatened to break down his wall.

      Gage couldn’t help but pull her into his arms, her body fitting perfectly against his as he breathed out. How long had it been since he’d felt this way?

      Never.

      It was then that he finally let himself feel the emotions that she awoke in him. Never had he felt such strong feelings for another person. But even though he knew how much he cared about her, knew how much he wanted her, he also knew he couldn’t have her. His life, profession, was too violent and shady, and being with her was putting her in a hell of a lot of danger that was always around him.

      He would have to leave her with Edward McCarthy and not look back. That was what was best for her.

      Then why does it feel so fucking wrong?
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      “Neeka, wake up.”

      Neeka slowly opened her eyes, the darkness like a cloak, but fear not assaulting her. She could smell Gage’s intoxicating aroma waft all around her, could feel his body heat surround her, and finally felt safe for the first time since her capture.

      “Neeka, wake up.”

      His hand was on her shoulder and he shook her gently.

      “You need to get dressed.”

      She felt him leave the bed, and she wrapped the blankets around her body, not ready to get up. The air conditioner was still blowing out arctic air, and the fact that she was nude wasn’t helping her stay warm now that she was alone in the bed.

      But as she finally woke up she realized she wasn’t safe, not as much as she’d like, and not even though Gage was here. Her life was still in danger.

      She sat up, seeing Gage already dressed and by the window. A sliver of light speared into the room, the setting sun evident through the small crack in the curtain. She heard car doors slamming, which made her heart rate pick up.

      “Get dressed now.” His voice was hard, unyielding.

      Quickly putting on the clothes she’d had on before, she tried to calm herself, but it was no use. “Have they found us?” she whispered

      “I’m not sure. It’s two men in street clothes driving a beat-up pickup. It could be nothing, but I want you to be prepared to leave if I give the word.”

      “How long have I been sleeping?”

      “Just a few hours.” He looked down at her, the light from the setting sun painting his face in a muted gold hue. He leaned down and kissed her gently, his attention going back to the window. And then after a second he stepped away and started rifling through his duffle bag, his movements brisk yet coordinated.

      He strapped a gun to his waist, one to his ankle, a knife to his calf, and put another handgun at the small of his back. He moved back to the window and for a second was motionless, hard as stone.

      In the next instant, Gage grabbed her arm and was pushing her into the bathroom.

      “They’ve found us.”

      “What? How do you know? How can you be sure?”

      “The manager pointed our room, and I saw them get guns off the back of their truck.” He moved in front of her, popping open the window as if he had done it a million times.

      She looked between him and the window, finally realizing he wanted her to go through it. “What? You want me to squeeze through that small hole?” He already had her hand and was dragging her toward the window. “I can’t fit through it.”

      “We’ll make you fit through it, because the alternative is not an option.”

      Her heart slammed hard against her chest, and she looked at him, fear surrounding her. “I’m scared, Gage.”

      “I know, baby. I promise I won’t let anyone hurt you again, but you have to trust me and listen to everything I say, okay?” He cupped her cheek. “No matter what you see or hear, I want you to promise me you’ll leave if things get too fucked. Can you promise me that?” He shoved the keys to the SUV in her hand.

      She shook her head, but he was already pushing her toward the window. “You’ll be out soon, right?” There was obvious fear in her voice.

      “Yes, but I have to hold these men off if it comes down to that, which I’m sure it will. There will be more coming, no doubt about that.” He pressed his mouth against hers before lifting her up.

      The fit was tight as hell as she squeezed through the window. The wind blew dirt around, and she held her breath so she didn’t cough. She gripped onto the edge of the window and slowly let herself slide down the wall. As soon as her feet touched the ground, the bathroom window shut silently.

      She looked up at the dingy, frosted glass, gripping the keys so tightly they dug into her palm. The SUV was no more than five feet from her, but she didn’t get in, not right away, and not even though that was the smart thing to do. She couldn’t leave Gage.

      I can’t leave him. I care about him, maybe more than I should.

      She pressed herself against the wall, and only seconds later heard knocking on the front door. There was silence for what seemed like forever after those knocks, and the longer she held her breath, the more her heart pounded.

      And then gunshots rang out along with the sound of breaking glass and loud swearing.

      Get in the SUV where it’s safe.

      She heard Gage’s voice in her head, that deep, husky timbre that didn’t take no for an answer. She made her way toward the SUV, not about to leave Gage, but knowing it was safer and smarter. She started the car, but sat there for a second, feeling sweat line her temples as she thought of what to do. And then she realized she had to help Gage. Maybe she was nothing compared to him, had no training, or expertise when it came to these situations, but she was tired of being a victim and tired of being afraid.

      Pulling out from behind the motel, she maneuvered the big vehicle to where their room’s door was and came to a stop, her breath stalling.

      She could still hear the sound of a gun going off and worried about Gage’s safety, even if she knew he could handle himself.

      “Come on, Gage,” she whispered to herself. And then a body flew through the window of the motel room she was just in, and a cry of surprise left her.

      It’s not Gage.

      The bloody body of the man that crashed through the window lay no more than five feet from her, shards of glass embedded in his face, blood starting to pool around him. She shivered at the sight as she pressed herself against the back of the seat.

      Come on, Gage.

      And as if he’d heard her Gage and a huge looking man crashed through the partially open front door. They were wrestling on the ground, each of them holding a gun and trying to aim it at the other, trying to get the upper hand. One of the guns went off and the bullet slammed against the car door, having an involuntary scream leaving her.

      God, what in the hell were you thinking? You should have stayed in the back.

      Yes, but she’d been thinking she could be the getaway car if Gage needed it.

      You’re a fool, a fucking fool. He is a trained killer. He can handle himself.

      The man beneath Gage lifted his hand, the gun he held pointing straight toward Gage’s head. And as she was ready to jump out of the car, do something, anything, Gage twisted out from under him and started beating his face with his fist.

      Neeka couldn’t tear her eyes away as she stared at Gage hitting this man over and over again, blood covering his knuckles. And when the man lay lifeless Gage grabbed his gun, aimed it at the center of his head, and pulled the trigger like it was nothing.

      And as she sat there, stunned, not sure what to think, Gage was already off the man, grabbed his duffle bag, and was striding toward the SUV. She scrambled into the passenger seat, and when he was in his SUV and peeling out of the parking lot, dirt spraying up everywhere, she felt the chill in the air.

      “We aren’t even going to fucking talk about why you were out front.” His jaw was clenched tightly, and his hands were gripping the steering wheel hard enough his knuckles were white.

      He’s pissed at me, too.

      Her gaze turned toward front office and she saw the woman who’d checked Gage in come running outside screaming. Gage slammed on the gas, and the force sent Neeka pressing into the cold leather seat. She was vaguely aware of him reaching over and buckling the seat belt across her body.

      Was she in shock? Was this what it felt like to have her mind becoming unhinged?

      He looked over at her and breathed out wearily, running his hand over his hair as he continuously checked the rearview mirror.

      “Damn, I wish you hadn’t been put in this situation, or seen me take out those fuckers.”

      “I could have gotten you killed.” She stared at the road in front of her, the reality of it all slamming into her with such excruciating force it sucked the air from her lungs. “I’m so glad you’re okay, though.”

