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Prologue

Logan frowned at his phone, the sound of conversation fading into the background as he stepped into the kitchen and accepted the call. “Kienna?”

Her voice cut through the silence, sending a rush of warmth through his chest despite the sharp undercurrent of urgency in her tone. “Logan. Hey. I know we haven’t talked in a while, but I had to call you.”

A warning bell rang in Logan’s mind, his muscles tensing as he gripped the phone tighter, a million possibilities flashing through his head. “What’s wrong?”

“I work at the criminal courthouse now. I just overheard the DA talking with Judge Williamson. They’ve been trying to get a warrant for Nathan’s arrest. It was finally granted tonight.”

“What?” Logan glanced back at the dining room where his older brother sat, laughing with their siblings and his girlfriend, Emma. Their voices were light, carefree, and anxiety knotted in Logan’s chest. “For what?”

“I’m not entirely sure, but it sounded serious. They said… Well, it doesn’t matter. Listen to me. They’re going to come for him tonight. You need to prepare yourself and start looking for a good defense attorney—”

“A defense attorney for what, Key?” Logan’s heart pounded, his pulse loud in his ears as he hovered in the kitchen, his skin prickling with nerves.

Kienna let out a breath, and Logan could almost see her secluding herself somewhere for this conversation, knowing she was risking her job if anyone found out. He pictured her warm brown eyes wide with anxiety, her tan skin glistening with sweat.

“A lot of things. Vigilantism, assault, obstruction of justice—”

“Fuck,” Logan hissed. He darted back into the dining room and muttered, “Okay, thanks.”

Logan hung up, his hands trembling as he ignored the concerned looks from his siblings and Emma. Nathan stood, his brows furrowed in concern, and Logan reached out, his heart hammering against his ribs.

“You need to get out of here, Nate. Right now.”

“What?” Nathan demanded, his eyes flicking to Emma.

“Why?” Emma’s eyes widened, her gaze darting between the Hawthorne brothers.

“That was Kienna, the paralegal I dated in college. She heard rumors that the DA was trying to get a warrant for your arrest. It was granted. They’re coming for you tonight.”

“A warrant for what?” Rebecca demanded.

The brothers and Emma exchanged a long, tense look. Alex turned to their little sister, his voice low and urgent. “I’ll explain later.” He stood, holding out a shaking hand, his eyes locking on Nathan. “You need to go, Nate. Give me your phone. You can’t take it with you.”

“Fuck,” Nathan muttered, pulling his phone from his pocket and passing it to his brother.

Turning to Emma, he said, “I’m sorry.”

“I’m coming with you.”

“Damn it, Emma. We don’t have time to argue about this!”

“You’re right, we don’t.” Emma passed Alex her phone and grabbed Nathan’s hand. “Where you go, I go.”

Tension coiled in Logan’s shoulders, his eyes flicking around the room, straining to see past the living room, looking for the first flash of lights through the floor-to-ceiling windows that would signal the end.

He turned back to his older brother, his voice urgent. “We’ll figure this out, Nate. We’ll find a way to clear your name, but you have to go. Right now!”

Logan moved around the table, practically shoving Nathan and Emma toward the kitchen.

“Logan, you need to take care of Alex and Rebecca. Keep them safe!”

Logan’s chest tightened, but he nodded. “I will.”

Tires crunched on gravel outside, and everyone froze for a split second.

Alex ran over, his voice clipped and rushed. “Don’t use your cards. Don’t take your car. We’ll tell them we haven’t seen you in a while. Get out of here!”

Loud banging against the door made Rebecca jump out of her chair as Nathan and Emma raced through the kitchen, out the back door. Logan walked around the dining room table, positioning himself in front of Rebecca, his chest heaving as blood roared past his ears.

The door flew open a moment later, and a team of heavily armed, synchronized officers flooded the home, shouting orders. Logan exchanged a wide-eyed look with Alex before a hand yanked him down, a knee pressing hard into his back as his hands were jerked behind him, metal cuffs snapping tight around his wrists.

The officers swarmed the house, some charging upstairs, others surging out the back, while a few remained to guard Logan, Alex, and Rebecca. A couple of officers descended from Alex’s room, lugging his computer and laptop.

“Hey! That’s mine!” Alex shouted. The officer standing over him responded with a sharp kick to his side, pain flashing across Alex’s face.

“Don’t fucking touch him!” Logan yelled, only to be silenced by a boot connecting with his face. He squeezed his eyes shut, white dots exploding behind his eyelids.

He groaned and forced his eyes open, a cold, numbing surge of fear flowing between him and Alex’s glistening eyes as their world imploded.


Chapter 1

A crisp slap of cold air burned Kienna’s chapped face, whipping her sign up in defiance. She tightened her grip and raised the wooden plank higher, her eyes locked on the local news station cameras across the street. “Housing is a human right!” she chanted, her voice merging with the roar of the protestors.

Her boots pounded the cracked sidewalk, pushing aside discarded forty-ounce beer bottles and crumpled cigarette packs. Professor Aldridge kept close, his warm brown eyes sharp with determination beneath his disheveled salt-and-pepper hair.

As they marched past the worn and crumbling exterior of Iron Haven Shelter, a pang of disgust twisted in Kienna’s gut. This shelter was the last refuge for the homeless in the Iron District. If it was shut down, hundreds would be cast into the streets. Kienna wouldn’t let that happen.

She raised her voice to cut through the wind’s chill. “The police look jumpy today.”

Professor Aldridge nodded, his steps steady amidst the crowd’s restless shuffling. Anger simmered in the air, reflected in the hard faces and tense voices of the protestors. The Iron District was becoming increasingly isolated, its own grim microcosm of poverty and crime. The streets reeked of sweat and piss, a stark contrast to the wealthy side’s glossy high-rises and luxury.

While the rest of Port City reveled in lavish condos, fine dining, and prosperity, the Iron District festered, neglected. Drug abuse, murder, and the dismantling of public services like Iron Haven went unaddressed. Something had to give.

“They didn’t anticipate this level of turnout,” Professor Aldridge said, his voice rough with urgency. His face, weathered and flushed red, was a map of resolve. “But this community is stronger than they think. When they threaten one of us, they threaten us all.”

A protestor nearby, her dark skin taut with resolve, raised a megaphone. Her voice boomed through the street, echoing the professor’s sentiment. “Threatening one threatens us all!”

Kienna met the professor’s gaze with a wry smile. He had a rare gift for striking chords, turning off-the-cuff moments into powerful rallying cries.

Kienna had grown up on the East Side of Port City, shielded by wealth and security. But Professor Aldridge’s civil rights course in college had transformed her perspective. His mentorship ignited her decision to become a paralegal, to actively engage in and organize protests. It had opened her eyes to the harsh realities faced by the majority of the city.

The injustice gnawed at her conscience, a constant reminder of her privileged background. She refused to be complicit in the disparity of classes that ravished her city.

Darkness crept in as Kienna forced her feet forward, ignoring the ache in her stomach and the dull warning echoing in her head. The streetlights flickered on, casting dim, ghostly shadows across the cracked pavement. The protestors seemed to step on each other, their movements more frantic, driven by a desperate need to be heard before the cold of night forced them to return home—for those lucky enough to have them.

And then it happened. The crowd’s anger swelled, their shuffling grew erratic, and a man in a tattered jacket, reeking of beer, stumbled onto the lawn of a home beside the shelter.

The police moved in like vultures, seizing the opportunity. They barked orders, their eyes locked onto the staggering man. One officer pounced, slamming the man to the ground, twisting his arms behind his back. Kienna was shoved aside in the chaos, but Professor Aldridge’s steady hands gripped her shoulders, keeping her upright as the protestors scattered like roaches—unwanted, reviled, but desperate to survive.

Chaos erupted, forcing Kienna back as she looked up at the professor, her voice raw with outrage. “They can’t do this!”

Professor Aldridge’s jaw clenched, his eyes narrowing as he faced the oncoming officer. “This is a blatant violation of our right to peaceful protest—”

“This protest needs to disperse!” the officer barked, his voice a cold command. “It’s out of hand. Trespassing isn’t acceptable.”

“He wasn’t trespassing!” Kienna spat back, her voice shaking with fury. “He tripped!”

The officer’s head snapped toward her, his helmet gleaming in the flickering orange glow of a streetlight. “He stepped onto private property. Clear the area. Now.”

His hand shot out, grabbing Kienna’s arm, his grip like a vice. She winced, struggling instinctively. Professor Aldridge stepped in, shoving the officer back, but the motion sent Kienna tumbling to the ground.

Pain jolted up her spine as she hit the cold pavement. Gritting her teeth, she pushed herself up on her elbows, scrambling to her feet just as the officer tackled the professor.

“Hey! Stop!” She lunged forward, but the officer’s hand slammed into her chest, knocking her back again. Gasping, Kienna staggered to her feet, ready to charge again, but before she could move, a hand gripped her upper arm and yanked her back.

“Logan?” Her eyes widened in shock. He grinned at her, his tall, athletic frame tense despite the playful glint in his eyes. She couldn’t help but take in the changes to his face—his nose slightly crooked, as if it had been broken, the scar etched into his chin, and the hard lines that had replaced the boyish charm he used to wear so easily.

“Hey, Key. Getting into trouble again?”

“You two! Stay where you are!” An officer’s voice cut through the din, and Logan’s eyes narrowed.

“Sorry, officer, but I have plans.” Logan winked at Kienna, flashing her that devil-may-care smile she remembered all too well. He didn’t wait for a response, just turned and pulled her with him. They sprinted down the cracked sidewalk, the officer’s shouts growing fainter as his heavy footfalls pounded the pavement behind them.

Logan veered into a narrow alley, dragging Kienna along. They dodged a bag overflowing with aluminum cans, weaving between piles of garbage until they reached an overflowing, stinking dumpster. Logan slowed, pressing Kienna against the wall as they caught their breath.

“We’ll wait here for a minute,” he whispered, his breath warm against her ear. “Let them pass.”

Kienna’s heart hammered in her chest, a mix of fear and burning desire coursing through her. Logan’s heat pressed her against the cool brick wall, his hard body the perfect shield for her soft flesh.

She avoided his eyes, breathing hard, fear echoing in her ears as the memory of the last night she’d spent in Logan’s bed pulsed through her clit.

The officer’s footsteps echoed past the alley’s entrance, fading into the distance. Logan’s gaze softened as he looked at her. “You okay?”

Kienna exhaled, her heart still racing, her legs itching to move. She met Logan’s eyes, the familiar spark in his making her narrow her own. “If you’re about to lecture me, save it,” she warned, pointing a finger at him.

He smirked. “Lectures were never my style.”

She shot him a wry look, memories of their college days flashing between them. They’d clashed often back then—Logan, always trying to keep her safe, and Kienna, refusing to stand by while the city rotted under the weight of corruption. It had been one of the things that drove them apart.

“What are you doing here, Logan?”

His smile faded, replaced by a guarded look, and he took a step back, allowing a gust of cool air to sweep between them. Kienna shivered.

“I was in the area.”

“In the Iron District? At night?” She arched an eyebrow, suspicion lacing her tone. “What, taking a stroll?”

He avoided her gaze, the playful façade slipping to reveal something darker, more distant. It was the same wall he’d started putting up when things had gotten complicated between them. The secrets. The lies. They grated against her already frayed nerves.

“Sure,” Kienna muttered, her chest tightening as his intense blue eyes finally met hers. She fought against the familiar rush of desire that his presence always triggered. “Thanks for the save, but I’ve got to go. Professor Aldridge is going to need someone to bail him out.”

“Key, wait—” Logan’s hand shot out as she turned to leave, his fingers wrapping around her bare arm, sparking the fire that always ignited between them. He must’ve felt it too, because he quickly let go, but not before his gaze drifted over her in a way that made her feel exposed and electrified all at once.

She sighed, crossing her arms over her chest as she tried to muster a stern expression, though the corners of her mouth betrayed her, twitching upward. Logan had never been able to hide anything from her—not really. Which made the distance he was keeping hurt all the more, carving into her the bitter truth that they could never be together. Not while he was determined to keep secrets.

“You’re still impossible,” she muttered, trying to keep the edge in her voice, but it softened as she spoke. “You know that?”

“And you’re still stubborn as hell.” His grin returned, but it didn’t quite reach his eyes. “I guess some things never change.”

“I guess not.” They stood there, caught in a silent standoff, the flickers of longing in Kienna’s muscles begging her to close the distance between them. She knew one step closer could change everything, shattering the tension in the air. But instead, she took a step to the side, keeping the wall at her back while creating more distance, her heart pounding harder now than when the police were chasing them.

“I’m sorry.” The words came out low, almost a whisper, as Logan’s gaze fell to the ground. His shoulders slumped under the weight of the emotional toll of the past few months—since his brother fled town. Despite the strong lines of his body, the tension in his arms, and the hard planes of his stomach, he suddenly seemed smaller, more vulnerable.

Kienna exhaled slowly. “Let’s not do this again, Logan. We shouldn’t have slept together last month. It just made everything more complicated.”

“It didn’t have to.” His eyes found hers again, full of warmth, affection, and a longing that pulled at her heart, drawing her a step closer despite the voice in her head urging caution.

“We can’t do this, Logan. We’re not right for each other.”

“Why not?”

“Because I don’t know you anymore.” The words came out sharper than she intended, and she swallowed hard, fighting the urge to apologize when she saw the flash of hurt in his eyes, the way it tightened his features. “Ready to tell me your secrets yet?”

His gaze slid away, and his shoulders tensed. The familiar wall was back up, shutting her out. Kienna rolled her eyes, feeling the pressure of unshed tears welling behind them, but she refused to let them fall.

“Didn’t think so.” Her voice was barely above a whisper. She turned and walked down the alley, resisting the magnetic pull to look back, to drink in one more moment in Logan’s presence. He was the only man she’d ever been with, the only person she’d ever truly loved.

And he’d broken her heart.


Chapter 2

Logan watched Kienna walk away, her long strides quick and determined, her hips swaying with a rhythm he remembered with a sharp burst of affection and lust in his gut. Even in her haste to escape, he saw signs she still cared. The way her breath caught when he touched her, the fire in her eyes—those were for him. Despite the tension between them, she was still the love of his life.

When they’d first started dating, he hadn’t grasped the full extent of the city’s corruption—how deeply the city’s elite and violent gang were entwined, all to keep their pockets full and the Iron District down. If he had, he might have stood with her instead of trying to pull her back from the protests that often turned violent. He had just wanted to keep her safe; he hadn’t seen the point in risking their safety for protests when they didn’t seem to change anything.

Everything had changed when Darla, his brother Nathan’s fiancée, was murdered. The local gang leader had abducted her, brutalized her, and dumped her body like trash to manipulate Nathan as he took over their family’s company. That act of cruelty backfired, driving Nathan to kill the gang leader in revenge.

The fallout had dragged Logan into a dark world of secrets and vigilantism he’d kept from Kienna. His shift from easygoing to secretive had pushed her away. When he chose not to confide in her to keep her out of danger, she ended things, leaving him broken.

It’d been three years since their break up. He’d missed her every day since.

But now wasn’t the time to dwell on the past. He reached into his pocket, pulled out the earbud, and pushed it in place as he exited the alley with quick, silent footsteps.

“We still good?”

“Yeah, I’ll take their security systems offline now.” His little brother, Alex, worked quickly, his voice coming through again a moment later. “You’re clear. You have thirty minutes.”

“Perfect. I only need twenty.”

Logan jogged down the block and crouched in the shadows outside Everly Ironworks. He grabbed the ski mask out of his back pocket and pulled it over his head, tensing his throat as the acrid stench of burning metal irritated his lungs.

The massive structure loomed before him, belching smoke into the dark sky, its windows glowing with the eerie red light of molten iron.

Logan’s jaw tightened as he slipped closer, his black-clad figure blending seamlessly into the darkness. He knew the stories—the whispered rumors of workers injured on the job, fingers crushed in the presses, lungs poisoned by toxic fumes from a ventilation system long past its prime. The Everlys had buried every report, silenced every complaint, and kept the factory running. Profits outweighed lives.

Tonight, Logan would change that.

He scaled the fence, landing silently on the other side. The factory’s lax security was proof of the Everlys’ arrogance—they didn’t believe anyone would dare challenge them. Logan moved quickly, weaving through the shadows until he found an access door. With practiced precision, he picked the lock and slipped inside, the heavy door closing behind him with a soft click.

The heat inside the factory was oppressive, the air thick with the stench of molten metal and sweat. Logan’s eyes adjusted to the dim, red-tinged light as he moved through the maze of machinery, his footsteps silent on the oil-slicked floor. The noise was deafening—the roar of the furnaces, the hiss of steam, the grinding of gears—but it worked to his advantage, masking his presence.

He made his way to the heart of the factory, where the oldest, most dangerous machines were housed. Logan had done his research—he knew which ones were most likely to cause a catastrophic accident. The massive hydraulic press, ancient and poorly maintained, was his first target. The worn gears and frayed cables told him all he needed to know. It was a disaster waiting to happen.

Logan crouched beside the machine, pulling a small toolkit from his jacket. He worked quickly, disabling the press in a way that would look like a mechanical failure, forcing the factory to shut down for safety inspections. As he worked, his thoughts drifted to the workers who would arrive tomorrow, oblivious to the danger they’d narrowly avoid.

With the press neutralized, Logan moved on to the ventilation system. He climbed a rickety ladder to the catwalk above, where the system’s control panel was located. The fans, caked with grime, barely functioned, failing to filter out the toxic fumes. Logan tampered with the controls, ensuring the system would fail during the next shift, filling the factory with smoke and forcing an evacuation.

He waited a beat, listening for any signs of detection before making his way back through the factory with the same silent efficiency. He reached the exit and stepped into the cool night air, his heart still pounding with the adrenaline of a successful mission.

Logan moved through the streets of the Iron District for a few blocks and slipped into an alley beside a twenty-four-hour gas station, its neon sign buzzing and flickering. He ducked behind an overflowing dumpster, grabbed the black bag he’d stashed earlier, and quickly changed into normal clothes before tossing the bag in with the rest of the trash.

Leaving the alley, Logan looked like a completely different person than the one who’d entered it moments ago. He headed toward his car and drove back to the small house in the suburbs of Port City where he and Alex had re-established their base of operations after Nathan left town.

They’d cleared out the warehouse they used to work from, anticipating search warrants that, thankfully, never came. Logan made it back to the small, unassuming two-story house and rushed inside, jogging down the basement stairs, a grin spreading across his face as Alex gave him a thumbs-up.

His little brother sat in front of a computer, nodding at the screen. “I just gave them back control over their security systems, but I don’t think they even noticed when I took it offline.”

“Good. They’ll have to close up for a few weeks to fix everything.”

“Hopefully. I guess we can cross the factory off Nathan’s list.”

Logan smirked. Nathan didn’t have an actual hit list, but their older brother was determined to eliminate the corruption driven by the powerful families in town and the gang. Some families were coerced by threats, but others, like the Everlys, were just greedy and self-indulgent. They didn’t care how many lives they crushed to maintain their profits.

“Think he’ll be pleased or irritated he didn’t get to take them down himself?” Logan asked, sitting beside his brother, the adrenaline of the night still coursing through him despite the ache in his muscles.

“Probably both.”

“Anything else I can destroy tonight?”

Alex snorted. “Dude, it’s like two o’clock in the morning. Don’t you have to be at the company by nine?”

“I’m the CEO. I can go in whenever I want,” Logan said, his lips curled in a devilish smile.

“Right.” Alex rolled his eyes. “Well, I’ve been doing some digging. Things have been pretty quiet the last few weeks. I think we can take a few days off.”

“Is it bad I’m kind of disappointed?”

“You’re an adrenaline junkie.”

“I am not,” Logan laughed. He watched as Alex shut down his computer, noticing the exhaustion etched on his little brother’s face. “You look tired.”

“It’s two o’clock in the morning, Logan.”

“Still having nightmares?”

Alex shot him a sharp look, his cheeks flushing. “I’m fine.”

Logan nodded, letting it go. For now. “Which classes do you have tomorrow?”

“Cryptography at four. Ethical hacking at six.” Alex smirked. “I should be teaching that class. My professor doesn’t even know the difference between a buffer overflow and a heap spray.”

Logan snorted. “You are such a nerd.”

“Thanks.” Alex gave Logan a wry look.

Logan stood and stretched, his muscles still warm from the night’s exertion, his heart still pounding from the encounter with Kienna.

As if sensing his thoughts, Alex glanced up, hesitating before saying, “You ran into Kienna?”

“She’s going to get herself arrested,” Logan muttered.

“Can’t blame her for wanting to help.”

“Yeah.” Logan sighed. He desperately wanted to reconnect with Kienna, but telling her the truth would guarantee she’d never speak to him again. She’d always been a force of nature–passionate, desperate for change. He’d loved that about her just as much as he’d worried about her because of it. The value she placed on justice and honesty would never allow her to forgive him if she found out about the things he did.

Logan glanced across the room, eyeing the weightlifting equipment. Maybe exhausting himself would erase the memory of Kienna’s touch from his skin. He turned his attention back to Alex and said, “You should go home. Try to get some rest.”

“You’re not coming?”

“I’m going to stay for a while. Do some workouts.”

Alex hesitated, concern flashing in his eyes. “Don’t burn yourself out, man.”

“I’m good. Really.”

Alex nodded, grabbed his stuff, and headed up the stairs. Logan glanced at the weight sets and exercise equipment they’d set up on the other side of the large room. Exhaustion pooled in his muscles, but the thought of trying to sleep made him tense, so he stood and moved toward the weights.


Chapter 3

Kienna glanced down at the plate of pancakes, her stomach churning. She was starving, especially after the two-hour wait at the police station before they’d finally released the professor after she’d paid his bond, but the idea of eating was unappealing. The sounds of the small, fifties-style diner—silverware clinking, people laughing, the clatter of dishes in the kitchen—distracted her. She shook her head, forcing herself to refocus on the conversation.

“It’s not an unusual problem,” Professor Aldridge said. “But just because it’s common doesn’t mean we should become complacent.”

“What are we supposed to do? Did you see the way the Whitmores portrayed what happened at the protest? They made it seem like it was our fault! The police were the ones who turned things violent.” Fury filled Kienna’s words, the memory of the injustice still burning her cheeks.

Professor Aldridge nodded. “It’s how they keep the influential on their side—by portraying those in the Iron District as lesser than. But we can’t let it distract us from our goal.”

“What are we supposed to do? The shelter’s closing. It’s practically a done deal.”

“We need someone willing to foot the bill to keep it open.”

“They’d also be accepting liability for anything that happens there.” Kienna shook her head. “I can’t imagine any of the wealthy families in town would be willing to do that.”

“Not necessarily. A corporate sponsorship would allow the shelter to continue. I’m sure I could convince the owner to agree.”

Kienna narrowed her eyes, a twinge of suspicion in her gut. “Sure, but we still don’t have anyone we could ask to sponsor it.”

“Not even someone you could ask for a personal favor?”

Their eyes locked, and Kienna tilted her head, giving the professor a dark look. “You saw him?”

“I did,” he said, his lips twitching in amusement. “He was quite brave, stepping in like that.”

“And quite annoying,” Kienna muttered, mimicking his vaguely British accent, though the flutter in her chest told a different story. “Logan never cared about things like this in college.”

“You said it seemed as though he’s changed.”

“Yeah, he has,” Kienna admitted. “After his brother left town, Logan really stepped up. Running his family’s company, taking care of his siblings…”

“Which is why you reconnected with him last month,” Professor Aldridge prompted, a twinkle in his eye.

Kienna smiled, exasperated. “He needed help with his company.”

“And you needed a night where you didn’t feel lonely.”

The words were blunt, hitting Kienna in the chest with a force that left her breathless. She pushed her plate away, her brows knitting together. “It almost worked, too. Until I realized he’s still keeping secrets from me. Maybe even more now than before.” She glanced up, her tone lowering, imploring, pleading with the man she’d come to think of as a father to give her the advice she desperately needed. “I don’t know what to do.”

The smile that touched Professor Aldridge’s lips was sad, filled with the wisdom of decades and the experiences of a life filled with regrets. “Most of us don’t. What do you want to do?”

“I want him to tell me the truth.” Kienna fidgeted with the napkin on the table as she whispered, “I want him to trust me like he used to.”

“Have you told him that?”

“Not since we broke up. But nothing’s changed.”

“You just admitted things have changed. Perhaps he’d be more willing to open up than you think.”

“Maybe.”

Professor Aldridge took a sip of his coffee, the heavy bags under his eyes more swollen than usual after a night in jail. He was too old for this—for the bruise on his cheek from where he’d been pushed to the ground, for the stress clogging the arteries around his heart worse than the cholesterol.

“I can’t ask him for money,” Kienna said, her tone resolute. “We’ll figure something out.” She pulled out her phone, wincing at the time. “Sorry, Professor. I have to go.”

* * *

Kienna checked the files one last time, her fingers brushing over the manila folders labeled with the case number that had haunted her since it first crossed her desk. The courtroom would be packed next week for the high-profile case—a drunk driver responsible for a fatal accident. She’d learned over the years to leave work at the office, but this one had stuck with her.

The victim was a child, a small girl with bright brown hair and hazel eyes. She looked so small, vulnerable, and innocent. The evidence photos were burned into her subconscious, seeping into her nightmares.

She’d spent the day ensuring every piece of evidence was accounted for, every document prepared, and now she made sure it was all securely stored for the night. The last exhibit, a set of photographs from the scene, was carefully placed in the evidence room, locked behind a heavy steel door. Kienna spun the combination lock, hearing the click that confirmed everything was safe.

With a final glance around the room to make sure she hadn’t missed anything, Kienna gathered her bag and phone from her desk. It wasn’t much of an office—more of a cubicle tucked into the corner of the paralegal workspace—but it was hers, a place where she could immerse herself in her work with a sense of purpose and order.

She headed out, bypassing the elevator as she usually did. Elevators made her nervous. It was late, and she was exhausted after the events of the last couple of days.

Pushing open the stairwell door, she descended a few steps when faint voices drifted up from the lower levels. Kienna paused mid-step, recognizing the voice of District Attorney Rena Thomas. A prickle of nerves held her in place.

“It’s just not right, Judge. This isn’t how the system is supposed to work.” The DA’s voice, low and tense, carried up the stairwell. “They’re dictating who we can charge, who we have to let go… This isn’t justice.”

Kienna’s breath caught as she strained to hear more. The second voice was familiar too—Judge Evelyn Rourke, one of the more experienced judges in the criminal courthouse, known for her stern demeanor and no-nonsense rulings.

“This is the way it’s been for decades, Rena,” the judge replied, her voice almost too quiet to make out. “As long as I’ve been on the bench, they’ve had their fingers in the system. You know this.”

“But we’re supposed to be better than this,” the DA said, her voice rising slightly. Kienna held her breath, straining to catch the DA’s continued whisper, “How can we turn a blind eye to what they’re doing? I thought things would get better after Marcus Hayes was killed.”

Kienna frowned, gripping the banister tighter. The name Marcus Hayes sounded familiar, but why?

There was silence for a moment before the judge responded, “I’ve seen their leaders rise and fall more times than I can count. If you value your life, and the lives of your family, you’ll go along with it. I’ve seen what happens to those who don’t. Take my advice, Rena—this isn’t a fight you can win.”

Kienna’s heart pounded as she pressed herself against the cool concrete wall, trying to stay out of sight. The voices grew quieter as they moved further away, leaving her in stunned silence.

Kienna stood frozen, her mind racing. The DA and a judge—two pillars of the justice system—discussing serious corruption in their city. Kienna had long ago become aware of the injustice in their city, fueled by the rich who were determined to line their own pockets with no regard for those trapped in the Iron District.

But this sounded like it was about something else. The name Marcus Hayes echoed in her mind as she backed out of the stairwell, returned to the elevator, and pressed the button for the parking garage, ignoring the chill that whispered down her spine as she stepped inside and held her breath until the doors opened again.

Kienna hurried to her car, glancing around the dimly lit parking lot, clutching her purse tightly against her chest. She’d always felt safe at work, but now the long shadows curling around the stairwell doors and nearby cars made her heart race.

She got into her car, slammed the door shut, and locked it with a quick jab to the key fob. Her head pounded, her body trembling as she leaned back against the leather seat, trying to steady her breath.

With shaky hands, Kienna pulled out her phone and typed “Marcus Hayes” into Google. Her breath caught as the search results loaded. Of course—Crusher. He’d been the leader of the Reapers, a local gang. The circumstances of his death were bizarre: his neck snapped, his body tossed over the railing of his own boat, found a week later, bloated and unrecognizable.

Kienna had always thought the gang didn’t have much influence. She never heard of their activities outside the Iron District, and no one spoke about them much. Aside from drugs and violence, she’d never thought they factored into the problems in their city. She’d assumed they weren’t very powerful—just a group of street thugs preying on an already corrupt city.

But if the conversation she’d just overheard was any indication, the Reapers were far more powerful than she’d ever imagined. How could they possibly have control over the justice system, as the DA and Judge Rourke suggested?

Judge Rourke’s warning echoed in her mind: “If you value your life, and the lives of your family, you’ll go along with it.”

Could the gang really have enough power and influence to threaten even the most powerful families without consequence?

Fear and anger boiled in Kienna’s stomach as she clenched her jaw and stared out the windshield. She needed to talk to Professor Aldridge about what she’d overheard. She couldn’t keep this to herself, and if anyone would know what to do, it would be him.

She started her car and pulled out, heading toward the White Oak community on the wealthy side of town. Her heart pounded in her chest, her mind a chaotic blur of fear and urgency. It would have been easier to go to the police, but if the Reapers had control of the courts, it wasn’t a stretch to assume they had their hooks in the police as well. They hadn’t exactly inspired trust, especially after the way they’d behaved at the protest.

The professor’s house, smaller than the grand mansions lining the streets of this community, still carried an air of quiet prestige—an example of the wealth he’d maintained despite his relentless activism. She’d once asked him why he didn’t use his wealth to fix some of the problems plaguing their city himself.

The memory of his answer sent chills down her spine as she parked in the driveway, her hands gripping the steering wheel with white-knuckled tension. We can only make so many enemies before our presence becomes a threat rather than an annoyance. It was one of the few times she’d seen fear in his eyes, a flicker of hesitation about the path they were on.

She had argued with him, insisting she’d rather be seen as a threat if it meant making a genuine difference. Now, she wondered if he had known more than he’d let on.

Professor Aldridge was supposed to be the one person she could count on. The one person who’d never lied to her or let her down. If he’d been keeping secrets from her too, it would shatter what was left of her ability to trust.

Kienna got out of the car and walked up to the professor’s door. She knocked and called out, her heart pounding as she waited for an answer that didn’t come. Sighing, she reached into her purse and pulled out the spare key he’d given her for emergencies. She unlocked the door, ignoring the trembling in her fingers, and walked inside, an eerie silence greeting her.

Kienna’s footsteps echoed through the house, each one feeling like a violation of the silence. She stopped in the hallway and called out again, her voice swallowed by the unnatural quiet. This wasn’t like him. His car was outside; he never went out this late. Something was wrong, but she moved forward, ignoring the voice in her head screaming at her to turn back.

She headed to his office, where she had spent so many hours seeking guidance, solace, and a safe haven. It had been her refuge, the place she turned to when the world felt like it was crumbling around her. Whenever she needed help with a paper, when her mother disappeared with her latest boyfriend, leaving her alone to deal with the pressures of life, when she’d fought with Logan… Professor Aldridge had always been there, a steady presence in her life.

But now… he would never be there again.

Kienna gasped, the horror of the scene in front of her slowly seeping into her consciousness, paralyzing her with shock. She dropped to her knees in the entryway of the office, her eyes darting frantically from one detail to the next, each more horrifying than the last.

The plush armchair she’d often sat in—overturned by the window.

Papers scattered across the floor.

The bookshelf had been pulled down, old volumes and texts spilling out, propping it at a dangerous angle.

And then… there was him.

Professor Aldridge’s body slumped over his desk, blood pooling around him like a dark halo, staining the wood, seeping into the floor. The sight of it twisted something deep inside her, a cold, sickening realization that the man who’d always been there for her when no one else had was gone, brutally taken from this world.

The blood—so much blood—formed an oddly perfect halo around his head, as if the angel of death wanted to mark his good deeds after he’d claimed his soul.

A wave of nausea surged through her, and she squeezed her eyes shut, trying to block out the gruesome images, but they were burned into her mind. Her body broke out in goosebumps, sweat slicking her skin as if a volcano of fear and revulsion had erupted within her. She turned away, gagging as bile rose in her throat, and vomited against the door, shuddering as the acidic burn filled her nose.

Why would someone do this?

Kienna’s trembling hand reached into her pocket, pulling out her phone. The screen blurred as her tears rose, the device looking as distorted and unreal as everything else in this nightmare. She unlocked it reflexively, her mind lost in a whirlwind of memories—this room, the professor, the life she had built under his guidance. Without thinking, she tapped on a contact and held the phone to her ear, desperate for a connection, for someone to pull her out of this hell.

It rang once, twice—then, like being plunged into a pool of cold water, she realized what she was doing. She pulled the phone away, staring at Logan’s name on the screen in horror, and quickly hung up. What was she thinking?

Her hand shook as she pressed the emergency call button, her breath coming in ragged gasps as she tried to calm the storm inside her, to steady the tremors running through her body. But her eyes kept drifting back to the professor’s body, tracing the lines of the bloodstains, her mind unable to comprehend the blatant, irrational brutality.

Why had someone felt the need to drain the life from him? What had he done or discovered that was so dangerous, so threatening, it had cost him his life?

The operator’s voice crackled in her ear, but Kienna could barely hear it over the pounding of her own heart, the relentless questions echoing in her mind, and the overwhelming grief that was swallowing her whole.


Chapter 4

“Rebecca, for fuck’s sake, I said no!” Logan’s voice echoed through the grand dining room as he slammed his hand down on the hardwood table. The sharp sound reverberated in the tense silence, heightening the charged atmosphere between the Hawthorne siblings. Across from him, Rebecca’s ice-blue eyes narrowed dangerously as her manicured nails dug into the table’s edge. Alex sat a few seats away, slouched in his chair with his dark hair partially hidden beneath the hood of his black jacket, watching in awkward silence.

“You can’t tell me what to do, Logan! I’m eighteen now, and you’re not Nathan, so—”

“Nathan put me in charge when he left,” Logan snapped back, his tone harsher than intended. “Like it or not, you need to listen to me.”

Rebecca pushed away from the table and stood, her chair screeching against the polished floor. Her long blonde hair whipped around her shoulders as she glared at Logan. “I don’t care what Nathan said! The three of you hid this from me for years! You can’t keep shutting me out of your stupid boys-only vigilante club. I want to be involved.”

Logan clenched his jaw, frustration simmering beneath the surface. He didn’t want to resort to Nathan’s methods, but he was running out of options. Nathan had always been the one to command respect effortlessly, the iron-fisted leader who never had to raise his voice to be obeyed. Rebecca never would have talked back to him like this.

“What are you going to do, Logan?” Rebecca’s voice dripped with challenge, resentment thick in the air between them.

Logan hesitated, his mind racing for a response. His heart thrummed in his chest, the discomfort of being forced into an authoritative role twisting in his gut.

“Alright, that’s enough.” Alex finally stood, his eyes flicking between his siblings. “Rebecca, we didn’t keep this from you to hurt you. You were fourteen when Nathan started training. We kept you in the dark to protect you.” Turning to Logan, Alex continued, “We can’t keep having this same argument.”

Logan nodded, trying to steady his voice. “You’re right.” He faced Rebecca, summoning his best imitation of Nathan’s no-nonsense look. “I’m sorry, Rebecca, but this conversation is over. Go to your room.”

Rebecca’s eyes flashed with anger. She cursed, slapped the table, and stormed out of the room. The silver bracelets on her wrist jingled as she moved, and a moment later, the chandelier above them shook with the force of her bedroom door slamming upstairs, leaving behind an uncomfortable silence.

Logan exhaled heavily, running a hand over his face. She was pissed—and hurt—and he couldn’t blame her. But he had to keep her safe, even if it meant playing the bad guy. Alex turned to him, a look of mild disapproval on his face.

“Good job, Nathan,” Alex muttered, his tone tinged with sarcasm.

Logan threw his hands up, exasperated. “What the hell was I supposed to do? She wasn’t listening to me.”

“Can you blame her for being upset?”

“No.” Logan’s voice softened as he dropped into a chair and ran a hand over his tired face. “But there’s no way I’m letting her get involved in vigilantism with us. Not just because Nathan would fucking kill me, but she’s our baby sister, Alex. You really want her involved in this shit?”

“No,” Alex said quickly. He gave Logan a teasing smile and added, “I’m just glad I’m not the one in charge right now.”

Logan sent him a withering glare and muttered, “I can’t wait for Nathan to get home. I don’t know how he deals with the two of you.”