      “Oh, Neeka. You were so brave, baby.” That anger faded, and in its place was this sincerity, this emotion she’d never imagined seeing from him.

      He sounded so genuine, his focus bouncing from the road to her. She let her tears fall, and Gage lifted his hand and brushed his fingers across her flesh, wiping the tears away. She took a big, steadying breath and looked out the window.

      “How much longer until we reach my father’s home?” He dropped his hand from her face, and his voice went hard again, like the solider he truly was. “I’m going to drive straight through. It was never safe for us to stop, but doing it now would be out of the question.”

      She knew he had stopped for her, knew that everything he had done was for her.

      “What will happen when I see my father?” What she really wanted to know was what would happen between them, and what would happen with her. They might have shared a night of intense pleasure, but she couldn’t forget that her father had hired Gage to find her. She was a mission, a job, and she couldn’t let herself think a happily ever after would be a result of that.

      She let her head fall back against the seat. Instantly, the memories she had of what Gage and she shared washed away, now only terror filling her every cell at what her future would hold.
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      Gage looked over at Neeka for the tenth time in the last twenty minutes. She was sleeping, the illumination of the lights from the dash casting an ethereal glow upon her pixie-like features.

      He had been driving for hours upon hours now, the sun starting to rise as they entered Hillcrest, a small, but wealthy country town on the outskirts of Shyloh. He was about an hour or so from Edward McCarthy’s home, and as much as he hated seeing Neeka go, he knew it was for the best.

      He was a trained solider, a killer. If he were to start something with Neeka, it would give his enemies a target, and that was something he could never live with, could never risk.

      Neeka made a small noise and shifted in her seat, the blanket he’d draped across her body sliding down slightly. He knew letting her go was for the best, but it didn’t make his heart ache any less. She slowly woke, blinking several times before turning a drowsy look his way.

      “Hey.”

      “Hi.” Her voice sounded sleepy, slightly hoarse.

      “We’ll be at your father’s house in about an hour.” He watched her, gauging her reaction. “I’ve already contacted your father and his staff, and they’re expecting us.”

      She blinked a few times and looked out the front windshield, nodding several times.

      “Do you need to use the restroom? Are you hungry?”

      “No, I’m fine. I just want to get home.”

      He nodded more to himself than to her. It was better to just get her there and not drag this out.

      “Gage?” she said his name softly.

      “Yeah.” He looked over at her, her vision still trained on the road in front of them.

      “What happens next?”

      He knew what she was referring to. It was the same thing he had asked himself repeatedly the entire trip. “I drop you off with your father, make sure you’re safe, and then I go back to the compound.” His focus was straight ahead. He didn’t trust himself to look at her for fear he might say something that shouldn’t be said.

      “It’s for the best.” Her voice was soft.

      “Yeah.” His words were void, his emotions being pushed deep inside of him so that he would be able to say goodbye to her forever. They might have shared that one night together intimately, but she had awoken something in him that had never been touched, a feeling that warmed him and gave him strength, that broke down his wall, but only for her.

      He drove for another ten minutes in silence until he couldn’t take it any longer. He pulled the car off the road and parked it behind an outcropping of flora. He turned the car off and checked his surroundings, making sure everything was all clear.

      “What are you doing?” she asked, sounding confused.

      He turned to look at her, knowing that he should just keep driving, but unable to stave off his emotions. He reached up and cupped her cheek, rubbing his thumb across her bottom lip, back and forth. Her breaths became shallow, quick.

      They stayed silent, just looking at each other. He leaned in and brushed his lips against hers gently. It wasn’t supposed to be anything more, just a soft kiss goodbye, something to hold him for the rest of his life.

      That soft and gentle kiss turned into something stronger, more passionate. Neeka tilted her head and moved closer. He speared his hands in her hair, caressing her scalp as their tongues stroked along each other.

      She made little mewling noises, the sound spearing straight to his cock. She started to shift, and soon she was straddling him. She ground her pussy on his erection while she pressed her breasts into his chest.

      “I want you, Gage. I need you.”

      She breathed against his mouth as her hands moved to the fly of his pants. He didn’t stop her. No, as much as he should have, he was a selfish bastard. He wanted her just as much, wanted to bury his cock deep inside of her until she was branded as his.

      She undid his pants and pulled his cock out, stroking it in pressurized motions. Neeka went back to kissing him, licking his lips, teasing him to the point of madness. He all but ripped the button from her pants in his attempt to get them off.

      When they were gone and she was naked from the waist down, he molded his hands against her breasts, teasing and tweaking the stiff peaks, her nipples hard, slightly elongated from her arousal. She continued to grind her cunt against his cock, her juices coating his shaft with slick, hot wetness.

      “I want you so fucking bad.” He nipped and licked her throat as he growled against her flesh. She sighed and moaned as she thrust her hips against him. She reached between their bodies and gripped his dick, and he hissed out in ecstasy. She lifted slightly and aligned the head of his cock with her pussy hole. She didn’t go slowly, just sank down his shaft quickly and ravenously.

      They both groaned in pleasure as she started to lift up and then slam them back down. He gripped her waist and lifted his hips in time with hers until the sound of her soaked pussy sucking at his cock filled the interior of the SUV.

      He grunted at the pleasure-pain of it, knowing he wouldn’t be able to hold off from coming. She was so tight and hot that he was doing everything in his power to make sure he didn’t get off before she did. She bounced on him, her head thrown back in ecstasy, her tits bobbing right in front of his face.

      He tore at her clothes, revealing her chest. Her breasts were perfect with quarter sized areolas the color of a ripe peach. He latched his mouth onto one and sucked like he was a man dying of thirst.

      He felt her pussy contract and ripple around his cock right before a gush of hot liquid spilled from her, coating his shaft and sending him precariously close to the edge.

      She groaned loudly and pressed her pussy all the way down, grinding her clit against the root of his dick and crying out her orgasm.

      Gage didn’t hold back, just pulled his mouth from her nipple and buried his face against her chest. His climax tore out of him in hot, thick jets of cum, filling her with his seed.

      He held her tightly as they both rode out the pleasure. She sagged against him, and he ran his hand up and down her back, wishing he could tell her what she meant to him.

      A man like him wasn’t supposed to have emotions, wasn’t supposed to feel anything but determination and concentration. He was supposed to be powerful, strong, and levelheaded.

      Emotions caused weakness, and weakness caused death. He continued to hold her, knowing this was the last time he’d be able to do it.
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      An hour later they were pulling up to her father’s entrance, the massive wrought-iron gates looming before them. She gave Gage the code to type in, the gate opening before them like welcoming arms.

      It felt wonderful to be home, to know that she was safe again. But there were things that still frightened her, and things that her mind wouldn’t let go.

      Neeka looked over at Gage, his jaw set hard, his expression unreadable. She thought about the way they’d just fucked no more than an hour ago. It had been powerful and ravenous. She wondered what he was thinking at that moment.

      Neeka felt something for him, something intense and powerful. It was something she didn’t want to forget.

      Does he feel the same?

      He drove up the paved driveway, past the guards that had been by the gate, and finally pulling around the circular courtyard. He turned the vehicle off, and they sat there in silence.

      “I thought you would have jumped out before I even stopped it.”