“Us?” Alex scoffed. “You’re the one always getting in trouble.”

The reminder sent a sharp stab of unease through Logan’s stomach. He’d never been the responsible type. Being left in charge of the family and their company was a burden he hadn’t asked for, and it was a role he didn’t think he was any good at.

Ever since Nathan had gone on the run, Logan felt like he’d been playing catch-up. Learning how to be CEO of his family’s company, navigating the treacherous waters of being the eldest sibling expected to deal with any problems, continuing the vigilantism, getting so close to reigniting what he’d had with Kienna and letting the opportunity slip through his fingers…

He couldn’t help but feel like he was constantly failing at everything.

Seeing the shift in his brother’s mood, Alex hastily said, “Hey, I was just kidding. Sorry.”

Logan waved a hand dismissively and changed the subject. “We need to figure out what the DA has on Nathan.”

“Yeah, about that—”

Shrill ringing cut Alex off, and Logan frowned, digging his phone out of his pocket. Kienna’s name lit up the screen, and he couldn’t help but grin as he swiped the green phone icon, holding it to his ear. His heart lifted, a familiar warmth spreading through his chest. “Key?”

But there was no response. Silence. Unease slithered through Logan’s stomach, the excitement fading as he pulled the phone away from his ear and frowned at the screen. He tried redialing, his breath catching as he held the phone to his ear again, but it went straight to voicemail. A knot of worry tightened in his chest as he placed the phone on the table, his jaw clenching.

“Kienna called you?” Alex asked, his voice softer now, tinged with concern.

“Yeah, but she didn’t say anything. I tried to call her back, and she didn’t answer.”

“Maybe she didn’t mean to call?” Alex suggested, but there was doubt in his eyes.

“That’s not like her,” Logan muttered, his anxiety mounting. He looked at his brother, his heart beginning to race. “Can you hack her phone or something? Find out where she is?”

Alex didn’t hesitate. “I can ping her GPS. Hold on.”

He turned and jogged up the stairs, returning a moment later with his laptop. He set it on the table and began typing quickly, his fingers flying over the keys. Logan watched, a mix of impatience and dread building inside him. He knew Kienna. She wouldn’t just call and hang up, especially not this late at night. Something was wrong—he could feel it.

After what felt like an eternity but was only a few moments, Alex’s eyes flicked up to meet Logan’s. “Got it,” he said, his voice tight. “She’s at an address on Cedar Lane, near White Oak.”

Logan’s heart skipped a beat. Cedar Lane. He knew exactly where she was. Memories flooded back—nights spent with Kienna during their college days, visiting her mentor, Professor Aldridge. They’d spent hours there, discussing everything from politics to philosophy. Logan remembered how she’d always run to him when something went wrong. She’d looked up to him, as if he had all the answers.

Why would Kienna be there now? And why would she call from his house without saying anything?

Logan’s heart jumped, a cold dread seeping into his bones. He had no idea what could be wrong, but the thought of losing someone else he cared about stole the breath from his lungs. His parents, Darla… even Nathan was lost to him in a way, unreachable and probably halfway across the country.

Logan stepped away from the table and leveled Alex with a serious look. “I need to go make sure she’s okay. Stay here and monitor her phone. Call me if she moves.”

Alex nodded, but the worry in his eyes was unmistakable. “Maybe I should come with you. If something’s wrong—”

“I’ve got this, Alex.”

The sharp snap in Logan’s tone startled his brother, who leaned back, giving him a wary look.

“Sorry,” Logan muttered, running a hand through his hair. He grabbed his phone and car keys and rushed out the door. Cedar Lane was only a ten-minute drive away, but by the time Logan arrived, his chest ached from his heart’s relentless pounding.

Bright lights and sirens greeted him as he pulled up, panic tightening around his chest like a vise. He parked down the street and sprinted toward the hastily erected barricade, his breath coming in shallow gasps.

He spotted Kienna, wrapped in a blanket, sitting on the curb. Relief and concern rushed through Logan’s body too quickly for him to process, leaving him shivering in the crisp night air. A detective stood beside her, speaking gently, but she just stared ahead, her expression vacant, her eyes hollow.

“Hey, you need to move along.” An officer approached Logan, his tone sharp and cold, the kind that set every nerve in Logan’s body on edge.

“I’m here for her,” Logan said, nodding toward Kienna. “She’ll need a ride when she’s done talking to the detective.”

The officer, young and pale, likely from whatever horror he’d witnessed inside, inhaled slowly and sized Logan up. Conflict flickered in his eyes before he nodded, then walked over to Kienna and the detective.

Logan’s muscles burned with the need to rush forward, to get to Kienna and make sure she was okay, but he held himself back, fists clenched at his sides. After a moment, the officer led Kienna over to him. “She’ll need to come to the station in a couple of days to go over her statement. But you can take her home for now.” His voice was gentler now, afraid of further traumatizing the young woman who seemed like she had one foot out of reality.

Kienna stepped around the barricade, walking past Logan with the blanket still wrapped tightly around her shoulders, her hands gripping the edges. Logan’s heart clenched as he hurried to catch up, slowing to a walk when he reached her side.

“Kienna, what happened?” he asked, his voice soft, but she didn’t respond. Her movements were robotic, methodical, as if she were on autopilot. They passed Logan’s car, the streetlights casting eerie pools of yellow on the pavement as they walked in silence.

“Kienna, stop.” Logan moved in front of her, gently grabbing her shoulders, forcing her to halt.

She stared at him, her ash-brown eyes dark and empty, filled with things she could never unsee. Logan’s gut twisted with fear as his eyes flicked back to the house, to the flashing lights that seemed to pierce the night like daggers. He turned his gaze back to hers and swallowed hard.

“Key?”

“He’s dead.” Her voice was flat, monotone, so devoid of emotion that it sent a shiver of dread through Logan’s body, making his heart pound even harder.

“The professor?” Logan asked, his voice barely above a whisper. She nodded, a small, almost imperceptible movement. Logan blew out a slow breath, the weight of her words settling heavily on his shoulders. Without thinking, he pulled her into his arms, holding her close, feeling the familiar contours of her body against his as he ran a hand soothingly up and down her back.

For a moment, she was stiff, unresponsive, but then she started to tremble, the weight of the night’s events finally crashing down on her. The tears came a few minutes later, silent at first, then in gut-wrenching sobs.

Logan held her tighter, his own emotions threatening to overwhelm him as he murmured words of comfort, trying to be her anchor in the storm that was tearing her apart.


Chapter 5

The low murmur of voices and the muted rustle of black clothing surrounded Kienna as she stood by the gravesite, her eyes fixed on the polished wood of the casket. The words of the minister drifted around her, their meaning lost in the fog that had settled over her mind. She felt like she was watching the scene from a distance, as though she were a ghost at her own funeral. The world felt larger, more empty, and far more frightening than it ever had before.

Logan stood beside her, his hand a steadying presence on her lower back. She was grateful for him, though she couldn’t quite articulate it, couldn’t find the strength to express the appreciation she felt. He had been there every day since that awful night, his silent support keeping her from spiraling into the abyss of numb grief.

But even with Logan there, the emptiness gnawed at her, an ache that wouldn’t fade. She felt hollow, her emotions dulled to a point where all she could feel was a cold, creeping numbness.

As the minister’s words came to an end, the crowd began to disperse, offering their condolences with hushed voices and somber expressions. Kienna nodded politely, murmuring her thanks, though the words felt mechanical, disconnected from the overwhelming loss.

The funeral was full of his colleagues, friends, former students. She’d asked him why he never remarried, but he’d said he was too afraid of bringing children into their world. He hadn’t wanted to risk finding love and having it ripped away from him in an act of violence. Not after the death of his wife. He’d seen too much, and he’d let it break him.

When the last mourner finally left, Logan turned to her, his eyes searching hers for any hint of what was really going on inside. But she couldn’t hold his gaze. His concern was too bright, too full of emotions she couldn’t acknowledge or return.

“Let’s get out of here,” Logan said softly, his voice cutting through the numbness like a lifeline.

She nodded, not trusting herself to speak. He guided her away from the gravesite, his hand never leaving her back as they made their way to his car.

The drive back to Logan’s place was silent, the engine’s hum the only sound. Kienna stared out the window, her eyes glazed over as the city blurred by. The streets that used to be so familiar now felt strange, more hostile. Everything had changed. The world was now a place where people she loved could be ripped away in an instant. She understood why the professor never remarried or had kids now. How could you risk it after experiencing this type of grief?

Logan pulled into the driveway and parked, but Kienna didn’t move. She kept staring out the window, feeling the emptiness in her chest expand until it threatened to consume her.

“Kienna.” Logan’s voice broke the silence. “We’re here.”

She nodded and unbuckled her seatbelt. The cool evening air brushed against her skin as she stepped out, grounding her a little even though all she wanted was to disappear.

The house was quiet, and Kienna wondered where Logan’s siblings were. They’d been avoiding her, nervous about the strength of her grief. She didn’t blame them.

“Why don’t you go upstairs and rest for a while?” Logan suggested, his tone too soft, too careful. She was so tired of people treating her like she was about to break, of seeing her own fragility reflected in his eyes whenever he got too close, whenever his touch lingered.

She turned to him, her face tight, her voice flat. “Why don’t you come with me?”

Logan frowned, concern etched in the lines on his forehead. “Key, you’re grieving.”

“I don’t care!” The words exploded out of her, a wave of anger surging up, hot and uncontrollable. Rage twisted inside her, sharp and painful. It wasn’t fair. Professor Aldridge hadn’t deserved to die, and she hadn’t deserved to lose the only father figure—the only real parental figure—she’d ever had. And she sure as hell didn’t deserve to lose the love of her life because he couldn’t be honest with her.

Without thinking, Kienna grabbed the back of Logan’s neck and kissed him, desperate for something—anything—that wasn’t grief. Logan’s hands flew up, grabbing her shoulders and pushing her back, holding her at arm’s length. She jerked away from him, glaring with all the anger and hurt boiling inside her.

“Kienna, we can’t. I don’t want to take advantage—”

She cut him off with a sharp slap, the sting of it instant, regret sinking like a stone in her stomach as she saw the shock and hurt flash across his face.

Logan blinked, swallowing hard, his eyes flickering with something close to desperation. “I understand you’re upset—”

Kienna swung at him again, but this time he caught her wrist, his grip tight, almost painful. His eyes darkened, and for a moment, she thought she saw a flicker of lust in them, a tiny spark of hope igniting in her chest.

“I don’t want you to understand,” she spat. “I want you to make me feel something else.”

Logan sighed, his grip loosening just enough for her to surge forward again, crashing her lips against his, pouring all her grief and desperation into the kiss, hoping he could take some of it away, share the burden. He was strong enough to handle it—wasn’t he?

Logan grunted, stumbling back a step under the force of her desperation. But then he pushed her back, more forcefully this time, driving them against the wall. His eyes flashed with his own inner turmoil as he said, “This isn’t happening. You know I still love you. Don’t use me like this.”

His words echoed in her mind, cutting through the fog of grief. He was right. Who was she becoming? The realization knocked her back, and she sagged against the wall, her anger dissipating, leaving only a hollow emptiness in its place.

“I’m sorry, Logan,” she whispered, her voice barely audible.

Logan’s gaze softened, though the tension in his posture remained. “Go upstairs and lay down.” It wasn’t a suggestion, and this time, Kienna didn’t argue.

* * *

Kienna woke in a fog, her mind groggy as she sat up in Logan’s bedroom. Fading early evening light filtered through the curtains, and as she looked around with bleary eyes, the reality of the situation seeped into her like a cold, ever-present mist. She swung her legs over the side of the bed and stood, a strange instinct pulling her forward.

She made her way downstairs, the cool air prickling her skin as she descended. Loud voices echoed from the living room, freezing her in place halfway down.

“Don’t be an idiot, Logan. Of course, they know about me. You really think they don’t know I was the one who tried to hack into their bank accounts last year?” Alex’s voice rang out, clear and sharp, cutting through the stillness.

“You said they didn’t trace you,” Logan shot back, his tone exasperated but with an undercurrent of anger Kienna wasn’t used to hearing from him. It sent a shiver down her spine.

“They didn’t, but they’re not stupid. They would have connected the dots. I’m the one in school for information security. You barely know how to work my iPad, and Nathan is technologically illiterate. They would have figured it out.”

“Why didn’t you say something before?”

“Because it doesn’t matter. What matters is destroying whatever evidence they have on Nathan, and I’m telling you this is the best way to do that.”

Kienna’s eyes widened, her breath catching in her throat. She took a hasty step back, panic rising up her throat. She shouldn’t be hearing this. Part of her didn’t want to hear this, but her desperation to know the truth nailed her feet in place.

“No, Alex. Absolutely not.”

“Why not?”

“Because I said so.”

Alex scoffed, his tone laced with disbelief. “Because you said so?”

“Yes!”

“You’re not Nathan.”

There was a beat of tense silence.

“You’re lucky I’m not Nathan because he would beat the shit out of you for talking to him like this.”

Kienna swallowed hard, the threat sending a chill of fear down her spine. This wasn’t the family she remembered from college. The tension, the anger—it was so foreign, so unsettling. Her mind raced. Was the warrant against Nathan legitimate? She’d known Nathan well when she and Logan had dated in college. He’d always seemed to have as great a respect for rules and order as she did. Nothing in her world made sense anymore.

Logan heaved a sigh, the sound heavy with frustration. “Look, we’ll figure something else out.”

A sudden, unexpected smashing sound made Kienna jump, her heart leaping as the argument in the living room escalated.

“Damn it, Logan, there is nothing else! We need to know what they have on Nathan!” Alex’s voice was edged with desperation.

“Listen to me, Alex. We’re going to figure this out. But you’re not walking into a fucking courthouse and exposing yourself to the police on the off chance you might be able to find the evidence they have on Nathan. This conversation is over.”

“Whatever,” Alex muttered, his voice dropping into a defeated tone.

“Clean this shit up,” Logan ordered, the coldness in his voice a far cry from the light, easygoing tone that used to make her heart race and her stomach clench. Logan walked out of the living room and stopped abruptly, his eyes locking onto Kienna’s. They both froze, a sharp burst of unease cutting through her stomach.

The anger on Logan’s face melted into the guarded, nervous look he’d started wearing around her near the end of their relationship. That look, full of lies and secrets, ignited a fire of rage in her chest, driving her down the stairs.

“What were you two talking about?” she demanded, her voice sharp with accusation.

Logan’s eyes widened, his jaw working as if he was struggling to find the right words. “You shouldn’t have heard that.”

“Well, I did.” Kienna’s eyes narrowed. “I’m tired of the secrets, Logan. I need to know the truth.”

A door creaked open upstairs, and Rebecca stepped out of her bedroom, hovering at the top of the stairs. “Everything okay?”

“No, it’s not okay!” Kienna’s voice trembled with rage, barely containing the storm building in her chest. “Professor Aldridge was murdered right after I learned about corruption in the courts, and your brother is still keeping secrets from me.”

Logan winced, his gaze darting toward Rebecca. He inhaled sharply and said, “You have orientation tomorrow, Becca. You should get some rest.”

Rebecca scoffed, crossing her arms. “You should tell Kienna the truth. It sucks to be kept in the dark. I would know.” With that, she shot him a pointed look before retreating into her room, the door closing with a decisive thud, leaving an icy silence in her wake.

Alex stepped out of the living room, glancing nervously between Kienna and Logan. “Maybe we should—”

“Upstairs, Alex. Now,” Logan said through gritted teeth.

Alex rolled his eyes but didn’t protest, jogging up the stairs and disappearing from sight.

As soon as he was out of view, Kienna’s eyes locked on Logan, her voice dropping into a dangerous whisper. “Rebecca will tell me the truth if you don’t.”

Logan’s jaw clenched, indecision flickering in his eyes. “Key, it’s not that simple.”

“It never is with you,” she shot back, her voice hard. “But here’s something simple—you’re hurting me by keeping me in the dark. You think you’re protecting me? You’re not.”

“Kienna—”

“No.” She took a step closer, eyes blazing with fury. “I’m not a fragile little doll. I can handle the truth, but I can’t handle you lying to my face. Not anymore.”

Logan exhaled sharply, running a hand through his hair. “I’m not lying to you. I’m trying to protect you.”

“You keep saying that, but what you’re really doing is shutting me out.” Her words cut like a blade, and she saw the tension in Logan’s body tighten further. “You don’t get to decide what I can or can’t handle.”

“You don’t understand—”

“Then make me understand!” Her voice was louder now, filled with frustration, her patience wearing thin. “I’m not some innocent bystander. Not anymore! Stop treating me like I can’t take it.”

Logan swallowed, looking pained, his eyes flickering with a mix of anger and something deeper. “You think I want to shut you out? You think this is easy for me?”

“Then tell me!” Kienna’s heart pounded as the silence stretched between them. “Tell me the truth, Logan. Or don’t you trust me?”

Logan flinched. She watched the conflict race across his features, the muscles in his strong jaw twitching with the effort to hold back. Kienna’s fingers itched to reach for him, to touch him again, but the faded imprint of her hand on his cheek stopped her.

His eyes found hers, electric blue and brimming with the pain of the last few months—his brother’s absence, his struggle to step up as CEO of the family company, the weight of managing his siblings. Kienna saw the walls behind his eyes crumble, replaced with tears that spoke of someone who’d tried to be strong for too long.

In a heartbeat, he moved forward, his hand tangling in her hair as he pressed his lips against hers, igniting the fire she’d missed so much in their time apart. The kiss was desperate, intense, and it warmed the ice that had replaced her bones, giving her muscles strength again. She moved against him, her heart pounding wildly in her chest.

When they finally pulled apart, Kienna’s lips tingled, missing his warmth. Logan’s breath came in short, sharp pants, while Kienna took the first real breath she’d felt in weeks—since she’d found the professor.

Logan pressed his forehead against hers. “Are you sure?” he whispered, his voice rough with emotion.

Kienna couldn’t tell whether he was asking if she was sure she wanted to learn about his secrets or if she wanted to take this further tonight. But it didn’t matter—because she was ready for both.

“Yes.”

Logan didn’t hesitate. He grabbed her hand, pulling her up the stairs and into his bedroom. The familiar rush of comfort washed over her, his scent—a blend of mint and pine—lingering in the air, filling her with a sense of longing and desire too powerful to control.

As they tripped over the threshold, Kienna grabbed the front of his shirt, pulling his mouth against hers again. His lips on hers felt like a lifeline, drawing the sorrow from her lungs, replacing it with a fire that made her feel alive again.