      She faced him, wringing her hands together, wanting to talk about them, but knowing talking about it probably wasn’t something he’d be comfortable with. “What if they come back for me, Gage? Rye knows where I live, knows every aspect of my life. I know he won’t let this go.”

      “As long as he’s still alive, he will always be a threat. This world isn’t safe, but I promise you, Neeka, Rye Vincent will not hurt you again. I’ll find him, hunt him down, and take him out. That’s what I’m good at.” Gage grabbed a small bag from under the driver’s seat and unzipped it, pulling out a quarter-sized piece of metal. He handed it to her, and she held the cool metal in her hand.

      “What is this?”

      “It’s a tracking device, a panic button. Although I will do everything in my power to keep you safe, if something were to happen you could press this,” he said, pointing to the piece of metal. “It’ll transmit your location immediately to my compound.”

      “That sounds pretty high-tech.”

      “It’s not as elaborate as some of the things we have, but it’ll make sure I can find you anywhere. Our engineering department created these, and it won’t matter where you are. If you push that I’ll know where you are.”

      “That makes me feel better,” she said and smiled.

      “I’ll be able to find you no matter where you are, Neeka. Don’t worry.”

      There was such conviction and determination in his voice that she did feel monumentally better. Just a few days ago, she was Rye’s prisoner, and then Gage came along. He was her rescuer and protector. All it took was a few short days for her heart to realize what it wanted, but now she was faced with the reality of never having it.

      Some would call her crazy and a fool, but she knew the truth. Gage had given her something that no other man would be able to do. He’d given her protection and safety when the world around her had been dark and dangerous.

      She turned her attention to the front doors, saw them open, and felt her tears start to crest. Her father was in there, waiting for her. She ripped the door open and raced forward, not seeing him, and assuming he was so very weak. But there was her father, in his wheelchair, looking frail but happy.

      “I thought I would die before I saw you again, sweetheart.”

      She dropped to her knees by her father’s chair, laying her head in his blanket-covered lap and feeling his thin legs beneath them. His voice sounded weak and strained, like he was using too much effort to speak to her.

      She looked up into his dark eyes, tears slowly making tracks down both of their cheeks as they stared at each other. His fingers were loose skin over bone as he brushed his knuckles over her cheek, wiping away the tears like he used to do when she was a child.

      “I missed you so much, Dad.”

      “I missed you, too, darling.”

      She looked to the side and saw her father’s personal assistant, Charles, give her a wide grin. Neeka stood and wrapped her arms around him, not bothering to stop the flow of tears. He was an older man and could have retired by now, but he was loyal to them and that made him a member of the family.

      Behind her father’s wheelchair was Theo, Edward’s personal advisor. He wore an impeccable black suit, his dark hair brushed sophisticatedly over his forehead. Although Theo had been with their family for as long as she could remember, she’d never grown close to him like she had with the other staff members.

      Theo held his arms open, and she stepped into them.

      “I’m so glad you’re back, Neeka. You have no idea how worried I was about you.” He pulled her slightly back and looked down at her, brushing her cheek with his finger before he pulled her into another fierce hug.

      Charles took her father back to his room to rest, but she planned on spending every possible minute with her dad. Too much time had passed.
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      Gage had to do everything in his power to keep his control as he watched Theo Millian touch Neeka. He had to remind himself that his job was done, that she was now where she needed to be. He wanted to be wrapping his arms around her. He wanted to be the one to run the pad of his thumb over her cheek.

      Violence and anger blossomed inside of him. Ever since he’d first seen her, possessiveness had rushed through him, one that rivaled anything else he had ever known.

      He ran a hand over his mouth as he watched her step out of Millian’s embrace and look over her shoulder. Their eyes locked, and once again, he felt heat course through him, along with a need to protect her and keep her safe.

      He tried to clear his erratic thoughts, knowing they would only end up causing them both a lot of grief in the end.

      “Mr. Mack, Mr. McCarthy would like to speak with you privately,” one of the security guards for Edward’s estate said.

      He stepped inside and followed the guard, watching as Theo steered Neeka in the other direction. He gritted his teeth as he watched Theo’s hand press against the small of her back. She looked over her shoulder again, but it was short lived as Theo turned to look at him, urging her forward.

      The smile he gave Gage had this tightness setting in his spine.

      He willed himself to stay steady, knowing that Neeka and he had been explosive together, that something like that couldn’t be ignored. But he also needed to remember this was all a mission and she wasn’t his.

      They rounded a corner and disappeared from his vision, and he clenched his fists at his sides. He turned his attention forward again and followed the man into the same bedroom he’d met with Edward that very first day.

      “Charles, please leave us. I’d like to speak alone with Mr. Mack,” Edward said to the guard. Once alone Edward breathed out. “I want to thank you personally, Mr. Mack. Although I didn’t doubt your abilities, I always had that fear inside of me that I would never see my daughter again.” He reached for his handkerchief and coughed into it before continuing.

      “It took longer than it should, sir.”

      Edward shook his head. “I’m grateful. She’s home, and that’s what matters. You brought my daughter back, and for that I can’t thank you enough. I will eternally be in your debt.”

      Gage watched as Edward McCarthy reached a skinny hand toward his bedside table and pulled out a thick, white envelope from the drawer. He held it out, and Gage walked closer, taking the envelope and looking at its contents.

      Hundred dollar bills lay inside, so many that Gage didn’t doubt there were thousands upon thousands of dollars within it.

      “I can’t take this, Mr. McCarthy. You’ve already paid an exorbitant amount to my organization.”

      “That isn’t for them. It’s for you.”

      Gage shook his head and laid the envelope on the desk. “I thank you, Mr. McCarthy, but no extra payment is required. It was my duty to bring your daughter back.”

      Edward looked like he might argue, but then his frail shoulders slumped and he nodded.

      “Well, once again, I can’t tell you how thankful I am. I know I can speak for everyone here when I say that. I know Theo is ecstatic to have Neeka back.”

      “He seemed like it.” Gage hadn’t meant to say anything, and certainly hadn’t meant to have the annoyance dripping from his words.

      “Yes, well, Theo loves my daughter very much.”

      “Does he?” Gage should have just kept his mouth shut, but when it came to Neeka, it seemed he couldn’t keep his fucking mouth shut. It was like it was instinct.

      “Yes, well, I’m sure you are a busy man and have other things to do, but once again, I owe you my life for bringing her back.” Edward paused a moment before his face turned like stone. “I want to know who took my daughter and why so I can have them killed.”

      Gage would have no problem telling Edward everything, and the fact he’d been betrayed by Rye.
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      Gage showed himself to the front door, gripping the handle and standing there for a suspended moment. McCarthy had wanted to know everything, and Gage had obliged him. It didn’t make a difference, anyway.

      If he or his organization couldn’t immediately locate Rye’s coordinates, there was no way McCarthy would.

      He could hear Neeka’s soft voice murmuring through the foyer, could practically smell her intoxicating scent surround him. Just as he was about to pull the door open, her voice stopped him.

      “You’re leaving without saying goodbye?”

      He turned and looked at her. “I didn’t want to interrupt you.” She smiled up at him, but it didn’t really reach her eyes.

      “I wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for you, Gage.” She moved closer to him until they stood toe-to-toe. He wanted to touch her, but he clenched his hands at his sides and didn’t move. But she shocked the hell out of him by wrapping her arms around his waist, and laying her head on his chest.

      She lifted her head and looked into his face, her big blue eyes gazing at him with such intensity.

      “Does it have to be like this?”

      He knew what she was talking about, knew she was referring to their relationship, or lack thereof. What he really wanted to say became lodged in his throat.

      No, it doesn’t. Fuck the wall I have around myself, and fuck anyone else who would get in our way. You make me feel emotions that bring me to my knees. I’ve only just met you, but I feel a connection with you. I know you feel it, too. I could tell when you screamed my name out in pleasure and looked at me with longing in your eyes.

      “Yes, it has to be this way.”

      I’m no good for you. My life is dangerous, and being with me would have you in constant danger. I can’t do that to you, baby.

      He let himself hold her for another minute before he sensed Theo step into the room. Gage noticed how the other man’s eyes narrowed slightly even though he appeared to have an unaffected demeanor. It was clear there was something going on between Neeka and Theo, at least on Theo’s end.

      Being in her life would only complicate things, would bring his dangerous lifestyle into her world. He didn’t want to risk anything with her, so walking away was the best option.

      Gage stepped back and looked down at her, remembering being with her, touching her, kissing her. He saw tears in her eyes but didn’t allow himself the luxury of touching her anymore.

      He swiftly turned and left without a backward glance, knowing that what he was doing was for the best even if it felt completely wrong.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Neeka stared at the front door, trying to keep from crying. She sensed Theo right behind her, his hands landing on her shoulders, his fingers gently clamping down.

      She would never see Gage again, and that thought alone had her wanting to let her tears fall.

      She didn’t, though, and not because Theo was right behind her, but because she needed to be strong for her father, needing to see him, tell him she loved him so much.

      She turned around, Theo’s hands falling to his sides. Neeka needed to be with her father right now, not worrying about a relationship with a man she would never have in her life in that way.

      She headed to his study and stepped into the master bedroom, smiling and crying at the same time when she saw her father sitting up in bed.

      Charles was a few feet away, along with two bodyguards she’d never seen before. She wasn’t surprised to see the extra muscle around. In fact, she was glad her father had the protection. As if he sensed her presence, her father looked over at her and started crying, as well.

      “Charles, can you and the others please give me and my daughter some time alone?”

      “Of course, Mr. McCarthy.”

      The three men left, and as soon as the door shut, she rushed over to her dad. “Oh, Daddy.” Falling to her knees beside his bed, she cried harder, her happiness that she was actually home consuming her.

      He stroked her hair, and she looked up to see tears tracking down his aged face.

      “I spoke with Mr. Mack about the situation, honey.” His voice had gone deep and hard, his emotions clearly rising to the surface. “I feel responsible for all of this.”

      “Please don’t say that. It isn’t your fault.”

      “Shhh, honey. Let me say this. It is my fault. I am your father and was supposed to protect you, but instead I let your kidnapper into our home, become close with you.” He reached for a tissue and coughed before continuing. “I will have Rye’s head for this. He took the most precious thing I have.”

      “Oh, Dad, it isn’t your fault. There was no way for you to know he’d do anything like this. I just want to focus on being here with you.”

      He smiled and brushed away a tear moving down her cheek. “You must have been so scared.”

      She breathed out and nodded. “I was. When I found out it was Rye, I couldn’t believe it.” She stopped and chose her next words wisely. “Did Gage tell you everything?” She could hear him grit his teeth. Even being sick he still had fire inside of him. That had her smiling.

      “Yes. It’s blasphemous what Rye’s doing. I may not have physical strength on my side, but I do have power and money, and I’m damn sure not going to let him get away with it.”

      She grabbed a chair and pulled it up beside his bed.

      “Let’s just spend this time talking about us, about memories. I missed doing that, Daddy.”

      He smiled again and nodded. “I think that’s a wonderful idea. I missed that so much, too.”

      She sat there, holding his hand, and talking about things that were happy, that they’d done together in their life. They were memories of when she was younger, of when her mother was still alive. They were times she cherished.

      As long as she had these memories, of these times with her father to reflect on, she knew she could always find that happiness.
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        A week later

      

      

      Neeka’s life was slowly going back to normal, or as normal as it could be given what had happened. She hadn’t gone back to work for the simple fact her father’s health was deteriorating and she wanted to spend as much time as she could with him.

      He was her priority, even if her trauma from being kidnapped, and her feelings for Gage, threatened to take a front seat.

      She sat beside his bed as her father slept, the soft sounds of Bach, her father’s favorite composer, playing. A tray of food sat on the floor beside her, the chicken broth she’d prepared for him sitting cold and uneaten.

      He’d lost more weight, if that were even possible, and his skin had taken on an ashen hue, his eyes sunken in. He looked like he’d aged so much, the disease taking control, slowly eating away at him.

      She held his hand, his breaths slow and uneven. She knew his time was coming to an end and that there was nothing to be done. It had been her father’s wish to pass at home, and she was thankful she was with him and could be here for when he did let go.

      Neeka closed her eyes and leaned back in the recliner, never taking her hand from her father’s. She felt the slightest pressure against her palm and looked over at him, her father’s sleepy gaze looking at her.

      “Hi, sweetie.”

      “Hi, Daddy.” She sat up and leaned toward him, kissing their conjoined hands as she smiled. He tried to sit up, but she shook her head.

      “Save your strength, Daddy.”

      “I love you so much, Neeka.”

      “I love you, too, Dad.” He closed his eyes again, a smile on his chapped lips as he sighed in contentment.

      She stayed hunched over his bed for the next hour, watching as his respirations slowed until he finally stopped breathing altogether. Everything in her froze as the realization of what had happened took root.

      She let herself cry. Theo came into the room and helped her out of the room, and she let him. Her father’s suffering was over, but that didn’t mean the pain had faded.
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        * * *

      

      Neeka sat at her desk staring at her computer. The laptop was off, the monitor black as she looked at her distorted reflection on the screen. Three weeks had passed since Gage had taken her away from that hellhole and her father had left this Earth.

      But it still felt like everything had happened just yesterday. The pain was still there, the hurt, worry, and nervousness still strong.

      She tried to get on with her life, knowing she didn’t have a future with Gage, and also knowing her father wouldn’t have wanted her grief to consume her. They’d talked about it plenty of times when they’d found out about his prognosis.

      She missed her father, and she missed the life she used to have. And on top of all that she missed Gage.

      Despite the common sense that she would never have any kind of future with Gage, and trying to really understand and process that, she’d been getting comfort from Theo. He was gentle with her, listened to her, even let her cry as he held her. It was nice not to be alone, but that didn’t mean it felt right having Theo hold her.

      She felt nothing but friendship for the man.

      Despite Neeka getting comfort from Theo, she also felt strange having him hold her. Maybe it was because of her feelings for Gage and how she felt wrong having another man hold her so comfortingly.

      The fact that Theo was always around her, hardly giving her any personal space was also not helping the situation, and she felt like she was being smothered.

      “Hey.”