They became a tangle of limbs and clothing as they struggled to undress without breaking the kiss, pulling away only for the briefest of moments before reconnecting like magnets that couldn’t bear to be apart.

Logan eased her down onto the bed, his bare chest heaving, his hands steady as they roamed over her tan skin. He cupped her breasts, his fingers brushing her nipples, sending a sharp spike of arousal straight to her pulsing core.

He reached into the bedside table and pulled out a condom. Kienna grabbed his wrist, stopping him. His eyes snapped onto hers, and for a moment, they simply stared at each other, their breath in sync, heavy and electric. Then, his lips curved into a familiar smile, setting her skin on fire and making it impossible to breathe.

“I’m on the pill. I need to feel you again, Logan.”

He threw the condom aside, claiming her mouth again, his movements rough and passionate and everything she’d missed. Their recent hook-up had been nothing like this.

That night, they’d shared a few too many glasses of wine while Kienna helped him navigate some legal difficulties his company faced after Nathan’s departure. It had just happened. But this felt like a resurgence of the past and starting over all at once—a combination of who they used to be and who they’d become over the past few years.

He positioned himself in between her legs, his hands pressing into the bed on either side of her core, and pushed inside her, his face relaxing as she lifted her legs and wrapped them around his waist.

Kienna reached up, wrapped her hands around his neck, stared deeply into the blue eyes she knew as well as her own. He moved inside of her, never breaking eye contact, and she narrowed her eyes, just a little, enough for him to tilt his head in understanding.

Logan leaned down on one elbow, pressing her deep against the bed, pressing himself deep inside of her, and moved his other hand to her throat. She moaned and lifted her hips, a silent request for more.

Sparks of pleasure erupted behind her eyes as the pressure on her throat increased, mixing with the pressure filling her throbbing vagina. She moved a hand to play with her aching clit, but Logan’s reflexes were lightning-fast.

The comforting restriction around her throat disappeared as his hand shot out and grabbed her wrist, drawing it back up and pressing it against the bed next to her head as he started to move faster, more forcefully, drawing shaking gasps from Kienna’s burning lungs.

“Keep your hand there,” Logan murmured, releasing the pressure around her wrist. He moved his hand down, rubbing his thumb over her sensitive clit, moving more slowly while Kienna writhed underneath him, panting, her body squeezing Logan’s cock as he paused, driving her crazy.

He moved his finger again, circling her clit, pressing with enough force to send a shudder through her body. It mingled in her stomach with a rush of warmth, rolling into an orgasm that somehow took her breath away and filled her lungs at the same time.

She melted into the bed, panting heavily, and stared up at him as he drew his hand up and brushed it down the side of her face, gentle enough to give her shivers. The brightness in his eyes was too telling, too intense, but it spread heat through her chest, giving her the feeling of being alive she’d wanted so desperately.

“Hold me,” she whispered.

He leaned down, burying his face next to her neck, his strong arms wrapping around her as he moved himself in and out while her muscles contracted around him, squeezing, seeking more.

Kienna wrapped her arms around the back of his neck, pulling him closer. She breathed in his scent, ecstasy blooming in her stomach, his weight pressing her into the bed as if she might disappear into the orgasm that rolled up again, stronger than the first, washing over her in waves of uncontrollable shudders and muffled moans.

Logan came a moment later, his arms squeezing her to the point of pain, his shoulders trembling as she moved her hands down his back. He placed his hands on either side of her head and leaned up, hovering just above her face, the looks in his eyes intense—blatant, unafraid love.

“Kienna,” he breathed. Her name sounded like a melody coming from his lips.

“Thank you,” she whispered.


Chapter 6

Logan brushed Kienna’s dark, curly brown hair away from her face, revealing the soft, delicate features that only came out when she was asleep. When she was awake, Kienna was a storm—fierce, full of fire and passion. Her grief might have dulled her fire for a bit, but tonight proved it hadn’t been snuffed out.

There was something magnetic about the way Kienna moved through the world—charging ahead, never backing down, always on a mission to fix someone else’s mess. Her relentless drive captivated him, even when it scared the hell out of him.

He still couldn’t wrap his head around the way she’d slapped him earlier. It’d caught him off guard, cutting deeper than he expected. He’d never seen her this angry or hurt, even when he’d started keeping secrets from her and she’d broken up with him.

They’d had such a wild, electric relationship back in college—endless debates where she always managed to get the last word, prank wars that were more high school than college, but she’d gone along with it, indulging his need to mess around, to hear her laugh.

But things changed after Darla died. She’d been with Nathan for eight years and had practically been a sister to Logan. Losing her had darkened something inside him, and getting involved in vigilante work with Nathan had only made the darkness grow. The smartass in him was still there, but it was weighed down now by responsibilities that felt heavier every day since his brother had to skip town, leaving Logan in charge—stuck in a role he never wanted but couldn’t walk away from.

And now, he’d promised to tell Kienna his secret. It wasn’t going to be a fun conversation. The idea of her looking at him differently, of losing her touch, made his stomach twist. But he’d already lost her once because of his secrets. Telling her would finally get them out of this weird limbo they’d been stuck in—old flames trying to stay friends, but falling right back into each other whenever they met.

For now, he let her sleep. Logan slipped out of bed and left the room, careful to close the door quietly. He headed downstairs and was surprised to see Alex at the dining room table, a laptop open in front of him, deep bags under his eyes.

“What are you doing up?” Logan asked, keeping his voice low.

Alex glanced up and gave a quick smile. “Couldn’t sleep. Figured I’d get some work done.”

“Nightmares?”

“Not tonight.”

Alex didn’t say more, and Logan didn’t push. They’d already argued earlier, and he didn’t want to make things worse. Instead, Logan nodded and walked past him into the kitchen. He filled two glasses with water and brought them back to the table, setting one in front of Alex before sitting down beside him.

“Thanks,” Alex said.

“What are you working on?” Logan asked, taking a sip of his water.

“Security footage from the Whitmore estate,” Alex said, his eyes glued to the screen. “The quality’s crap, so I’m trying to clean it up. I’m pretty sure this is the new leader of the Reapers. He’s been making the rounds with all the big families in town. Hit the Fontaines and the Millesons last week.”

“Figures,” Logan muttered, a frown pulling at his brow.

Alex hesitated, his fingers hovering over the keyboard. “Think they’ll come here?” he asked. His eyes darted to Logan’s before moving back to the screen.

Logan sighed, his chest tightening. Alex had always been the most sensitive in their family, and the stress of everything was getting to him. But Logan shook his head. “If the Reapers were going to come after us, they would’ve done it by now. Nathan’s been gone for over two months.”

“Maybe they were waiting for the right moment,” Alex said, but his voice was shaky, unsure.

Logan reached out and squeezed his brother’s shoulder, his tone reassuring as he said, “They don’t see us as a threat. They just want Nathan.”

“So why try to get him arrested? Why not just go after him directly?”

Logan exhaled slowly, exhaustion settling in his bones like ice. He took another sip of water, wishing it was something stronger. “I don’t know. Whoever this new leader is, he’s playing a weird game.”

“Maybe it’s about making a statement. To scare off anyone else who tries to stand up to him. He outed Nathan publicly. Everyone in town knows what he was accused of.”

“Which is why we need to get his case thrown out,” Logan replied. “Once we do, people will forget about it.”

“We need to know what they’ve got on him first,” Alex pointed out, an edge creeping into his voice.

Logan shot his brother a warning look. “Don’t make me yell at you again.”

Alex scoffed, opening his mouth to fire back, but before he could say anything, Kienna’s voice cut through the room from the shadows in the hallway.

“I could help with that.”

Logan’s heart skipped a beat as he shot to his feet, his chair nearly toppling over. He turned to face Kienna, his mind racing, while Alex tensed beside him.

“Kienna—” Logan started, but she cut him off.

“The warrant’s legitimate?” Kienna asked, her eyes locked onto his, demanding and expectant.

Logan bit the inside of his cheek, indecision clawing at his chest, leaving him with nothing to offer her except the fear in his eyes. How could he tell her the truth without changing the way she looked at him? Without setting her on a path that could get her killed? Kienna was never going to let what happened to the professor go.

Kienna seemed to read his thoughts—like she always had. She nodded, stepping into the warm glow of the chandelier above, and took the seat across from Alex and Logan.

“Nathan’s been going out as a vigilante?” She asked, an edge to her voice.

Logan’s stomach clenched with anxiety, but he knew it was time. There was no point in holding back anymore. He sighed and nodded.

Kienna inhaled sharply, as if she hadn’t expected him to admit it so easily.

“I can go,” Alex muttered.

“No, stay. You’re a part of this.” Logan flashed his brother a quick smile, noting the way his eyes brightened. Alex hated to be left out.

“What exactly are you guys a part of? Why would Nathan do that? Why would either of you?” Uncertainty and fear crept into Kienna’s voice, wrapping around Logan’s heart like sharp twine. He quickly tried to think of a reassuring way to explain everything.

“You remember when Darla was killed?” Logan began.

Kienna’s eyes narrowed and she nodded.

“Nathan needed to get justice for her. The cops didn’t care. The head of the Reapers killed her to manipulate Nathan… it’s a long story. Nathan went to the head of security at our company, Jack. He’s ex-special forces. He taught Nathan how to fight and… other things.”

Kienna’s expression hardened. “Other things? You mean he taught Nathan how to be a criminal.”

Logan’s jaw clenched. “No, that’s not—”

“Because that’s what it sounds like,” Kienna snapped, her voice rising. “You, Nathan, and Alex are out here playing vigilante, breaking laws, and what? Justifying it because Nathan wanted revenge?”

Logan clenched his hands into fists on the table, his voice sharp as he responded, “It’s not about revenge, Key. It’s about getting real justice.”

Kienna scoffed. “Real justice? By killing people? That’s your idea of justice?”

Alex’s eyes darted between them nervously, as if unsure whether to jump in or back away. Logan, his voice tight, replied, “Sometimes, yeah. When the system fails, what choice do we have?”

“You don’t get to decide that, Logan,” Kienna shot back. “You’re not some hero in a movie. This isn’t black and white. You don’t just get to put a bullet in someone and call it justice.”

Logan exhaled sharply, running a hand through his hair, his frustration mounting. “You think I wanted this? You think Nathan wanted this? Jack didn’t teach him to be a criminal. He taught him to survive, to protect the people he cares about. To change the power dynamics in our city.”

Kienna crossed her arms, her gaze piercing. “And that includes killing?”

Logan hesitated for a moment, his shoulders tense. “Yeah, sometimes it does.”

“Great,” Kienna snapped. “So you’ve all become exactly what you were supposed to be fighting against.”

Logan’s patience snapped. “That’s not fair, Kienna.”

“Isn’t it? What do you call someone who kills for their own reasons and pretends they’re the good guy?” Kienna’s words were like daggers, cutting deeper than she realized.

Logan leaned forward, his voice lowering but thick with intensity. “This in’t about good or evil. It’s about justice. The system’s broken, Key. You know it is. And people like the Whitmores, the Fontaines, the Reapers? They’ll keep getting away with murder unless someone stops them.”

Kienna faltered, her anger simmering just below the surface, but her resolve still there. “And what? You’re going to stop them?”

“Yes!” Logan’s voice shot out like a crack of thunder, filling the room. He didn’t care that Alex leaned away from him, or that Kienna’s eyes widened in shock. The weight of his family’s history and his part in it bore down on him, and he couldn’t hold it in any longer. “I’m going to stop them because I have to. It’s my responsibility now that I know what my family has done.”

His heart pounded as the words flowed out, the years of guilt and secrets clawing at his throat. “My family was complicit in the corruption of this city for generations, Kienna. You know the drug problem? That’s on us. We let the Reapers use our ports to smuggle in drugs. Nathan’s the one who finally put a stop to it, but now that we know what’s going on, how can I sit around and do nothing?”

Kienna’s face twisted with disbelief, the fire in her eyes dimming, but still present. “So, you and Nathan think you can just… fix this by yourselves? What about everyone else? The people in the Iron District? The ones who can’t fight back?”

Logan’s jaw clenched, his fists tightening. “You think they’d be better off if I just sat on my hands and let the Reapers control the city? Do you think the cops give a fuck about them? Or about the professor’s death?”

The mention of the professor sent a visible tremor through Kienna. She flinched, the pain clear in her expression, and Logan latched onto that opening, his voice softening but growing more urgent.

“That’s why Nathan’s doing this. That’s why I’m doing this. Because innocent people—like Darla, the professor, the people in the Iron District—they’re the ones paying the price for all this corruption. People are suffering and dying, and no one is doing anything to stop it.” He caught her eye, seeing the conflicting emotions running through her mind almost too rapidly to process. “So we have to.”

Silence fell over the table as Kienna looked away, her jaw clenched. Logan swallowed and leaned back in his seat, his hair hammering against his chest. Alex shifted nervously next to him and Logan reached out, giving his arm a reassuring squeeze.

“Okay,” Kienna said after a long minute. She let out a shaky breath. “And you two trained with Jack, too?”

“No. Nathan was training me.”

“And me,” Alex interrupted, giving Logan a pointed look.

Logan rolled his eyes. “Barely. You’re the team nerd. We’ve talked about this.”

“Jesus,” Alex muttered.

The brief moment of banter lightened the mood just enough for Logan to see a bit of tension ease from Kienna’s shoulders. They sat in silence for a moment as Kienna continued digesting the weight of Logan’s secrets.

Footsteps broke the quiet as Rebecca made her way down the stairs, pausing as she entered the dining room. Her sharp eyes flicked over the group before she rolled them dramatically, pulled out the chair next to Kienna, and said, “Why am I always being left out?”

Logan groaned. “Rebecca, please. I can’t let you get involved. Nathan will kill me.” Kienna flinched at his words, and Logan quickly added, “Not literally.”

“I’m not a little kid anymore, Logan. I can help.”

“No, you can’t. What would you even do, Rebecca? You want to learn to fight?”

“God, no.” She dismissed him easily, leaning back in her seat. “I just want to be kept informed. I’m a part of this family, too.”

The hurt in her voice made Logan wince. “Okay. We’ll keep you in the loop, but that’s it. Deal?”

“For now.”

Logan gave her a look, but Rebecca’s smile told him pushing any further would lead to an argument he wasn’t ready to have. He sighed and turned his attention back to Kienna.

“I’m sorry, Key,” Logan said, his voice finally softening. “I didn’t tell you because… I didn’t want you to get involved. And honestly? I figured you’d turn us in.”

Kienna’s eyes softened, her anger wavering, but she still shook her head, the conflict clear on her face. “I might have. Before what happened to Professor Aldridge. Before what I overheard at the courthouse.”

Logan frowned, his mind racing. “What did you hear?”

“The Reapers have control over the courts,” Kienna replied, her voice tight with anger. “They’re influencing who gets prosecuted, who gets released… who gets to keep their power.” Her jaw clenched. “I’m guessing they’re influencing other things, too? The police?”

Logan nodded, feeling the sharp tension in the room thicken as Alex winced beside him.

“And the city council?” Kienna pressed, her eyes blazing as the reality of the situation sank in.

Another nod from Logan, his throat tight with frustration and guilt.

“The mayor?”

“Pretty much everything, Key,” Logan admitted, his voice low, grimacing as he watched the storm of fury flash in her eyes. “Most of the powerful families in the city are under their thumb. The Fontaines, the Everlys, the Whitmores…”

“The Whitmores?” Kienna’s frown deepened, her tone edged with disbelief. “They ran that bogus news story after the protest… Why? What do the Reapers have to do with that?”

Logan sighed heavily, rubbing the back of his neck. “The Reapers want the shelter shut down. It gives people a place to go—a safe place. Without it, they’d have nowhere else to turn but the gang.”

“And you knew?” Kienna’s voice sharpened, slicing through the air between them. “You knew, and you didn’t do anything about it?”

“I can’t do everything, Key,” Logan snapped, his frustration bubbling over. He leaned toward her, the heat between them flaring again. “I’ve got my hands full. We can only do so much!”

“You didn’t think the shelter was worth your time?” Kienna shot back.

“It’s not that simple!” Logan’s voice rose, his emotions clashing violently with the guilt and exhaustion weighing on him. “We’re doing what we can, but we’re not invincible. We can’t fight on every front at once!”

Kienna’s breath hitched, her eyes hardening as she studied his face. “The professor was fighting on every front,” she said quietly, the words laced with raw emotion. “He didn’t pick and choose.”

Logan’s expression tightened, her words hitting him like a blow to the chest. The professor’s death loomed heavy between them, a reminder of the price of their choices, of the cost of trying to take down something as powerful as the Reapers. He swallowed, his voice quieter but no less fierce. “I know. I’ll figure out what happened to him.”

Kienna nodded, but her face set into a sharp, determined line Logan recognized all too well. He groaned inwardly, knowing what was coming.

“We will figure out what happened.”

“Kienna, please. You can’t be a part of this.”

“Too late,” she said, a smile tugging at her lips, though it lacked its usual warmth. “You are going to help me find who murdered Professor Aldridge.”

Logan’s heart twisted at her words, at the fierce resolve in her voice. He reached out, taking her hand in his, his thumb brushing over her knuckles. “Please, Kienna. Just let me handle it, okay? It could have been random.”

“Actually…” Alex spoke up, his voice hesitant. Logan turned to his little brother, narrowing his eyes.

“I kind of thought the whole thing was suspicious, so I hacked into his email—”

“Without talking to me first?” Logan demanded, his tone sharper than he’d intended. But the fear of something happening to Alex outweighed his discomfort at being the new head of their family.

A flush crept up Alex’s cheeks as he looked away and muttered, “I didn’t realize I needed your permission. Sorry.”

Logan sighed, pushing down the apology he wanted to offer. “What did you find out?”

Alex glanced at him, then turned to his laptop and pulled up a series of screenshots. He tilted the screen toward Logan, who pulled it closer, his eyes scanning the emails, his mouth dropping open.

“This is bad,” he muttered.

“What is it?” Kienna demanded, reaching forward and grabbing the laptop. “Oh,” she whispered, her face paling as she read the emails.

“What?” Rebecca demanded, her fingers tapping anxiously on the table.

“He’s been communicating with an investigative journalist about the corruption in our city. He didn’t give any details, but they planned to meet up and talk about it next week,” Alex explained.

“After what I heard at work, I wondered if he knew,” Kienna said, her voice hushed. “Some of the things he said made it seem like he knew there was more going on in our city than just a corrupt upper class.”

Silence fell over the table. Rebecca cleared her throat and asked, “So, why now? If he’s known about this for a while, why wait until now to come forward?”

“He was sick,” Kienna whispered, her eyes filling with tears. “He had a heart attack six weeks ago.”