      She looked over her shoulder to see Theo standing in the doorway, as if her thoughts conjured him. Her skin tightened at the smile he gave her and she hated that after everything she’d gone through she was feeling this way toward Theo.

      It had to be her, had to be because of the trauma she’d gone through. Right?

      He wore a tuxedo and held a single tulip. Feeling her brows knit in confusion, her heart started to beat a little faster.

      “Hi.” She turned fully and looked down at the tulip. “Where are you off too so dressed up?”

      “I thought you could use a night out on the town. You need to get out of this house. It isn’t good for you to stay cooped up in here all the time.”

      She instantly felt the need to say no, that when she was ready she’d leave, but she didn’t say the words. “I’m not really in the mood to go out, Theo.”

      “Neeka, I’ve been trying to get you out of this house for the past two weeks now. Just come with me to dinner, that’s all I’m asking.” He gave her a charming smile, but it didn’t move her, and in fact it looked a little off. No, something felt wrong about this.

      “Maybe another night, but thank you for the offer. I’m pretty tired, anyway.” She smiled at him, not wanting to be rude but really in no mood to go out.

      He stared at her for a second with a stoic expression, and then he started to crush the flower in his hand, shocking her. His face turned red, and he took a step toward her. Her heart started racing even harder as she gripped the armrests of the chair. Never had she seen Theo lose his temper.

      “You know what, Neeka? I think I’ve been pretty fucking patient with you. I’ve given you space, time, and even a shoulder to cry on. What do I get in return?” His voice was raised now.

      She stood, not feeling comfortable with this at all. “I think you need to leave right now.”

      He smirked and tossed the now crushed flower to the ground. “What? You don’t want my comfort anymore? No, Neeka. I’m not fucking leaving, not until you realize you’re mine.”

      She squared her shoulders, even though fear was starting to take root in her. Picking up the phone, she dialed Charles’s cell number, the security guard on the property that had been working for her father for the last five years. “Charles, could you please escort Mr. Millian out?”

      Theo laughed, but it wasn’t a sound of amusement, but crazed lunacy. “I’ve sent him home for the evening. That’s the good thing about having the trust of the ones around you.”

      She sidestepped the chair and inched her way toward the door when he moved closer. Theo had gone insane. That was the only explanation for how he was acting. She tried a sweeter tactic, because right now she had no clue what in the hell to do. “Can we talk about this downstairs? Maybe over a glass of wine?”

      He stopped advancing on her, his eyebrow cocked. He shook his head and straightened his shoulders.

      “For years, I’ve been trying to win you over. Have you been so oblivious to that?”

      Yes, clearly I have.

      “I’ve been nothing but gentle and patient with you, and what do you do in return?” He chuckled as if what he just said was comical. “I’ll tell you. You fuck the man who was hired by your father.”

      She felt her eyes widen.

      “Surprised? Give me a little credit, Neeka. I saw the way he looked at you, the same way a man looks at a woman he just screwed.” He ran a hand over his hair, mussing the perfectly slicked black strands and moving toward her again. “And to say that piece of information didn’t infuriate me would be an understatement. No, from now on, we do things my way.”

      He charged for her, and she jumped out of the way, tearing off toward the door and running down the hall. The panic button Gage had given her was in her purse, a stupid move, she now realized. But she’d felt safe at home.

      How wrong you’ve been.

      She raced down the hallway, Theo’s heavy footsteps right behind her. Neeka swallowed her scream, her fear, and thought about staying calm, or trying to at least. She chanced a look behind her shoulder, and her eyes grew wide at his close proximity. Reaching out, she grabbed a decorative vase sitting on a carved podium. The porcelain crashed to the floor, shattering.

      She could hear Theo grunt, and she looked over her shoulder again. He stumbled over the shards of porcelain as he tried to right himself. She took the stairs two at a time, each landing seeming miles away.

      When she finally reached the bottom, she raced toward the kitchen, grabbing her purse off the counter and tossing its contents out. She rifled through everything, grabbing the small metal button that glinted off the kitchen light.

      “You’re being a very bad girl, Neeka.”

      Her gaze shot up toward Theo. She reached over and grabbed a butcher knife off the wooden kitchen block, holding it out in front of her as she pushed the panic button over and over again.

      “Stay away, Theo. I don’t want to hurt you, but I swear I will.”

      He laughed at her as he reached behind his back. He pulled out a small, strange-looking gun and pointed it at her, his gaze roaming her body as he licked his lips lasciviously. “I’m going to have so much fun with you.”

      She shoved the panic button in her pocket and held the knife with both hands, her entire body shaking as she stepped backward.

      No. I won’t be taken. I can’t go through that again. Please let the panic button work.

      Theo grinned before he pulled the trigger. She ducked, slipping on the floor because she only wore socks. The knife clattered against the tile as she tried to catch herself, her socks not giving her any traction as she ran into the dining room. She heard something whiz by her.

      A stinging pain landed in her neck, and she gasped out, instantly grabbing whatever it was and ripping it out. It was then, as she stared down at the dart, that she realized Theo drugged her.

      Everything around her started to become slow, the edges of the room getting hazy and out of focus.

      “Right now, a sedative is circulating through your bloodstream. In a matter of minutes, you’ll be unconscious.”

      She tilted on her feet, his words becoming slow and distorted, his form wavering.

      “Soon we will be together, Neeka.” He walked over to her, placing the gun at the small of his back as he embraced her.

      She wanted to push him away, but her arms felt like lead and wouldn’t move. Her lids grew heavy, but she fought it, knowing she needed to stay conscious, even if that was impossible. It was a hopeless fight.

      The smell of his liquor-laced breath was the last thing she was aware of before she succumbed to the darkness.
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      Gage sat behind the screens of the tech station in the compound of his organization. He kept his gaze trained on the ten monitors that showed numerous scenes of the base’s property.

      Although his full focus and attention should have been on those monitors, the only thing he could think about was Neeka.

      “You look like you’re thinking pretty fucking hard.”

      Gage looked over his shoulder when he heard the thickly accented voice. Damian Mordriski, a former Serbian intelligence and special operatives agent for the underground resistance, towered everything and everyone at six-feet-eight inches.

      His pale blond hair and ice blue eyes made him appear like a ruthless killing machine. He was one of their best soldiers in their organization, and in the underground resistance.

      Gage breathed out and ran a hand over his head, not wanting to talk about this because expressing emotions was a weakness, a dent in his armor. Gage looked back at the screens.

      “Yeah, that’s an understatement.” Damian moved further in the room and sat beside him, silence stretching between the two men. Gage was thankful Damian picked up on the fact he had no desire to discuss what he was really thinking. Maybe Gage needed to talk about this shit?

      Maybe getting it out with someone he trusted—and he did trust Damian—would put some meaning behind it all where it concerned Neeka?

      Or maybe I should just keep my fucking mouth shut.

      But right when he was about to let his wall down, if only for this short amount of time, an alarm started going off on the control panel. Alertness slammed into Gage, and he sensed the same happening with Damian.

      He pulled up the screen of the perimeter of where the alarm had been triggered. A set of coordinates were displayed, and it was then he felt his heart seize in his chest.

      Neeka’s pressed the panic button.

      His body was already primed for action. He was in hunt and destroy mode as he got out of the chair and moved into the weapons room, grabbed what he could. Damian followed closely behind, clearly ready to take any orders Gage threw out.