Logan swallowed hard, his stomach clenching as he watched the woman he loved break down. Professor Aldridge had been the only positive parental figure in her life. And now he was gone. Taken by the same gang that had taken Darla from Nathan. That had taken Nathan from their family, at least for now.

“Okay. Look, we can talk about this more another time.” Logan took the laptop and closed it, then slid it back in front of Alex. “It’s four in the morning. You have orientation in five hours, Becca. You should get some rest.”

Rebecca nodded reluctantly, glancing at Kienna with concern before standing. Logan turned to Alex. “And you have class in the morning.”

“Yeah,” Alex said, his voice subdued. He grabbed his laptop and stood, waiting for Rebecca before leading her out of the room.

As soon as they were gone, the room fell silent. Logan turned to Kienna, who was still sitting at the table, her eyes glazed with unshed tears. The strong, determined woman who had confronted him moments ago now looked fragile, like she might shatter if he touched her.

“Kienna…” Logan began, but his voice trailed off as she buried her face in her hands, her shoulders trembling with silent sobs.

He moved to her side, pulling her into his arms, holding her tightly against his chest. Her thin frame shook as the tears she’d held back broke free, and Logan’s heart clenched as she sobbed.

“I’m so sorry, Key,” he whispered into her hair, trying to keep his voice steady. She needed him to be strong.

She clung to him, her fingers digging into his back as if she was afraid he might disappear too. “He didn’t deserve this,” she choked out between sobs.

“I know,” Logan whispered, tightening his hold on her. “I know.”


Chapter 7

Kienna moved through her day in a daze, waves of grief crashing over her whenever she caught a glimpse of an older man with the same build as Professor Aldridge, caught a whiff of his cologne lingering in the air, or saw her coworker pull out a phone with the same case as his. Each reminder was like a fresh stab to the heart, deepening the ache rooted inside her.

She did her best to ride out the waves of pain, but with each surge, her fury grew stronger. Her emotions were a chaotic mix of grief, hurt, and disgust, blending together like red and blue to make purple—only her rage felt more like an endless, consuming black.

His death had changed everything. She’d always believed they were fighting the good fight, staying within the bounds of the law to make positive changes in their community. But now, it was clear their efforts had been useless, undermined by the gang’s influence—an influence the professor had known about and hidden from her. Just like Logan had hidden so much from her.

The secrets had created a festering wound inside her, something ugly and unfamiliar. But she tempered her anger with the thought of the promise Logan had made—they’d find whoever killed the professor together.

It had to be the new leader of the Reapers, protecting his secret hold over the community by silencing a man who had done nothing but try to uplift it. It wasn’t fair.

How had they even found out about the professor’s communications with the journalist? She hadn’t had a chance to bring it up last night. Kienna would need to mention it later.

She sat at her desk, staring blankly at the computer screen, her mind racing. Her phone buzzed in her pocket, snapping her out of her thoughts. She pulled it out, rolling her eyes when her mother’s name flashed across the screen.

Her mother had reached out a few times since the professor’s death, but Kienna couldn’t stomach the thought of hearing her mother’s voice. She wasn’t a bad person, but Kienna had long ago given up on them having any sort of personal relationship. Her mother was all business—focused solely on building her event planning business, raising herself up while chasing the dream of finding true love. Which was something she would never find, since true love involved being selfless. Something her mother would never understand. Kienna wondered if her mother’s coldness, her selfishness, had driven her father away. Or if he’d simply looked at Kienna’s infant face and recoiled, running before the responsibility of a child caught up with him.

Kienna ignored the call, slipping her phone back into her pocket, her mind too full to deal with anything else. Her fingers hovered above the keyboard, hesitation thrumming through her veins. Then, with a deep breath, she started typing, pulling up Nathan’s arrest warrant. Her heart raced, every beat echoing the war inside her. If anyone saw her doing this, it wouldn’t just be her job—her whole career would be over. But after the argument with Logan, after learning the truth, she knew she couldn’t sit by anymore.

Her perception of justice had shattered in the span of a single conversation. She’d spent years, alongside Professor Aldridge, believing in the system, organizing protests, writing grant proposals, collecting signatures. They thought they were chipping away at the corruption, making a dent in the rot that had consumed Port City.

But they hadn’t been fighting back at all. They’d been playing at resistance while the Reapers tightened their grip on the city, suffocating it from within. It made her stomach turn. How had she been so blind? Had the professor known they were spinning their wheels? Had he really believed any of it could change things? Now, she wasn’t sure.

All she knew was that Logan was right—the Reapers controlled everything. The courts, the police, the media. And the Hawthornes were the only ones truly fighting back. Actually making a difference.

Logan had filled her in, told her everything. Taking down the Reapers’ leader last year, dismantling Anthony Fontaine’s plans to gentrify the Iron District, shutting down the Iron Factory. Real action. Real change.

It was like discovering a truth she hadn’t even known she was searching for. Something deeper than justice. Something powerful. And now that she knew, she couldn’t go back. She wouldn’t go back.

Logan didn’t like it—he worried about her, shot her looks whenever she asked too many questions or pushed too far. But she didn’t care. She was going to help, and nothing was going to stop her—not his concern, not her own fear. Not even the lingering sting of their argument. Because finally, for the first time, she saw a way to fight back that mattered.

Nathan’s arrest warrant popped up on her screen, and Kienna quickly skimmed it, her frown deepening with each line. The warrant was thin, flimsy, with large chunks of text redacted. It had been granted based on a single witness testimony—no physical or corroborating evidence. And even the testimony and the witness’s name were redacted.

Coldness rushed over Kienna as she closed out the document and leaned back in her seat, her heart pounding. The warrant wasn’t even legitimate. It never should have been granted based on what she’d just seen. Which could only mean one thing.

The Reapers had forced the judge’s hand.

* * *

The sky was overcast and gray as Kienna drove back to the Hawthorne estate, her stomach churning. Of course, the Reapers were behind Nathan’s arrest warrant. Logan probably already knew—or at least suspected it. But the knowledge weighed heavily on her, another glaring example of the corruption that had been right in front of her, yet somehow, she’d missed it. How had she been so blind to the gang’s influence on the city? Kienna had never thought of herself as naive, but now she was beginning to question that.

She pulled up to the estate, parked, and walked inside. The house was eerily quiet with the Hawthorne siblings gone. Alex and Rebecca were at college, and Logan was at work, managing the day-to-day operations of his family’s company.

Kienna wandered into the living room, lingering by the fireplace, briefly considering making a fire. But her legs itched with the need to do something, anything, so she paced the room, her mind racing with everything she’d uncovered over the past few weeks.

She couldn’t fathom how Logan did this—how he went about life, doing normal things like going to work and coming home to relax, all while knowing their city was in the iron grip of a violent gang. How did he ever rest?

Kienna needed to do something. She wanted to hunt down the person who’d killed the professor, to expose them, to get revenge. But what could she do? She was just a normal twenty-five-year-old woman with no special training or skills. Nothing to set her apart. She felt useless.

Her frustration bubbled over, and she directed it at the large modular couch, kicking it several times until her legs trembled with the force of her anger. Adrenaline and rage coursed through her veins, eroding the beliefs she once held about justice, replacing them with a darker, more vengeful mindset her old self would have cringed at.

At least she still had truth to cling to as a core value. She held onto the fact that Logan had actually told her the truth. Her stomach fluttered at the thought of him, at the memory of him—the perfect mix of soft and harsh, comforting and abrasive. Pleasure and pain. Their favorite dance.

Kienna stopped in the middle of the living room and blew out a breath. She was going to drive herself crazy doing nothing. There had to be some way she could help. But after several long minutes of racking her brain, she came up empty.

Frustrated, she cursed under her breath and made her way into the kitchen. She reached above the stove, pulling down a bottle of vodka. There had always been one in this cabinet. She poured a shot and knocked it back, the liquor warming her stomach and burning her throat, making the air feel sharper and more defined as she inhaled.

Her phone buzzed in her pocket, pulling her from her thoughts. She muttered to herself as she pulled it out, half-expecting another call from her mother. But to her surprise, it was her friend Mandy, inviting her to a protest in an hour.

Making herself heard against injustice seemed like the perfect outlet for her anger. Kienna took another shot, letting the alcohol steady her nerves, then jogged up the stairs to change her clothes.

* * *

The street Kienna parked on was littered with the typical debris of the Iron District. Broken glass crunched under her shoes as she stepped out of the car and onto the stained curb. She walked down the sidewalk, dodging suspicious-smelling bags and old newspapers, her shoes grinding over discarded cigarette butts as she approached the large, worn brick building. It was ironic they’d named it the Iron Public Library, given the structure was made of brick, but in this district, everything bore the name—a testament to the pride this community still held, despite the never-ending corruption and challenges they faced.

“Kienna!”

Mandy’s voice cut through the din of the protesters—a diverse crowd of parents with children, teenagers, and elderly adults, all determined to save their community’s future. Kienna’s mind raced even as she waved and approached her long-time friend.

Were the Reapers behind this as well? What would they gain from forcing the closure of a public library? The thought made her stomach churn with disgust. More uneducated children and teens to manipulate. She pushed the thought aside and forced a smile as she reached Mandy.

Mandy’s tan skin glistened with sweat, her hand trembling slightly as she held up a sign that read, “BOOKS, NOT BARS!”

“Hey! I’m so glad you made it.” Mandy pulled Kienna close, her curly brown hair brushing against Kienna’s face. She pulled back, the smile fading from her lips as she said, “I’m so sorry about the professor. Do they know who did it?”

“No.”

Mandy nodded, a rare moment of hesitation crossing her features before she whispered in a low voice, “I heard the house didn’t look like it had been broken into. That he let whoever it was inside.”

Kienna froze, her mind scrambling to piece together the memories of the professor’s house that night. The door hadn’t been forced open. He’d been sitting behind his desk, as if in the middle of a conversation with someone. The room had been a mess, more like someone had searched for something after he was killed, rather than the scene of a struggle.

Goosebumps prickled over Kienna’s skin, the realization almost too much for her grief-stricken mind to process. She pushed it down, burying it beneath the simmering rage in her belly.

“I don’t want to talk about it,” she said, her voice sharp, though the tears in her eyes softened the edge. Mandy nodded, understanding, and led Kienna over to a table where signs were being distributed. She passed Kienna a sign that read, “SAVE OUR LIBRARIES—SAVE OUR FUTURE!”

“Let’s do this,” Mandy said, her smile returning, a determined glint in her eye that made Kienna smile despite the turmoil churning inside her.

Kienna moved through the crowd of protesters with Mandy, holding her sign high as they marched up and down the pavement. But unlike previous protests she’d participated in, Kienna felt disconnected, numb. The familiar sense of purpose was absent, replaced by a hollow ache. She couldn’t shake the feeling that this was all pointless and they weren’t changing anything.

Her eyes drifted to the line of police officers across the street, their expressions a mix of suspicion and boredom as they watched the crowd. A wave of disgust clenched her stomach. This was all a charade. The Reapers were letting them hold this protest, allowing a small outlet for their anger to prevent people from fighting back in a way that would actually matter. It was a distraction, drawing attention away from the fact that the very police watching them were probably under the Reapers’ control.

The anger inside her swelled, colliding with her grief and twisting into something darker, more powerful than anything she’d ever felt before. It wasn’t just disgust. It was a deep, burning fury that pounded against her chest, demanding release. She shook her head, trying to refocus on the protest, but her gaze was drawn to the flickering neon sign above the twenty-four-hour pharmacy across the street.

She blinked, her eyes shifting to the shadowy alley next to it. There, an older man was passing something small to a young boy—he couldn’t have been older than eleven, if that. A drug deal. In broad daylight.

Kienna’s heart raced as she whipped her head around, but no one else seemed to notice or care. The all-consuming feeling grew inside her, tightening her chest as she threw her sign to the ground and jogged across the street without looking, ignoring Mandy’s voice calling after her.

“Hey! What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” she demanded, her voice trembling with fury.

The kid looked at her nervously, clutching the small baggie, while the older man furrowed his brows and scoffed.

“Mind your business, lady,” he said, his voice cold and dismissive.

“This is my business. It’s everyone’s business! He’s just a kid!” Kienna’s heart pounded as the older man reached into the front pocket of his black hoodie, raising his eyebrows at her with a warning glint in his eyes.

“You got a death wish or something?” he asked, his weathered face hardening.

Kienna took a nervous step back, her bravado wavering. She looked at the kid and hissed, “Give him that shit back.”

“Hell no! I paid for this,” the kid snapped. He nodded at the older man and then took off, leaving Kienna standing there, her mouth dropping open in disbelief.

She turned back to the dealer, a storm of righteous anger ready to spill from her lips, but a voice called her name from behind, sending a flutter of nerves and excitement through her stomach.

“Kienna!”

She spun around, her eyes narrowing as she took in Logan’s sharp expression and furious stance. “How did you find me?” she demanded, her voice laced with defiance.

“Yo, this belongs to you?” the dealer chuckled, his tone mocking. “Keep your bitch in line, man.”

Logan’s face contorted in fury, his eyes flicking to the bulge in the man’s front pocket, recognizing the outline of a weapon. He took a deep breath and moved into the alley, wrapping his hand around Kienna’s upper arm. He glared at the dealer’s sneer and pulled Kienna out of the alley, his grip tight.

“We need to talk,” Logan muttered in her ear, his voice laced with anger and concern.


Chapter 8

Logan kept his eyes on the road as he drove home, Kienna’s headlights close behind. Anger and worry twisted in his chest, making his heart pound. The thought of that dealer’s smug face and the way he’d talked about Kienna made Logan’s blood boil. He would’ve loved nothing more than to teach that scumbag a lesson, to put him in his place for selling to a kid and disrespecting Kienna, but it hadn’t been the time or place. Not with the police nearby, and not with Kienna looking like she was ready to rip the guy apart with her bare hands.

The force of her anger and grief worried him. She was spiraling, and if she kept going down this path, she was going to get herself killed. The thought of something happening to her rushed through Logan like a wave of acid, tightening his chest and making it hard to breathe.

She was the only girl he’d ever truly loved. Strong, confident, and passionate, with wide brown eyes that locked onto his like nothing else in the world mattered when they were together. Anxiety churned in his gut as he pulled into his family’s estate. Tonight, he needed to have a serious conversation with his siblings and Kienna—a conversation he dreaded.

Logan got out of the car, mentally cursing Nathan for putting him in this position, and waited until Kienna had parked and walked over to him. He led her into the living room, and Logan busied himself with starting a fire while Kienna dropped onto the couch with a sigh.

“Look, I know you’re pissed at me, but—”

“Not now, Key,” Logan muttered, focusing on the flames as they crackled and consumed the logs, the fire mirroring the turmoil in his chest.

“Logan, how did you find me?”

“I had Alex ping your phone again,” he admitted, turning just in time to see her roll her eyes.

“Right,” she muttered. “Is he home?”

“No, I texted him. He’ll be back in a few hours. Rebecca, too.” Logan took a deep breath, trying to inject some sternness into his voice. “When they get here, we all need to talk.”

“Oh?” Kienna challenged, raising an eyebrow, her tone laced with defiance.

Logan clenched his jaw, fighting back the sharp burst of attraction blooming in his gut as she jutted out her chin, a determined glint in her eye. Her fire and endless strength had always captivated him. “Yes.”

Kienna stared at him, clearly expecting more, but Logan didn’t want to repeat himself. Instead, he moved to the couch, sitting beside her and taking her hand. He brought her wrist to his lips, pressing a soft kiss against her skin.

“Are you trying to distract me?” Her voice lightened in a way it hadn’t in weeks, and Logan’s heart lifted. He’d do anything to hear that tone, see her smile.

He nodded, a smile tugging at the corners of his lips. “We do have a few hours to kill.”

Kienna laughed, the sound like music to his ears, instantly soothing the lingering tension. “A few hours is a little much, even for us.”

“Are you implying I can’t go for that long?” he teased, a mischievous grin spreading across his face.

“I’m not implying it—I’m saying it.”

Logan bit his lip at the playful smirk on Kienna’s face, then swept her into his arms, cradling her close against his chest. The warmth of her body seeped into his skin, soothing the tension that had coiled in his muscles for months.

“Logan! Put me down,” she protested, laughing as she smacked his shoulder.

“Why would I do that?”

“Because I don’t want you to drop me.”

“I’m trying to be romantic, Key.”

She rolled her eyes. “You could just buy me flowers, you know.”

Logan chuckled. “You hate it when I buy you flowers.”

“Only because they always die after one day!”

“Exactly. You and plants don’t get along.”

“Fine, chocolates, then.”

“Can’t I just enjoy carrying you?”

Kienna raised an eyebrow. “You’re not enjoying it?”

Logan grinned down at her. “It’d be easier if you talked less.”

“Logan!” she mock-gasped, smacking his chest again. Her cheeks flushed, and her smile widened, their familiar back-and-forth washing away some of the weight between them.

Desire pooled in his stomach as he brought them into his bedroom and placed Kienna on her feet. She reached for him without hesitation, drawing him down into a kiss, trying to take control of the moment, as she always did. Logan gave her a moment, then moved his hand to the small of her back, sliding his hand under her shirt, feeling her shiver as he pressed against her bare skin.

She melted into his touch, becoming fluid and complacent as he kissed her deeply, roughly. He pulled back after a moment, breathless, his lips stretching to match her grin.

“What do you want to do?” He asked, trailing a hand up her arm.

“Scene?” she suggested, her voice tentative but filled with longing.

Logan’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. He studied her face, his heart pounding with excitement and caution. “We haven’t done that in a long time, Key.”

“I missed it.”

He swallowed, arousal straining against his pants. He’d missed it too. Missed everything about her. The way she looked at him, her quick wit, her beautiful skin, her scent. No one else was so perfectly attuned to his needs and desires.

“Me too,” he admitted. Logan bit his lip, the anticipation making his heart race. He reached out, brushing a strand of hair behind her ear before leaning in to kiss her again, slower this time, savoring the taste of her, the feel of her against him.

She moaned into his mouth, her hand moving between them to press against his aching dick. He’d missed her touch, the smell of her coconut body wash, the way her soft skin felt under his calloused hands.

Logan moved them back toward the bed, pausing when he felt her bump into the mattress. He pulled back, his heart skipping a beat at the hungry look in her eyes. “Get undressed.”

Her perfect lips curved into the smile she reserved just for him, grinning wickedly as she undid the button on her jeans, slid the zipper down with exaggerated slowness, and wiggled them past her curvy thighs, dropping them to the floor.

She looked so adorable—in a t-shirt slightly too big and a pair of hastily thrown-on panties. It made him crave her even more. He reached out, unable to stop the impulse to speed things up, and ripped her shirt over her head, catching the self-satisfied smirk she wore with a rush of heat in his stomach. Of course, she’d planned to tease him. To make him move things along.

It was always an endless back-and-forth between them. Her pushing, Logan giving in. There had never been any doubt about who was really in control.

Logan undid her bra and cast it aside, then hooked his fingers in the waistband of her panties and slid them down, pleased when she placed a hand on his shoulder to steady herself when stepping out.

He positioned her face down on the bed, removing the pillows from under her head and placing them under her hips instead. Leaning down, he pressed soft kisses down her spine, his chest tightening at the tiny whimpers she made, at the way she still responded to his touch as if it were the most powerful thing she’d ever experienced.

“I’ll be right back.” He grinned, a surge of satisfaction and pleasure rushing through his body as she relaxed against the bed, a small smile on her face.

He opened the closet door, hearing her breath hitch, and grabbed the box he’d shoved far in the back years ago, then made his way back over to the bed. She flinched when he dropped it on the floor, then wiggled her hips insistently, flashing him a sly smile, making his heart race.

Logan smiled and leaned forward, kissing her forehead, sparks of delight flying across his lips. He quickly pulled out lengths of short rope and made his way around the bed, tying her ankles and wrists to the bedposts.

Returning to the box, he ran his finger down her spine. “Any requests?” He asked, watching with satisfaction as she strained against the restraints for a moment, sighing in contentment when she realized they were secure.

“Anything. Just make me… feel.”

Logan’s smile faded, his heart aching for her. He’d do whatever he could to get her through this, be whatever she needed. He leaned down, pressing a kiss against her shoulder, then moved his lips to her ear and whispered, “Do you need pleasure today? Or pain?”

Sweat glistened on Kienna’s tan skin as she took a deep breath. “Pain,” she whispered.

Logan nodded, his chest tightening even as arousal flooded his body. But he ignored his own desires for the moment and focused solely on Kienna and what she needed. He kissed her earlobe, then bit it and pulled back until she groaned and tensed against the restraints.

Fire rose in his lungs as he knelt next to the bed, sorting through the box, looking for something specific. Kienna whimpered at him but said nothing, and Logan smirked. She hated to be kept waiting. After a moment, he pulled a Wartenberg wheel out of the box and stood, his expression full of hunger as it roamed over her body.

Logan moved around the bed and placed it against the back of her left thigh. He rolled it up, applying gentle pressure, moving over the curve of her ass, up her back, and across her shoulder blades.

The sharp pinpricks weren’t exactly painful, but they were attention-grabbing, and he nodded to himself as she gasped, her hands curling into fists. Anticipation and desire for release built in his stomach, but he forced himself to stay focused.

He rested the cool side of the implement against her back and smiled, his heart thundering against his chest as she froze and held her breath.

“Breathe, Key,” Logan said firmly. She let out the imprisoned air in a rush just as he slid the wheel down her back, scratching her skin. He tensed as she groaned, her toes curling as the steel bit into her skin. He moved back, his arousal becoming more insistent, but she needed more time.

Logan tossed the wheel back into the box, and Kienna jumped at the noise. He dug through the box, pulled out a blindfold, and placed it over her head. She moaned, pulling at the restraints. He watched her for a moment, satisfaction and pleasure warring in his gut as she squirmed, waiting.

Logan dug through the box, pulling out the violet wand, and quickly set it up. He leaned down, his lips an inch away from her ear again as he said, “Don’t forget your safe word, okay?”

She nodded, a shudder running through her body, setting Logan’s nerves on fire. He stepped back, his eyes roaming over the curves of her hips, the dimples on the small of her back, the tension in her shoulder blades.

He moved toward her shoulder first, aiming a painful zap that caused her to let out an odd gasp that was somewhere between a cry for help and a plea for more.

Logan chuckled and moved around the bed. He didn’t give her a chance to anticipate where the next shock would come from. He worked her into a frenzied state, zapping her at uneven intervals, sometimes hitting the same spot twice, never repeating a pattern, driving her into a writhing, whimpering state of need.

“Logan, please,” she breathed, her head moving from side to side, trying to anticipate where he was heading next. He ran a hand over her skin, slick with sweat, her arousal sweet in the air.

He quickly got undressed and climbed onto the bed, the warmth of her skin radiating against him as he pressed his fingers inside her, making sure she was ready for him.

She was slick, her body squeezing around him insistently, and she wiggled her hips against him, giggling.

He lined himself up against her entrance and pushed inside slowly. Kienna raised her hips, straining against the restraints, driving him in deeper.

Logan moved inside her, placing his hands on either side of her body, quickly picking up the pace. He leaned down and bit her shoulder. She gasped, the sound igniting a flush of pleasure in his stomach, and he pulled back and kissed the sore spot. She moved against him, straining against the restraints, whimpering and needy.

He focused on finding a rhythm, that sweet spot between rough and attentive she loved so much. His dock throbbed with pleasure, pulsing as he drove it in and out of her, his skin flushing, heart racing. He moved faster, hitting deep inside, making him ache with lust as she gasped and writhed under him.

The orgasm rolled in, a strong burst of pressure that exploded inside her, leaving him breathless and satiated. When he finished and pulled out, Kienna shivered, goosebumps rising along her sweat-soaked skin.

“Logan…” she trailed off, biting her lip, frowning against the blindfold.

He climbed off the bed, placed a kiss on her forehead and dug through the box, then moved behind her. Kienna moaned as he slid the thick silicone inside her, adjusting it until the smaller arm rested on her clit. Logan leaned forward, smirked at the nervous and needy way she panted, and said, “I’ll just leave that there while I go get cleaned up.”

Logan turned the device on and stepped back, a deep sense of satisfaction filling his chest as he watched her writhe on the bed, her body shuddering, her muscles clenching and unclenching as an orgasm washed over her.

He studied after closely, waiting for a sign that it was becoming too much, and then he saw it—quick, sharp tugs on the restraints. Whimpers that became more fearful than pleased.

Logan moved forward quickly, turning the vibrator off and pulling it out before she became upset. He took the blindfold off and smiled, kissing her gently. “I’d never really leave you, Key.”

She gave him a lazy smile, eyes bright with pleasure, cheeks flushed from exertion. He moved around the bed, untying her, then ran his hand down her spine. The scratch wasn’t too bad, but she’d be pleased when she saw it in the mirror.

“Shower with me?” He asked, holding out a hand. She took it, allowing him to lead her off the bed and into the bathroom. He smirked as she immediately went to the full-length mirror and turned, checking the mark on her back while he turned on the shower and adjusted the water to the level of hell that scalded his skin but made her smile. He had no idea why she liked showers to be that warm, but he’d withstand the discomfort to please her.

Logan stepped into the shower and waited for her to join him. He then spent the next several minutes running his hands over her skin, washing her body, and kissing her. She insisted on washing him next, and he closed his eyes, relaxing as her soft hands roamed over his skin.

He felt her tense after a moment and he frowned. “Key?”

“Your back,” she whispered. Her finger traced the thin white lines that began at the top of his shoulder blades and moved down, ending at his waist.

Logan sighed. “It’s nothing.”

“It’s not nothing,” she snapped. “Don’t lie to me.”

“Sorry,” he muttered. He turned, kissed her deeply. “You’ll understand later.”

“Tell me now.”

Logan grimaced at the glare she aimed at him. He moved his hands up and down her arms, his voice low and conciliatory as he said, “Please, Key. I’m not trying to keep secrets from you anymore. I promise I’ll explain later. Okay?” She gave him a look, but he could see her resolve wavering. “Please?” He leaned down, kissing her shoulder, moving down to her breasts.

She shuddered under his touch, leaning into his comfort. “You promise?”

“Yes, I promise,” Logan whispered, his breath raising goosebumps along her skin. “So, round two?’

Kienna laughed, the melodic sound ringing through the bathroom.

* * *

Logan blew out an anxious breath, feeling the tension coil tighter around his chest as everyone in the room avoided his gaze, each of them staring off in different directions, waiting for him to speak. He hated this. Normally, Logan had no problem being the center of attention—when he was doing something fun or being a smartass. But this was different. This wasn’t fun, and there was nothing lighthearted about it.

He didn’t like the hint of fear in Alex’s eyes, or the way Rebecca picked at her cuticles—a nervous habit she’d had since she was a little girl. Kienna was the only one who didn’t fully grasp what was coming, but even she had picked up on the unease around the table. She stared at its polished surface, her brows furrowed in thought.

Unable to stand the awkward silence any longer, Logan cleared his throat, trying not to flinch when everyone’s eyes snapped toward him. “Okay, so here’s the thing. When Alex and I got involved in vigilantism with Nathan, we agreed to certain things.”

Alex immediately dropped his gaze, a flush creeping up his cheeks.

“Like what?” Kienna asked, looking between Logan and Alex in confusion.

Logan sighed, his stomach churning. “To follow Nathan’s lead. His rules. And, if we didn’t, there would be consequences.”

“The scars on your back?” Kienna’s voice was hushed, her eyes searching his with a mixture of concern and understanding.

“Yeah,” Logan muttered, swallowing hard. He tried to inject some confidence into his voice as he continued, “Obviously, Nathan’s not here right now. But he put me in charge when he left. So, I guess we follow my rules now.”

Rebecca frowned, her brows knitting together in a way that reminded Logan just how young she still was, despite everything they’d been through. “I don’t like this.”

“Me either,” Logan admitted, running a hand through his hair. “But Nathan was right. The things we’re involved in are life or death. There needs to be a clear chain of command and consequences for breaking it. I’m not Nathan—I’m not going to hit you for talking back to me.” He directed this comment to Alex, offering a wry smile. Alex managed a small smirk in return.

“But,” Logan continued, his tone turning serious again, “no one does anything related to vigilantism without running it past me first. Okay?”

The smirk faded from Alex’s face, replaced by a look of unease. “That starts today, right?”

Logan let out a deep sigh, fixing his brother with a pointed look. “What did you do?”

Alex hesitated, his eyes darting toward Kienna before he finally spoke. “Well, I was looking into the professor’s emails again last night—”

“Alex!” Logan said, his voice tinged with exasperation.

“I was careful, Logan, I swear,” Alex said in a rush, his words tumbling over each other. “I just wanted to see if he’d been in contact with anyone else.”

“Was he?” Kienna asked quickly.

“No, but I found something else.” Alex’s voice lowered, his expression turning serious. “Someone else was monitoring his email. I tracked the IP address to a house in the Iron District. I’m guessing it’s a hideout for the Reapers.”

A heavy silence fell over the room as the implications of Alex’s words sank in. Logan’s heart thudded in his chest, a mix of pride and frustration warring within him. Pride, because Alex’s skills were impressive. Frustration, because his brother had taken a risk that could have easily backfired.

Logan sighed. “I get that you wanted to help, but no more going off on your own. Okay?”

“Understood,” Alex replied quickly.

“Okay,” Logan said, taking a deep breath to ease the tension in his chest as he tried to organize his thoughts. “So, we’ve got two major problems: clearing Nathan’s name and figuring out who killed Professor Aldridge. We need to find out what the DA’s office has on Nathan and—”

“Oh, I almost forgot!” Kienna suddenly exclaimed, cutting him off. Logan raised his eyebrows, his frustration flickering momentarily, but she continued, “I looked up Nathan’s arrest warrant at work earlier. It’s bogus.”

“Kienna,” Logan said sharply, concern lacing his voice. He should have had this conversation with them yesterday, should have warned her about the risks.

But Kienna shrugged, her demeanor nonchalant. “It never should have been granted. The Reapers must have forced the judge’s hand.”

“Great,” Rebecca muttered, her voice dripping with sarcasm.

Logan’s stomach tightened with a renewed sense of determination. “Actually, that’s a good thing. Considering the Reapers were monitoring Professor Aldridge’s email and he was working against them, I think it’s safe to assume their new boss was the one who killed him. If I can take him out, we’ll get justice for the professor and Nathan can come home. The DA’s office won’t have a reason to pursue the warrant once he’s dead.”

“But the warrant will still be active,” Kienna pointed out.

“We’ll burn that bridge when we come to it,” Logan replied. “Convincing them to drop it shouldn’t be too hard once the new leader is gone. The gang will start fighting among themselves, scrambling to find a new leader.”

“Okay, but how exactly are we going to do that?” Alex asked. “No offense, Logan, but we’re in over our heads. We don’t know who this new boss is, and you don’t have the training to take him out.”

Logan swallowed the knot of failure that had settled in his gut since Nathan left. “Nathan didn’t train me for this.”

“What did he train you for?” Kienna asked, frowning.

“To back him up. He never expected me to handle things on my own.” Logan took a deep breath, his mind racing. An unsettling idea suddenly filled him with dread, but it was the only option. “I need to talk to Jack.”

“The guy who trained Nathan?” Rebecca’s eyes widened with concern.

“Yeah. Nathan took down the Reapers’ leader last year. If I can get Jack to train me, he can get me up to that level.”

“Are you sure you want to do this?” Alex’s voice was a mix of worry and disbelief.

Anxiety churned in Logan’s stomach, but he nodded resolutely. There was no other choice. “I’m doing this. I’ll talk to him tomorrow.”

“We don’t know for sure the Reapers are behind the professor’s death,” Kienna said, her voice softer now, almost hesitant. She met Logan’s eyes, and he could see the nervousness and grief swimming in them. “Mandy—my friend from the protest today—pointed out that the professor’s house wasn’t broken into. She’s right. The door was locked when I got there. He was sitting at his desk. Whoever killed him must have been someone he knew.”

Silence settled over the table as Logan’s mind raced. The professor was a good man, involved in activism, charities, and community outreaches. Why would someone who knew him well enough to be welcomed into his home kill him in cold blood? Goosebumps prickled his skin, but he just nodded at the latest information, anxiety burning in his lungs.

“So, what do we do?” Alex asked.

Everyone turned to Logan, and for a moment, he froze. He’d never wanted to be the one calling the shots, making the hard choices. An uncomfortable pit of shame burned in his stomach. He wasn’t doing a very good job. Nathan was going to be so disappointed if he didn’t get his shit together.

Kienna spoke up before he had a chance. “I’m going to talk to a few of the professor’s friends. See if he mentioned anything to them—”

“No, you’re not,” Logan cut her off, his voice a sharp mix of frustration and concern. She locked eyes with him, her gaze fierce and challenging. “Kienna, that’s way too dangerous. We don’t know who killed him, but the Reapers are involved. If you tip off the wrong person, you could get yourself killed.”

Kienna rolled her eyes, as if she didn’t fully grasp the gravity of the situation. “I’ll be fine, Logan.”

“I’m not letting you—”

“You’re not letting me do anything,” she cut him off, her face tensing. “Professor Aldridge was like a father to me. I’m going to do whatever I can to find the person responsible for his death.”

Logan’s heart accelerated, a mix of fear and unease stirring in his gut. “We just talked about the rules, Key–”

“And I never said I agreed.”

Logan let out a frustrated breath. “This is the way we work, Kienna. This is how we stay alive.”

“I guess I can’t be a part of the ‘we’, then.”

Logan’s face fell as Kienna pushed back from the table and stood. He stood quickly, a hand reached out to her, his heart racing madly as she stared at him with the intensity that had made him fall in love with her in the first place.

“Kienna, please. You need to trust me on this. There’s a big difference between a good opportunity to gather information and a bad one. This is a bad one.” It was one of the many lessons Nathan had taught him since they’d started operating as vigilantes, and the memory of that lesson sat on his skin in the form of thin, faded white lines.

“I won’t just sit here. This is something I need to do.”

They stared at each other for a long moment. Tension and heat danced between them, like the shadows cast by a roaring fire in the hearth in the middle of the night.

Logan turned to his siblings and said, “Go upstairs.”

Rebecca and Alex exchanged uneasy looks.

“Logan–” Rebecca began, but he quickly cut her off.

“Upstairs. Now.”

Alex blew out a breath next to him and stood, coaxing Rebecca out of her seat, the young woman giving Logan a reproachful look as she let Alex lead her out of the room.

Keeping his gaze on Kienna, Logan’s chest tightened as he said, “You need to listen to me, Key. You’re staying here.”

Her eyes widened at the implicit threat, but there was the tiniest spark behind her eyes—something that made his lungs clench and his stomach pulse with heat.

“Make me.”


Chapter 9

Kienna’s heart pounded as she locked eyes with Logan, her stomach twisting in a dizzying mix of anticipation and fear. She ran her tongue over her lips, smirking at the way his gaze followed the movement and darkened. They’d never done this before.

Back in college, their power dynamic was confined to the bedroom. Logan had a knack for delivering the perfect blend of pleasure and pain, creating a sensation she couldn’t quite name but craved fiercely, like all her other passions in life.

But this was different. If he wanted to shift their dynamic into other areas of life, he’d have to fight her for it. A sharp jolt of arousal surged through her, curving her lips into a dangerous smile as she took a deliberate step back from the table.

Logan moved to the side, his eyes flicking toward the door. “Kienna,” he warned, his voice taut. “What are we doing?”

“Testing whether I need to listen to you.”

Logan’s gaze was a mix of nervousness, smoldering desire, and something softer—love. It made her breath catch in her throat. His crystal blue eyes were intense and clear as he took a deep breath and leaned on the table. “Key, you’re grieving. You don’t know what you’re doing.”

“I know exactly what I’m doing,” she shot back. “For the first time since you started keeping secrets from me, everything’s crystal clear. The protests I went to never made a difference. I can actually make a difference with you. But I need justice for Professor Aldridge. If you want to control how that happens, you’ll have to find a way to convince me not to walk out the door right now.”

She took another sharp step back, her eyebrows raising, challenging. Logan hesitated for only another moment before he finally met it. He rushed around the table and Kienna turned, her shoe squeaking on the polished hardwood floor as she forced herself forward and darted down the hall.

But she’d barely made it two feet before Logan’s strong, thick arms wrapped around her waist and lifted her off her feet. She was weightless for a second, carried into the living room as if she were made of feathers, and thrown onto the couch with a force that took her breath away even as laughter bubbled in her stomach.

Logan leaned down, his lips crashing against hers in a deep, urgent kiss. His hands were warm and powerful as they roamed over her body. She melted into his touch, the fire of desire burning away the cold haze of grief and rage. Still, a pool of darkness remained, and after a moment, she pushed him back and tried to rise from the couch.

But Logan was quicker. He grabbed her arm, using her momentum to swing her around as he sat, laying her face down over his lap.

Kienna burst into laughter. “This is your big plan? I like it when you spank me.”