      He’d need more men from the organization in on this, because he wasn’t going to fuck this up where it concerned Neeka. Not when he’d fallen for her. Not when he wanted her as his.
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        * * *

      

      “Wake up, princess.”

      Neeka groaned and rolled onto her back, her entire body stiff and her neck throbbing. The voice that roused her sounded familiar, but she felt like she was underwater, her mind was so fuzzy.

      “Give her a minute. The drug is still in her system.”

      She placed her hand on her head as she slowly sat up, the feeling of being light headed causing her stomach to clench with queasiness. She opened her eyes, blinding florescent lights stinging her vision so she was forced to shut them again.

      “She’s coming around now. Perfect timing.”

      Neeka now knew that voice, but her mind was still so fuzzy. How did she know that voice? Again she opened her eyes, everything blurry but slowly focusing. At first, she didn’t know who the two men in front of her were because they were hazy, but as her vision cleared she gasped.

      Rye and Theo stood in front of her, void of emotion, and several men behind them adjusting their guns in their arms.

      “How are you feeling, darling?”

      Theo’s sickly sweet voice was like acid to her. He helped her up, her legs wobbling, her knees buckling, so she was forced to grip his arm or fall back on the floor. What in the hell was going on?

      “The medication will wear off shortly. In another ten minutes, you will be feeling like your old self again.”

      She looked at Rye as he spoke. She shrugged Theo away from her, a scowl crossing his features from her actions. “I’m not going to even ask why I’m here because you made your plans clear already, Dr. Vincent. You’re a sick fuck.”

      Rye took a step closer, and she tensed, expecting the worst.

      “You caused me a lot of trouble these past few weeks, Neeka.”

      She looked at Theo as Rye spoke, and although she should be surprised he was obviously involved with this, a part of her wasn’t. He was just as slimy and demented as Rye.

      “What do you have to do with any of this, Theo?” She found herself moving a step back as she asked Theo the question.

      He breathed out as though she were a child and what she said was frustrating. “I’ve been working with Dr. Vincent for years now. When I discovered what he had planned, I made a deal with him. I would give him the offspring you and I will produce so he can continue his work. In exchange you’ll be mine exclusively. It’s a triumph for everyone. Rye gets what he wants, I get what I want, and you get to be a mother and help better Rye’s research, Neeka.”

      “I will not be having any ‘offspring’ with you, Theo. You’re both insane.”

      “What choice do you have? Your father’s dead, and everyone thinks we are to wed. Trust me. I’ve been planning this for a very long time. It would have been so much easier if you were willing, but I’m not picky. I’ll take what I can get.”

      “Please,” she found herself pleading. “You don’t have to do this. You can’t do this.” She was getting past the point where she was too angry to beg for her life because getting caught twice and rescued again seemed almost like fantasy.

      “We already have done this, Neeka. Who will save you this time?” Theo was the one to speak. He stared at her for a long moment before continuing. “If you think he will come for you," he looked at Rye and smirked and then turned back toward her, “then you are truly mistaken. He’s been paid for his services, and men like him only fuck women to pass the time. You didn’t actually think he had feelings for you, did you?” His face showed amusement but then turned blotchy and red from his anger.

      No, he’s lying. What I feel for Gage isn’t just something to shove aside. And I know he cares for me, too.

      He stormed toward her and gripped her shoulders so tightly she made a small sound of pain. She didn’t know what he saw in her expression, but in that second his features had become dark and foreboding.

      He smashed his mouth against hers, their teeth gnashing together at the same time he pressed his fingers inward in her flesh. He pushed her away, and she stumbled backward.

      Rye and Theo started talking quietly to each other, and she took a moment to look at her surroundings. She knew exactly where she was as soon as she took the time to really notice. She stood in the center of Theo’s cabin, no more than twenty miles from her father’s home.

      She’d come here with her father numerous times when he wasn’t so sick.

      She knew the layout of the cabin, but guards with guns were stationed at every possible exit. Their focus was trained on her, their guns pointing to the ceiling, their fingers on the triggers. Theo and Rye continued to speak, their gazes darting over to her occasionally.

      She could still feel the panic button in her pocket, the small piece of metal reminding her that help would arrive soon, she hoped. She jumped when Theo clapped his hands and looked at her expectantly.

      “Well, looks like we get to play after all. No time like the present to start making a family, to finally make you mine, Neeka.”

      Neeka felt her eyes grow wide at the way Theo was looking at her. Chills swept down her spine at the thought of what he was about to do. “Don’t fucking touch me.” She held her hands in front of her and slowly backed up. No way was she going to allow Theo to rape her.

      She turned around, only taking a few steps before Theo yanked her back by her hair. Neeka tried to right herself, but pain crashed into her skull. Theo wrapped his arm around her middle, pulling her backward even more.

      He lifted her easily, carrying her into a bedroom and slamming the door shut. She kicked and screamed, but it was no use, Theo was strong. He tossed her on the bed, and she scrambled to get away, but he grabbed her feet and tugged her down. She sat up and started swinging, hitting him in the side of the face and feeling triumphant.

      She screamed when he backhanded her, the momentum sending her flying over the side of the bed and hitting the wood floor hard. She landed on her wrist and cried out. Theo grabbed her feet again and dragged her down.

      He flipped her over and lifted her, tossing her on the bed again as he started unbuttoning his shirt.

      “You know, you put up a fight, but to be honest, I kind of like it. It makes me work for the prize I’m about to get.” He tossed his shirt to the ground and started going for his belt.

      She moved to the top of the bed, screaming when he crawled on it toward her, his pants half open, his grin wide. He gripped her legs forcefully and pulled her down so she was under him. Neeka kicked and screamed but knew no one would come to her rescue. Bile rose in her throat as she desperately fought to get him off of her.

      She was growing so tired, her arms aching from her movements, her lungs burning from her breathing. In the next second, a sequence of gunshots rang outside the room. Theo momentarily stopped, holding her tightly as he zipped his pants up with his free hand.

      “Where is she? Where the fuck is Neeka?”

      Her heart beat faster when she heard Gage’s enraged voice. Theo started to move off of her, but kept a grip on her neck. She tried to push him away, but he was too strong. Just then, the bedroom door splintered inward, shards of wood spraying the room as shouts and swearing rang out.

      Theo’s heavy weight was suddenly gone from her, and she slowly sat up, tears streaming down her face as she watched Gage slam fist after angry fist into Theo’s face. Blood sprayed out of Theo’s nose and mouth, his eyes rolling back in his head, but Gage didn’t let up his beating until several men in the same black military attire Gage wore pried him off Theo.

      They shouted things at him until the rage in Gage’s eyes dimmed, but only slightly.

      “We need to get information from him.”

      “After that kill him.”

      “Make him bleed and suffer.”

      The men that were talking to Gage sounded just as angry. These men were killers, but she guessed they needed Theo alive for whatever reason.

      He turned his green gaze on her, and she sucked in a breath, never more happy to see him than she was right then. He rushed over to her, falling to his knees in front of her and grabbing her hands. Gage brought them to his lips and kissed them gently before placing them over his heart.

      This was an act so gentle, so unlike the powerful man she’d met, but she realized she needed this side of Gage, too.