Logan muttered something under his breath, his tone a mix of frustration and amusement. He moved her back into a standing position, his hand wrapping in her hair as he rose with her. His eyes locked onto hers, full of heat, making her stomach flutter and her core pulse with anticipation.

“We really going to do this?” he asked, his voice edged with raw desire. His hesitation from earlier had been replaced by lust and need. She could see it in the slight flush of his cheeks, smell it in his sweat.

Kienna’s smile faded as tingles of anticipation danced over her skin. She met his gaze, nodded, and bit her lip.

Logan’s eyes never left hers as he reached down, his movements smooth and practiced. With one hand, he unfastened his belt, pulling it through the loops of his pants with a swift, decisive motion. The sight made Kienna’s throat tighten, a roaring rush of desire flooding her ears even as her nerves clenched tight.

He sat back down, pulling her over his lap once more. The contrast between his solid strength and her vulnerable position sent waves of excitement through her. She could feel his hesitation, the uncertainty making adrenaline tremor through his muscles. Kienna wiggled her hips insistently, grinning as he grew hard underneath her, listening for the tell-tale sharp intake of breath that would guarantee he was ready to move things along.

She heard it, felt the warmth of his hand as he pressed against her lower back, and braced herself. The first hit was nothing, just Logan testing the waters, as he always did, and Kienna huffed in frustration.

“Seriously, Logan? The second you let me up, I’m going to—” Kienna cut herself off, biting her lip as the next strike landed, sending a powerful shockwave of pain through her ass, igniting a fire of fear in her stomach. He’d never hit her that hard.

The next strike was no less powerful than the last and it took her breath away even as warmth flooded her belly, filling her clit with a throbbing desire for more. Her breath started to come in sharp, short pants as he continued, covering her clenched ass, the tops of her trembling thighs.

Pressure built in Kienna’s stomach, the urge for a different kind of touch becoming overwhelming, but she swallowed the words down, her hand reaching off the floor to grip the fabric of Logan’s pants.

“I don’t want to control everything you do, Key,” Logan’s voice was surprisingly gentle, a sharp, dizzying contrast to the streaks of fiery pain erupting across Kienna’s skin each time the belt fell. “But, when it comes to life or death shit like this, you need to listen to me.”

Kienna let out a shaky breath as the pain built to an unexpected level. She pressed her free hand against the floor, desperate to ground herself, and squeezed her eyes shut as the burn transformed into something else–a kind of electric pain that whittled away her resolve, broke her down to a whimpering state.

She let go of Logan’s pants and reached back, twisting her hips to avoid Logan’s belt landing on the worst spots. But he seamlessly countered her efforts, grabbing her wrist and pressing it into the small of her back, scooting her forward to wrap one leg around hers, bringing the belt down again and again until her thoughts were too scrambled to remember why she’d been arguing with him in the first place.

“Okay, okay,” she breathed, her lungs burning with the effort of holding back her cries. “That’s enough.”

“You really don’t know how this works. Do you?” The amusement in Logan’s voice sent another warm flush of lust through Kienna’s stomach, but the instant stripe of pain that followed it from his belt landing against her ass again sent her reeling.

“Logan, please.”

“I still haven’t heard you agree to the rules.”

Kienna had forgotten that was what started this. She panted, tears gathering in her eyes. She blinked them away in frustration, pulling at the arm cinched behind her back while her other hand scrambled against the floor, desperate for something to hold on to.

“Yeah, okay. I agree.”

“You don’t sound very sure,” Logan said, playfulness deepening his voice, sending a ripple of need through Kienna’s core.

“I’m sure! Jesus, Logan—” Kienna groaned as he hit a particularly sore spot. It felt like her skin was breaking. Could she bleed from this?

“I’ve never pushed you this far before. It’s kind of fun. Maybe I’ll just keep going.”

Sharp fear burst in Kienna’s chest as her thoughts raced. She struggled over his lap, his powerful thigh holding her legs in place effortlessly, his hand pressing tight against her wrist, making her efforts seem nonexistent.

Kienna cried out, her heart racing, and yelled, “Glass!”

Logan stopped the second her safeword left her lips and a deep silence fell over the room, interrupted only by Kienna’s shaking, ragged breaths. His hand trailed over the back of her jeans and she suddenly realized he’d never taken down her pants or underwear. Despite what she’d thought, he could have made that much worse.

The realization sent a rush of goosebumps over her skin, leaving her frozen and shaking. That had been a million times more intense than she’d expected, but the arousal pulsing through her demanded attention, beat against her clit with delight.

Logan swallowed above her and released her wrist, eased his leg off of her, and moved her onto her knees in front of him. His face was flushed with exertion and arousal, his eyes fixated on her with an intensity that made her nervous and excited all at once.

“That,” he said, pausing for emphasis. “was just a warning. Okay?”

“A warning?” She tried to inject some sarcasm into her voice, but all that came out was a tremor of anxiety.

Logan’s mouth twitched, but he kept his expression firm as he said, “Yes. So, we clear on the whole rules thing?”

Kienna nodded, then reached forward and undid the button of his pants, sliding the zipper down while Logan stared at her with hungry, playful eyes.

“I don’t know, Key. I probably shouldn’t reward you after that.”

She laughed, glancing up at the mischievous quirk of his lips, and said, “Don’t be gentle, then.”

His eyes darkened, but he gave her a wicked grin that said he was enjoying this just as much as she was. Kienna freed his straining erection from his pants and leaned forward, taking his familiar length into her mouth, swirling her tongue around the tip before taking him deeper, letting him hit the back of the throat, swallowing back the instinctive gag her body tried to force.

Logan sighed, contentment and desire rising in Kienna’s chest as his hand reached forward and curled in her hair, driving her head forward and back. It wasn’t particularly rough, but it was enough to burn Kienna’s lips as she struggled to cover her teeth. She worked her tongue against him as he fucked her mouth, flicking against the tip when he pulled her head back, running the flat of it against the underside of his shaft as he drove deep into her throat.

When Logan finally came, her jaw ached and her tongue felt like it was going to cramp, but she swallowed his orgasm down, licking the last few drops off his tip as he pulled out and stared at her.

He reached out, stroked the side of her face, his eyes bright with love. It cinched around Kienna’s heart, making the warmth in her stomach transform into sharp sparks of anxiety. She wasn’t ready for the conversation he wanted to have—the one about their relationship long-term. Her emotions were too messy, her mind too scattered. They’d need to deal with that another time.

For now, they could just be this.

She cut him off before he had a chance to speak. “So, now that we’re clear on the rules, I’m going to look into the professor’s death while you train with Jack.” Logan’s eyes narrowed dangerously and she added with a smirk, “With your permission, of course.”

Logan blinked, his expression changing into one of confusion as he said, “No?”

Kienna bit her lip to suppress the satisfied smirk rising on her cheeks. Logan was adorable when she worked her magic on him. Some people hated it when subs topped from the bottom, but Kienna thought it was a necessary skill to learn for certain situations. Like this one.

“You know me, Logan. You know I won’t just sit around. But, I’ve agreed to the rules, which means you have to give me your permission.”

Logan scoffed, his cheeks warming as he stared at her, flustered, his lips curving in a smirk despite the glint in his eyes. “You are the most stubborn person I have ever met in my entire life.” The affection in his voice made Kienna’s stomach clench and she grinned at him, unabashed.

“And you are very cute. So, I’ll talk to the professor’s friends?”

Logan narrowed his eyes at her, but the vague confusion on his face remained, the spell of Kienna’s unexpected bait-and-switch too powerful for him to shake. He shook his head after a minute, giving her a look of warning, and said, “That’s way too dangerous. You’re not going alone. Take Alex.”

She shrugged. It seemed like a fair compromise and a good way to keep the youngest Hawthorne brother from getting frustrated and into trouble. Her plan was working better than she’d anticipated.

“Deal.”

Logan’s brows furrowed, his mouth opening and closing as if struggling to find the right words. After a moment, he shook his head again, broke their gaze, and muttered, “I need to teach you how to shoot a fucking gun before you get yourself killed.”


Chapter 10

Logan wound down the narrow, dusty road, evergreens on either side casting long shadows in the receding light as the sun hovered near the horizon. His knuckles were white on the steering wheel, his heart pounding harder with each passing mile. His mind raced with worry for Kienna and Alex. He never should have agreed to let her talk to the professor’s friends, but she’d left him dazed, disoriented, too full of love and affection to disagree.

But he tried to shake the worry away. Alex had some training, enough to get them out of a sticky situation if it came to that. Hopefully. For now, he needed to focus.

He’d heard bits and pieces about Jack’s training from Nathan and none of it sounded pleasant. His few interactions with the man when he’d been younger were enough to set his nerves on fire, let alone what he’d heard from Nathan.

Rebecca and Alex hadn’t been around when Nathan started his training. Alex was living in the dorms on campus at the time and Rebecca was spending a semester studying in Spain. Logan had been the only one at home to witness the aftermath of Jack’s training. He’d never seen his brother so bruised and bloodied and the memories of his injuries still haunted Logan at times.

As he rounded the last bend, Jack’s property came into view. The house was unassuming at first glance, a simple, single-story structure with weathered wooden siding and a sloped roof. But Logan knew better than to trust appearances. Jack had made a life out of blending in where others stood out.

An old, rickety-looking fence marked the perimeter, but the glint of reinforced steel beneath the layers of rust and paint caught Logan’s eye as he exited the car. Along the roof, there was no flash of a security camera’s lens or high-tech surveillance equipment, yet Logan couldn’t shake the feeling that every step he made was being monitored.

Jack was a legend at their company. After leaving the military, he worked for them for thirty years, retired at sixty, and moved to the country, where he faded into the background.

Logan swallowed hard, his mouth suddenly dry. More memories of Nathan’s injuries rushed back, along with the look in his older brother’s eyes when he’d said he’d never train Logan that way, causing goosebumps to rise along his skin. Jack had molded his brother into a weapon, something sharp and deadly. The idea of facing the same brutality, of being broken down and rebuilt, sent a cold spike of fear through him.

But he needed this. Kienna was going to get herself killed with the force of her grief and anger. Nathan needed him to do this. Everyone was relying on him.

If he was going to find the Reapers’ new boss and take him out, he had to be more than what he was now. He had to be stronger, faster, tougher. Jack was the only one who could make that happen.

He moved toward the fence, a deep, pitting feeling of unease rushing through his stomach as it swung open under a light touch. Logan approached the house and froze as the door opened and Jack stepped onto the porch.

Jack Callahan stepped out with the kind of deliberate, measured grace that only someone who had spent a lifetime mastering control could possess. He moved like a predator, every motion fluid, unhurried, yet full of latent power.

He was in his mid-sixties, but time had done little to diminish the intensity that radiated from him. His hair was a mix of iron gray and silver, cropped short and practical, with a few deep lines etched into his tanned, weathered skin—evidence of years spent in harsh environments. His eyes, a dusty brown, locked onto Logan with assessing and unyielding scrutiny, and Logan straightened under his gaze, making direct eye contact and trying to exude confidence.

The porch creaked slightly under Jack’s boots as he stopped at the top of the steps, his gaze never leaving Logan. For a moment, neither of them spoke. The silence was heavy, charged with an undercurrent of tension. The weight of the older man’s stare was like a physical pressure, testing him, judging him.

When Jack finally spoke, his voice was low and rough, like gravel being ground underfoot. There was no warmth in it, just a cold, hard edge. “Logan. I was wondering if you’d come to me.”

“I need your help.”

“Damn right, you do. Get inside.” Jack turned and walked into his home, leaving the door open for Logan to follow him. Logan glanced around the yard, his muscles taut, lungs burning with anxiety. He swallowed, shoving down the feelings of dread screaming a warning in his lungs, and forced his leaden feet to move forward.

He walked inside, closed the door behind him, and moved into the sparse living room. There was a couch along one wall, a small coffee table in front of it with an overflowing ashtray, and a small entertainment center with a television on the opposite wall. There was nothing else in the large room, and it felt haunted.

As far as he knew, Jack had never married or had kids. His home reflected a man whose life had been hard, driven by a sense of purpose and duty while relying on a minimalist mentality.

Logan cleared his throat, his mouth dry, as Jack studied him with the look of someone who’d trained a lot of men in his life. His expression suggested he found Logan lacking.

“I heard Nathan went on the run,” Jack said. “I can’t help with legal matters, son.”

“I know. The Reapers are behind it. Whoever their new leader is must have threatened one of the judges to issue the arrest warrant. They want Nathan out of the way permanently.”

“And you want to take them down so your brother can come home.” It wasn’t a question, so Logan didn’t answer. “Why are you here, Logan?”

Logan took a deep breath, forcing himself to stand a little straighter to meet Jack’s gaze head-on. “I need you to train me,” he said. “Like you trained Nathan.”

For a moment, Jack didn’t move, didn’t even blink. Then, he nodded, and said, “You sure about that? I wasn’t easy on your brother. I damn well won’t be easy on you, either.”

“I’m sure.” Logan stood tense and still, the sense of unease growing stronger. A rush of air hit his face seconds before pain exploded in his cheek, burrowing into his tongue as he bit down and stumbled, landing hard against the wood floor, shaking the ground. He stared up at Jack, his heart pounding, adrenaline surging through his limbs, urging him to move. “What the fuck?”

“Get up.” Jack took a few steps forward and Logan rushed to his feet, holding his hands up defensively. Jack snapped out, but Logan was prepared this time. He blocked the man’s punch and threw one of his own, but he’d left himself wide open and Jack slammed his fist into Logan’s ribs, dodging the punch with ease.

Logan doubled over, his lungs burning, ribs screaming, and Jack jammed his elbow into the back of Logan’s neck, sending him face-first onto the ground. Logan groaned against the dusty hardwood and spat out a mouthful of blood. His chest burned with pain, his lungs desperate to take in oxygen.

“Get up, kid.”

Logan pushed against the ground, forcing himself back onto his feet. He dodged another punch, tried to grab the man’s wrist, but Jack reversed their grips, pulling Logan forward and slamming the side of his forearm against Logan’s throat.

The cool floor did nothing to ease the pain that radiated across every inch of Logan’s skin as he lay on there, panting, his ears ringing. He cried out as Jack kicked him in the side, but it gave him an opportunity.

As Jack drew back a foot to kick him again, Logan gathered every ounce of adrenaline sitting in his muscles and threw it forward, driving his shoulders against Jack’s waist, sending them crashing to the ground.

Logan was better at grappling on the ground than sparring and he quickly tried to work himself into a position of control, but pain slowed him down and what Jack lacked in the flexibility of youth, he made up for in raw intensity and reckless displays of power. Jack slammed his head back, catching Logan in the jaw, sending him reeling back.

Jack stood and stared down at him while Logan struggled to push himself up onto his hands and knees. Logan’s body was coiled tight, waiting for another blow, his mind racing as he panted and tried to ignore the way his body screamed with agony.

After a moment, Jack’s lips quirked upward, forming a small, impressed smile. “You have guts, kid. I’ll train you.”

Logan hung his head, scoffing, and said, “What the fuck was that? Some kind of fucked-up test?”

Jack crouched down, his eyes burning into Logan’s as they made eye contact. Logan flinched back, coughing as his ribs protested the movement. “I don’t like to repeat myself, boy. So you listen carefully. This life is not for the weak. I won’t waste my time training someone who can’t take a punch or fight back.” Logan froze, wincing as his heart pounded against his chest. Jack’s eyes flickered between his, searching for a hint of weakness, and Logan desperately tried to keep himself still and smooth his expression into one of neutrality rather than agony. After a moment, Jack gave a sharp nod and continued, “And let’s get one thing straight. You came into my house asking for my help. You’d do well to show me some respect. We understand each other?”

Logan swallowed and gave a quick nod. “Yeah, okay.” Jack’s expression darkened, and Logan cleared his throat and tried again, “Yes, sir. Got it.”

“Good. Get up. I’ll get you some ice and we can have a talk. Sit there.” Jack nodded at the couch and left the room. Logan stared around the room, his vision blurring, his mind empty with disbelief. That had gone so much worse than he’d anticipated.

He pushed himself onto his feet slowly, biting his lip to stop the scream that echoed in his lungs as he wrapped an arm around his ribs. His vision shook, dots of black and purple lighting up the backs of his eyes as he stumbled to the couch and sat heavily.

His face was swollen, like the time he’d been stung by a bee when he was seven and had an allergic reaction. Except this swelling was also accompanied by a constant throbbing pain, complemented by the burning in his ribs and chest. The sharp taste of iron lined his tongue, and he rubbed the back of his neck, flinching away as it sparked another wave of agony. He was fucked.

Jack walked into the room and Logan kept his eyes trained on the older man, his body tensing instinctively, issuing a new wave of torment as his injuries rebelled against the slightest movement. Jack set a glass on the table in front of Logan, handed him an ice pack and left the room again.

Logan grabbed the ice pack and stared at it. Where was he even supposed to use it? Everything fucking hurt. He settled for placing it against the worst of the swelling on his face, then reached forward for the glass and winced. He shrugged and swallowed the two fingers’ worth of whiskey in one gulp, tensing his throat to keep himself from coughing after and aggravating his injuries.

Jack walked back into the room, nodded at the empty glass, and sat on the table in front of Logan. Logan leaned back, taking shallow breaths to avoid aggravating his already pissed-off lungs, his hands curling into fists in his lap.

“I take it Nathan gave you some training?” Jack asked, his sharp eyes studying Logan’s bruised face.

“Yeah, a bit.”

“I told him not to be too gentle with you.”

“I didn’t think he was being particularly gentle at the time.”

Jack smirked. “Your brother was soft when he first came to me. I taught him to be strong. I can teach you the same. But it’s not easy. It’s brutal and painful. So if you want to back out, now’s the time.”

Logan straightened, fighting back a tremor as a sharp pain demanded attention in his side, and said, “I am not weak.” Jack stared at him, nodding after a moment.

“Glad to hear it,” he said gruffly. “I think you got enough of an introduction to my style of training. Come back tomorrow at two o’clock. We’ll get started for real then.” Logan’s stomach dropped. What the fuck did that mean?

* * *

The drive home was painful. Logan kept the windows rolled down, allowing the freezing air to keep him from passing out as he gritted his teeth and groaned at every bump in the road. By the time he made it home, he was panting, sweating, and a second away from puking.

He stumbled out of his car and up to the front door, pushing it open with half-lidded eyes. Exhaustion and pain overwhelmed his senses, leaving him in a state of anxiety and dissociation. He didn’t even notice Rebecca walk into the hall until she gasped and called out for Alex in a high-pitched voice.