      “Are you okay? I’m sorry it took us so long to get to you.”

      She started crying harder, wrapping her arms around his neck and letting him hold her tight. “I’m okay now that you’re here.”

      “Caleb, Ruick, take care of that fucker.” He carried her out of the room, and she saw the numerous bodies littering the ground, all of them men who worked for Rye. But when she looked around, not seeing his body, fear sucked the air from her lungs.

      “He wasn’t here when we raided the house, so we think he might have escaped. We don’t know where he went, but we’ll fucking find him, baby. My main concern was finding you and making sure you were okay.”

      She rested her head on his shoulder and watched as they dragged Theo out by the arms, his face bloody and bruised. “Is he alive?”

      “Yeah, unfortunately.” There was dark hatred in Gage’s words, and he held her closer to him. “He’s going to be interrogated when he wakes, and he’ll give up Rye Vincent’s location. That I’m confident of.”

      “What if he doesn’t?”

      “He will.” His words were hard and final.

      “What if he dies before he can give us any information? What if he doesn’t wake up?”

      He held her tighter. “I’ll take care of you, baby. I’ll take care of everything. Don’t worry.” He carried her out of the house, helped her into the SUV, and strapped the seatbelt over her. He didn’t move right away, just stood there, watching her.

      There were so many things she could have said then, but the way their eyes were locked was perfect enough.

      He cupped her cheek in his big hand, his thumb running over her bottom lip, but when she winced he stopped immediately. She saw the way his jaw tensed, his gaze roaming over her, his head moving closer until he was kissing every tender spot on her face.

      God, this is what needing someone feels like.

      She closed her eyes and sighed. Neeka didn’t care what was right or wrong, because she needed to be with Gage, or her life would never be complete.
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TWO MONTHS LATER

        

      

    

    
      Neeka looked down at the glossy photos of the men Rye Vincent had captured. This was the first time she was actually seeing all of the men he was experimenting on, abusing, and destroying their lives.

      There were twenty different faces staring back at her, ranging from late teens to early thirties. Each of them had only a first name beside it. David, Samuel, and Lukas seemed normal, ordinary names even, but the men in the pictures were anything but.

      They had hard, stoic expressions, but they also looked broken, dead, and devoid of emotion. She couldn’t help but worry about them, and about how far Rye had gone with them.

      But they were no longer prisoners, and in fact Gage’s organization had relocated them to rehabilitation facilities, places they could start their lives again, rebuild what they’d lost, and, she hoped, try to have normal lives. But Neeka also knew that they weren’t “normal”, not with the drugs Rye had given them.

      Her blood ran in their veins as well, helped them be the killing machines Rye had envisioned. How their lives would go was up to them.

      She remembered Adaym, remembered the expression that had crossed his face when she’d looked into his glowing eyes back at that facility, at the prison. But what Neeka noticed was there was no photo of Adaym amongst the others, and Gage had told her they hadn’t found a man matching that description at the facility either.

      Where are you?

      They hadn’t gotten much information out of Theo, given the fact that he’d slipped into a coma shortly after they’d returned. They were still waiting for him to wake up so he could be questioned.

      Since Gage had rescued her from Rye and Theo’s capture, she’d been staying at her father’s house. It was lonely, and she was reminded daily of her father being gone, but she liked being surrounded by his things.

      She was in the process of selling her condo and was on a temporary leave of absence from work. Neeka and Gage had been seeing each other, their relationship like nothing she’d ever experienced. She was glad she’d been able to find him, that he’d come into her life and changed something inside of her for the better.

      The pictures were scattered all over the table in her kitchen, each face seeming lonely and desolate. Gage had been the one to give her pictures, to update her on everything.

      She walked toward the refrigerator, opening it and just standing there, the chill seeping through the thin layer of her clothing.  Hearing footsteps behind her and smiling, she knew it was Gage without even turning around. The clean, masculine scent of him washed through her just as he wrapped his strong arms around her waist.

      “I missed you, baby.”

      She smiled to herself, Gage’s deep voice vibrating from her ear all the way down to her clit. Her nipples beaded up, and she straightened, her arousal instant. She turned around and was immediately embraced by him.

      He smelled of fresh soap and wilderness, and the aroma of him washed through her. His hair was wet from his recent shower, and he wore only a pair of loose jeans. A gush of wetness slid out of her and coated her panties, her pussy lips tingling with arousal.

      Before they’d gotten to this point in their lives where they were together, she knew Gage had struggled with being with her because he felt like he was crossing lines and going against his code.

      He’d insisted she was better off without him, and that he wasn’t a good man, but she’d laid it bare for him, and explained that life was too precious to worry about anything else.

      Because of the fact they hadn’t caught Rye, and he was still out there, she knew there was a possibility he’d come back for her, that she wouldn’t be safe. That wasn’t why she wanted Gage in her life, though. It wasn’t some selfish reasoning that he’d protect her.

      She loved him more than she could ever fully explain.

      The security around the house was doubled, and whenever she was out alone someone was with her. Neeka hated that her life was like this, but she wanted to be safe and cautious, not dead.

      Gage moved her forward, and the fridge closed as her ass bumped into it. His erection pressed against her belly and sent heat through her.

      “I missed you, too, baby.” He’d been gone for a few days while he got things sorted out with his organization, one she still didn’t know much about because when it came to Gage giving her information regarding the details about his profession he kept a wall up.

      She was okay with that though, because even if she had an inkling of the illegal activities that went down concerning him, if he hadn’t done what he’d done, and been who he was, she’d still be locked away in Rye’s prison.

      He slanted his mouth on hers, and she pushed out of her head all thoughts that didn’t have to do with this moment. Gage moved his tongue along the seam of her lips until she opened on a moan.

      Their tongues pressed against each other, dueling for supremacy until she finally submitted to him. He walked her backward, her bottom bumping into the counter, her legs spreading of their own accord.

      “This is what I’ve been thinking about when I’m not with you. When I close my eyes, I swear I can smell you, that sweet honeysuckle and vanilla scent that lingers on your skin,” he murmured against her neck, his tongue and lips teasing and tantalizing her flesh. “My cock was so hard for you when I was gone, baby.”

      He emphasized his point by grinding his shaft into her stomach, his low groan sending her desire higher. His hand slipped between their bodies, his mouth still on her neck, licking and sucking at her throat as he started to unbutton and unzip her shorts.

      He speared his hand beneath her panties, his fingers sliding down her slit, spreading her lips wide so that she was forced to spread her thighs and go onto her toes.

      She let her head fall back as his other hand snaked behind her and gripped her ass cheek, clenching and unclenching on the globe until she was wantonly thrusting her hips at him. Gage used his finger to tease the opening of her pussy, dipping in partly before pulling the digit out and running small circles around her clit.

      She closed her eyes, the pleasure so intense it left her breathless. His mouth moved to her breasts, the cotton white t-shirt and thin bra she wore hardly a barrier as his mouth went to work on her nipple.

      He didn’t bother removing her shirt, just bit and licked, sucked and massaged the mound until she was panting and dizzy.

      “Take off the shorts, Neeka. Let me see that pretty pussy that’s all mine.”

      With shaky fingers she did just that, letting the material slide down her hips and pool around her feet. The underwear had gone with them, and the chill from the air brushed along her pussy lips.

      He went back to work on her cleft, spreading her moisture around until she was so slick her juices were dripping down her thighs.

      He dropped to his knees, looking up at her as he took his thumb and forefinger and spread the skin away from her clit. She watched him, the small bud red and swollen from his ministrations. While still watching her, he ran his tongue along it, sucking the engorged pearl in his mouth until she was shaking.

      He slowly moved his head back, his tongue still touching her clit as he stared up at her. That was all she needed, that visual stimulus, to let her orgasm explode out of her. She thrust her breasts out, her ass digging into the counter as pleasure after agonizing pleasure coursed through her.

      “Watch me, Neeka.”

      She looked down. Neeka knew her eyes were wide from the intense arousal he was causing inside her. He spread her pussy lips wide, her clit still tingling as he ran his tongue up and down her cleft, dipping it into her clenching vagina and then sucking the hard little bud in his mouth.

      The warmth and wetness, the friction and motions set off another orgasm within her so that she had to bite the inside of her cheek to keep from crying out. He lapped up her juices that were slipping out of her, humming his approval as his eyes glinted with dark desires.

      Before her climax had even waned, Gage had her turned around, her chest flat against the counter, her shirt hiked over her breasts. He pulled at her bra until it finally came undone, her breasts spilling out of the thin material to lie against the chilled tile.

      Her nipples beaded up more as he massaged the mounds, his fingers tweaking the tips. His hips pumped into her ass as one of his hands moved between their bodies and undid his pants.

      She heard the sound of his zipper sliding down, and a chill of anticipation spiked through her.

      She lifted her ass, hoping he wouldn’t keep her waiting, and then moaned at the feel of his huge, hot cock pressing against her ass cheeks, the skin scorching her and drawing out more moisture from her body.

      “I’m going to fuck you so good, baby. I’m going to fill you up until you can’t stretch anymore.”

      His mouth was right by her ear, his words erotic and sending lust to every cell in her. His hand went between her thighs and pressed them more open, his big body sliding between them. She looked over her shoulder to see him lean slightly back so he could gaze at her cunt, his eyes glazed over with lust, his breathing fast.

      Gage used his fingers to spread her moisture around, sliding them up until he was pressing those wet digits against her asshole. She gasped, never before having had a man touch her back there.

      “One of these days, I’m going to fuck this sweet ass of yours, baby.” She felt the tip of his cock nudge at the entrance of her pussy as he spoke the low, deep words.

      She swallowed roughly, her throat so dry it felt like she had been eating cotton. Gage kept his fingers on her anus as he pushed more of his erection into her, his girth and length stretching her to the point where pleasure mixed with pain.

      It felt so good. More and more he pushed into her, his fingers teasing her asshole and driving her higher and higher. There was one hand on her waist, holding her tightly, his blunt nails digging into her flesh. Sweat started to trickle between her breasts.

      When he was seated to the hilt within her, they both groaned in unison, his fingers on her asshole pressing slightly in before withdrawing almost all the way out. He did this over and over again, her pussy walls contracting along his shaft, his cock head pressing against her cervix.

      He started to move in and out of her, her juices making his way slick so that the sound of wet skin slapping together was loud in the room.

      His rhythm increased, his balls slapping against her clit and sending shocks of pleasure through her. She rested her forehead on the counter, fog coating the tile from her exhalations. Every time he slammed his hips into her, he would slip his finger into her ass a little more.

      It was erotic and torturous at the same time. The dual pleasure was almost too much to handle.

      She needed him to touch her even more, to consume every part of her body, and it seemed he’d read her mind. Gage moved his hand back to her breast, cupping it in his palm as he pulled her slightly toward him. Her back was arched, her breasts bouncing from his pumping hips.

      “I’m so close, Neeka. Oh fuck, I’m so close.” His fingers weren’t at her ass any longer, and she felt slightly empty.

      His guttural words were all it took to send her over the edge.

      “Oh, God,” she whispered. “I’m coming, Gage.” Her pussy contracted around his shaft and drew deep groans from him. She gasped and cried out as she rode out the pleasure, pumping her hips up and down and trying to get as much of his cock into her as possible.

      He turned her around, his hands on her ass as he lifted her onto the counter at the same time. Her legs were spread wide, his palms holding them open as he thrust into her still clenching cunt. He pulled out of her quickly, grabbed his glistening cock in his fist, and started pumping it as his other hand played with her clit.

      The pleasure started to build inside of her again as she watched him masturbate. His body was tense, the muscle and sinew that lay just beneath the skin standing out fiercely. And then he groaned loudly, never taking his eyes from her as he started to ejaculate.

      The sight of his cum erupting from him had her body shaking, her climax small but substantial.

      Jet after jet of milky white jizz shot out of him, landing on her exposed pussy. It was hot and slick, an aphrodisiac all its own. When he was done, he let his softening cock go, leaned in, and kissed her deeply. Their sweat-slicked chests rubbed erotically together, her nipples beading up more from the friction.

      As they were cleaning up, the doorbell chimed. Everything stilled inside of her at the sound, at the thought of who was outside. No one should be at the door without security calling her first, alerting her to only approved people being allowed entry past the gates.

      She looked at Gage, saw him tense, at the ready. After righting her clothing, she and Gage both walked toward the front doors. Gage was beside her, his hand on the doorknob, his entire body tight. He was so protective of her, but she was thankful because she needed that kind of security in her life.

      She could see a large shape on the other side of the frosted, etched glass of the door. It had been almost two months since her father had passed, and although people still came to pay their respects, the guards at the gate should have notified her before letting them enter.

      She hadn’t heard anything from them, and although she worried maybe it was Rye or one of his men coming to get her again, common sense told her they probably wouldn’t have come to the front door. But when she opened the door she felt her entire body freeze, her muscles tighten, and her heart stop at who stood on the other side.

      Dressed in ratty clothes, his hair unkempt, dirt covering his body, and what looked like blood on his clothing, was someone she never thought she’d see again.

      “Oh my God, Adaym?”

      How did he get through security? Did she even want to know? He looked feral, like he’d been on the streets, or maybe running wild through the woods like some kind of beast.

      But for some reason she didn’t feel any fear when she was in front of him. In fact she almost felt like he wanted to protect her, make sure she was safe. It wasn’t a sexual feeling, but someone that was more akin to family wanting to protect a loved one.

      This was either very good, or very bad. She sensed Gage move up even closer behind her, and felt him wrap his hand around her waist and pull her to him. Neeka sensed he was on alert, protective of her.

      “This is Adaym?” Gage asked.

      She could only nod.

      “Don’t know how in the fuck you got through the security around this place, but I’ll take it you aren’t here to fuck with us.”

      Adaym didn’t verbally answer, just shook his head.

      Yeah, Adaym could have come through the house without knocking, so maybe that was also why Gage wasn’t pulling out his gun and putting a bullet through Adaym’s head without asking questions.

      “Well, looks like we have a lot to go over,” Gage said and moved her to the side. “Come in.”

      Her life had seemed to be settling down after the drama, but it was clear this was just the beginning of her falling down the rabbit hole.

      
        
        The End.
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