Logan looked at his sister, taking in her horrified expression, and shook his head. “I’m fine, Becca,” he muttered.

Alex jogged down the stairs and froze for a split second, his eyes going wide and his mouth dropping open. He ran to Logan’s side and held out a hand, stopping an inch away from his brother, indecision warring in his eyes.

“Logan. What happened to you?”

“I’m fine. Jack’s training style is a little more… enthusiastic than Nathan’s.”

“Jack did this to you?”

“Come sit down. We’ll get you some ice. And aspirin.”

Logan followed his siblings into the dining room and sat on one of the hardback chairs, hissing as shards of glass seemed to shift inside him. Rebecca ran into the kitchen while Alex sat next to his brother and stared at his face in horror.

“Where’s Key?”

“She’s at work. I promised I’d go with her later. Talk to someone the professor was close to.”

Logan nodded, the small movement sending a sharp burst of pain down his spine.

Alex’s eyes roamed over his face and he shook his head. “You can’t go back there. This is crazy. We’ll find another way.”

Rebecca walked into the room, her hand shaking as she set a glass of water and two white tablets on the table in front of Logan. He moved a trembling hand, noting the bruises along his knuckles for the first time, and swallowed the tablets with a sip of water.

“I’m going back.” Rebecca and Alex exchanged a long look. The air seemed to leave the room for a moment, and the silence was oppressive and damning. “I can handle this.”

“He beat the shit out of you, Logan.”

Logan glared at his brother and said, “It was a test. I passed.”

“A test of what? Your ability to get your face beat in?”

Anger burned in Logan’s chest and he tried to swallow it back, but the move sent him into a coughing fit, his lungs contracting, desperate for air. He moved his arms onto the table and leaned forward, taking purposeful shallow breaths again.

After a minute, he looked at his siblings, noting the stark fear in their eyes, and said, “He wanted to make sure I could fight back. That I wouldn’t just give in. Said he doesn’t like wasting his time.” Talking was too hard. It ate away at the small bits of oxygen he was able to take in, leaving him breathless and in more pain. Logan shook his head and continued, “Look, Nathan survived his training. I will, too.”

“I don’t remember him ever coming home like this except for that one time when his arm was broken. Do you?” Rebecca asked Alex, her eyes avoiding Logan’s face.

Alex shook his head and Logan sighed. “Because he didn’t want either of you to see him like that. He started training with Jack when you were living in the dorms and you were studying in Spain. But I was here. I remember.”

“Just because Nathan went through it doesn’t mean you should.”

“I need Jack’s help. There’s no way I can take out the Reapers’ leader without his training.”

“Kienna’s not going to like this,” Rebecca warned.

Logan’s stomach clenched. Kienna was going to be furious when she got home. But the thought sent an unexpected burst of warmth through his chest. She’d been staying at his estate for weeks now, ever since the night she found the professor. She’d been changing the topic every time he wanted to bring up their relationship, what they were, what they were going to be. But she was still here. That had to count for something. When this was all over, and the weight of her grief was relieved by getting justice for the professor, they could have that talk.

“She’ll understand. This is the only way I can get strong enough to take out the Reapers’ new boss. Get Nathan home. Get justice for the professor.”

Alex met his eyes and nodded, his eyes dark and serious. “Are your ribs okay?”

“Fine, just bruised.”

“Let me help you upstairs.”

Logan nodded. He leaned on Alex as he climbed the stairs, his head swimming with pain, bile rising in his throat. They made it to Logan’s bedroom and he collapsed onto the bed, groaning. Alex darted out of the room and Logan frowned. He didn’t look that bad.

A few minutes later, his siblings walked back in, their arms filled with an array of first-aid supplies. Alex helped Logan take off his shirt, wincing as the bruises decorating Logan’s torso were revealed. He leaned Logan back against the headboard and took an ice pack, wrapped it in a towel, and pressed it against Logan’s skin.

“Ah, fuck–” Logan gritted his teeth, his eyes rolling as the pain moved through his system like a bolt of lightning, leaving him dizzy.

A soft, stinging touch against his face sent Logan’s eyes popping open and he stared at Rebecca’s shaking hand as she cleaned the cuts on his face, gently dabbing at the areas where Jack’s fist had split his skin.

Logan’s frowned deepened, his stomach twisting. Nathan hadn’t let him help much after he got home from one of his sessions with Jack. He’d accepted the ice packs and aspirin Logan offered, but then he’d closed himself in his room, claiming he needed to deal with it alone. Logan hadn’t pushed. He wondered now if he should have.

Eventually, Rebecca left the room with a handful of bloody gauze, leaving him and Alex alone. Alex replaced the warm ice pack with a fresh one, wincing when Logan flinched. They were quiet for several minutes, Alex avoiding looking too closely at Logan.

“I’m fine, Alex. Really.” Logan’s chest twisted with regret as his little brother nodded without looking at him. Alex didn’t need more nightmares. But that was the world they lived in.

“Kienna and I are going to talk to Dr. Ross later. She co-taught classes with the professor. They organized a lot of protests together. They were close,” Alex said, his eyes lingering on his brother’s ribs.

Logan sighed. “I don’t like this.”

“Then why are you letting us go?”

Logan blew out a breath and gave Alex a wry smile. “Kienna can be very convincing.”

A flush crept over Alex’s cheeks. Logan resisted the urge to tease him. His little brother had never brought anyone home, never dated anyone.

“Alex, I need you to be careful. I don’t have a good feeling about this.” Uncertainty and worry colored Logan’s tone, and Alex met his eye, nodding quickly.

“We’ll be careful.”

“Bring your gun.” Logan gave his brother a look as Alex’s eyes widened. “I’m serious, Alex. Just in case.”

“Okay.”


Chapter 11

“I can’t believe you brought that,” Kienna hissed, her voice sharp with tension as she glanced around the hallway, her eyes flicking nervously to the bulge under Alex’s hoodie.

“It’s just in case,” Alex muttered, shifting uncomfortably. His eyes darted around the elegant, sunlit corridor of Port City University, like he expected trouble to come from every shadow. His hands were shoved deep into his hoodie pockets, his posture tense.

Kienna sighed, resisting the urge to roll her eyes. He’d confessed in the car he’d never done anything more dangerous than hacking from behind a screen. And now here he was, packing heat like they were about to storm the place.

“You’re not using that thing,” she whispered under her breath, her frustration barely contained.

“I don’t plan to,” he mumbled, not meeting her eyes.

Kienna didn’t press further. The truth was, she felt too raw, too frayed at the edges to argue with him right now. Her anger simmered just beneath the surface, barely contained by a thin veneer of control. Every step they took down the grand hallway felt like a reminder of everything she’d lost. Port City University looked exactly as she remembered it—ornate columns, pristine floors, and the faint smell of old books mixed with disinfectant—but the world had shifted, leaving her out of place in a space that had once been so familiar.

They reached Dr. Evelyn Ross’s office, the brass nameplate glinting in the light. Kienna’s heart twisted as she stood there. It felt like a violation—coming here with questions that could tear apart everything the professor had fought for. But there was no other way. She knocked, the sound of it too loud in the quiet hallway.

“Come in,” a voice called from the other side.

Kienna pushed the door open, stepping into a space both familiar and foreign. Books lined every wall, piles of papers stacked precariously on the professor’s desk. Dr. Evelyn Ross sat behind it, her dark hair streaked with grey, pulled into a tight bun, her face set in a mask of professional detachment that didn’t quite hide the grief beneath.

“Kienna,” she greeted, her voice soft and tinged with loss. “Who’s this?”

Kienna forced a tight smile, her heart racing. She hadn’t seen Dr. Ross since the funeral, and the memory of it stabbed at her, fresh and jagged. “This is my friend, Alex. He was close to the professor, too,” The lie rolled off her tongue easily, leaving an unpleasant aftertaste in her mouth.

“Of course,” Dr. Ross said, her eyes scanning both of them with a sharpness that made Kienna wonder if she already knew what they were really here for. “Please, sit.”

They took their seats, and for a long moment, no one spoke. Dr. Ross’s sharp gaze moved between Kienna and Alex with care. It made her feel like she was back in class again, fumbling for the right answer to an impossible question.

Finally, Kienna broke the silence. “I just—” she started, her voice thick. “I just wanted to know if you’ve learned anything more about what happened to Professor Aldridge.”

Dr. Ross’s face softened for a fraction of a second, the mask slipping. “I wish I had,” she said, her voice laden with sadness. “He was… such an important part of this university. Of all our lives. I still can’t quite believe he’s gone.”

Kienna’s throat tightened, but she pushed forward. “Did he ever mention anything? Anyone he might’ve been in conflict with?”

Dr. Ross hesitated, her eyes flickering with something—uncertainty, maybe, or guilt. Kienna leaned forward, catching the faint tremble in her hands as they rested on her desk.

“That’s a matter for the police, Kienna.”

Kienna clenched her jaw, frustration bubbling in her throat. But she swallowed it back, glancing at Alex briefly before turning her attention back to Dr. Ross. “I need to know. I need the closure,” she injected a tremor into her voice, let the heaviness of her grief glisten in her eyes.

Dr. Ross studied her for a moment, her brows furrowing in a way that suggested she knew she was being manipulated. Kienna’s heart raced, her hands clenching into fists in her lap. Dr. Ross knew something. Kienna could feel it.

“We know the two of you were close,” Alex suddenly spoke up, his voice deceptively calm. “Closer than colleagues.”

Kienna’s eyes darted to Alex, shock hitting her powerfully in the chest. Dr. Ross leaned back in her chair, her attention focused solely on Alex now.

“How would you know that?”

He hesitated. “We were going through the professor’s things. After the funeral. We found the letters.”

Understanding and loss washed over Dr. Ross’s face, twisting the stress lines on her face, making her lip tremble. “I see,” she said quietly.

Kienna’s mind raced and she shot Alex a dark look. If he’d learned more about the professor, why hadn’t he said anything? But he avoided her gaze, focusing his attention on the professor.

“If he told anyone anything, it would have been you,” Alex pressed.

Dr. Ross sighed, her expression conflicted. Her gaze moved between them for a moment and Kienna’s face grew tight, hot with anxiety. She inched forward to the edge of her seat and said, “Please. If you can tell me anything. You know he was like a father to me.”

“There was something,” Dr. Ross said slowly, as if weighing each word carefully. “I noticed him meeting with Anthony Fontaine a few times over the past month or so.”

Kienna stiffened at the name, her mind spinning. Anthony Fontaine—the head of one of the most powerful families in Port City. The Fontaines were entrenched in the city’s elite circles, monopolizing the entertainment and hospitality industry. Why would the professor meet with him?

“What were those meetings about?” Alex asked, his voice tighter than usual.

“I’m not entirely sure,” Dr. Ross admitted, her eyes flicking between the two of them. “But the conversations didn’t seem… pleasant. I happened to walk by once and saw them arguing. Professor Aldridge looked… frustrated. Unsettled.”

“Unsettled?” Kienna echoed, her heart thudding in her chest. She was gripping the edge of her chair now, knuckles white.

Dr. Ross nodded, her expression darkening. “Yes. I could tell he wasn’t fully comfortable. I wanted to ask, but he was always so private about those things. Our relationship was built on mutual need and trust. I didn’t want to push him away.”

Her voice trailed off, sad and filled with regret. Kienna exchanged a look with Alex and flexed her fingers, trembles of anxiety running through her digits.

“When you were at the professor’s house, did you find a yellow flash drive?” Dr. Ross’s tone shifted, along with the air between them, leaving an odd buzzing in Kienna’s ears.

“No,” Alex said quietly. “Was it important?”

“Maybe. I noticed him carrying it around the past few weeks leading up to his death. I asked him about it once and he became very upset with me. He was quite protective over it.”

Kienna and Alex exchanged a look. “Did you tell the police all this?” Kienna asked, leaning forward.

Dr. Ross frowned at the intensity in Kienna’s voice and nodded slowly. “Yes. Of course.”

Fuck. Kienna tried to keep the anger off her face, but Dr. Ross’s gaze sharpened, catching the change in Kienna’s face.

Alex leaned forward, his voice rushed as he said, “Thank you for telling us. Please don’t tell anyone we were here.”

“What exactly is going on?” Dr. Ross asked, a hint of nervousness creeping into her voice.

“You don’t want to know,” Kienna said, more sharply than she’d intended. She stood and nodded at Alex, leading them out before she could say something too revealing. They hurried out of the building, making their way back to the parking lot in tense silence.

Once they were back at the parking spot, Kienna turned and shoved Alex against the car, her eyes flashing dangerously. “You went to the professor’s house?” She pointed a trembling finger at him and said, “Logan is going to kill you and I am going to help him.”

Alex’s eyes widened, anxiety freezing him in place for a moment. “Jesus, Key,” he whispered. “No, I didn’t go to his house.”

“Then how did you know about the letters?”

“I found copies of them when I hacked into his drive. I wasn’t just going through his email. I went through everything. Just in case.” Alex swallowed and stepped away from the car, lowering his voice as he added, “I found out the same night I found the emails between him and the journalist. I didn’t mention it because there was enough going on. I’m sorry I sprung it on you like that.”

She frowned, her chest tightening. Alex watched her nervously and it shifted the anger into instant regret. Who was she becoming?

“Sorry, Alex.” She avoided his gaze and moved around the car, climbing into the driver’s seat, her mind racing. He got in beside her, his eyes downcast. Kienna turned to face him and said, “Maybe we should go to the professor’s house. See if we can find the flash drive.”

“As if Logan will let us do that,” Alex muttered. He raised his eyes to hers and said, “He’s not wrong, Key. I don’t even know why he let us do this. I barely have any training.”

“I convinced him,” Kienna said with a smile that made Alex blush and look away. “I’ll talk to him.”

* * *

Kienna made her way down the hall, Alex’s warning ringing in her ears. She had been worried about Logan all day, but that concern had been tempered by the relentless drive to uncover what had really happened to Professor Aldridge—what secrets he had been entangled in. But now, standing outside Logan’s door, her mind raced with flashes of what he must look like, her heart pounding in her chest.

Alex had said it was bad. Really bad. Bruised, bloodied. If Logan were doing all of this just for her, just to help her find justice for the professor, she’d tell him to forget it. She didn’t want Logan destroying himself for her sake.

But this wasn’t just about her. Taking down the new leader of the Reapers was their only shot at clearing Nathan’s name, at getting his case dismissed so he could come home. Kienna knew how much Logan would sacrifice for his brother—how much all the Hawthorne siblings meant to each other. That loyalty was part of what had always drawn her to Logan, even when everything between them seemed to be unraveling. She’d held on far longer than she should have, clinging to the hope that he would trust her enough to tell her the truth back in college. That maybe one day he would show her the same loyalty.

Kienna shook her head and took a deep breath before pushing open the door. She stepped inside, her stomach tightening with anticipation. Logan was asleep, a cold pack lying discarded on the bed beside him. The sight of him stopped her in her tracks, her breath catching in her throat as tears welled up in her eyes.

He looked worse than she had imagined. Bruises bloomed in violent purples and blues, his ribs a dark canvas of pain, his face swollen and battered. She stood frozen by the bed, her chest constricting at the sight of him.

Her eyes traced the rough edges of his swollen face, the sharp lines of his battered shoulders, the hard planes of his chest marred by bruises. Logan had always been built for strength, for physicality. But the man he had sought out—Jack—was clearly built for a different level of brutality entirely.

Logan stirred, his eyelids flickering open, revealing the electric blue of his eyes, dulled by a haze of pain. When he saw her, he smiled, and instinctively she smiled back, though her tears threatened to spill over.

“I’m fine, Key,” he murmured, his voice rough but laced with tenderness.

“Logan…” She trailed off, the words stuck in her throat. There was nothing she could say that would change the situation they were in, no simple fix that would make any of this easier. She wanted to tell him to stop, to rest, to not keep putting himself through this. But she knew they didn’t have another option. So instead, she moved around the bed, climbing in beside him without a word.

Carefully, she slipped her arm beneath his neck, and Logan shifted closer, resting his head against her chest, his arm draping heavily across her waist. Kienna kissed the top of his head, a surge of warmth and love flooding her chest, momentarily pushing away the darkness inside her.

The feeling hit her so fast and so hard she nearly gasped out loud. But she swallowed it, letting the sensation settle, and gently moved her trembling hand up and down his arm, offering him what little comfort she could. As he lay there, she realized how desperately she needed him. Without Logan, the anger festering inside her would consume her completely. He was her anchor, the only thing keeping her from slipping into the rage that had been growing since the professor’s death.

She had been avoiding the truth for too long. She could never be with anyone else. No one else understood her the way he did. He was her only light in the darkness of this nightmare, and without him, she didn’t know how to survive it.


Chapter 12

“You went through his drive? What does that even mean?” Logan demanded, his head pounding. They sat around the dining room table again, the soft glow of the chandelier overhead barely needed thanks to the sunlight streaming in from the high windows along the far wall.

Alex avoided his brother’s eyes, his fingers tapping a nervous beat on the table. “I hacked into his accounts. His email, university files, personal data. It was the same night I found the emails to the journalist.”

Logan inhaled slowly, trying to rein in his frustration. “What if someone traced you, Alex?”

“They didn’t,” Alex said quickly. “I spoofed my IP address and deleted the login entry. I swear, Logan, I was careful. No one will know.”

Their eyes locked, tension rippling between them before Logan finally gave a slight nod. Alex relaxed, the tension easing from his shoulders. “Okay,” Logan said. “So, he and Dr. Ross were in a relationship?”

“Another secret,” Kienna spat, her voice biting with fury.

Logan glanced at her, his chest tightening at the rawness of her anger, the way it twisted her expression. He wanted to reach for her, to calm the storm inside her, but he knew better than to push right now. “He was meeting with Fontaine?” Logan asked, turning back to Alex.

“Yeah,” Alex confirmed. “But Dr. Ross didn’t know why.” Alex shot a quick glance at Kienna before looking back at Logan pointedly. Logan narrowed his eyes in warning—he didn’t need Alex tiptoeing around Kienna’s grief or making things worse by bringing it up too much. Kienna needed to work through it on her terms, and constantly digging at the wound wouldn’t help.

Logan shifted in his seat. “I guess I need to have a conversation with Fontaine,” he said. “And I need to call the COO, tell him to take over for a while. I can’t show up to work looking like this.”

Rebecca, seated quietly beside him, winced. Concern was etched into her features. “Are you sure you want to go back to him today?”

“Yes,” Logan said, his voice a little too sharp. He softened his tone with an apologetic smile. “It’s the only way. I don’t know anyone else who can teach me to fight like Nathan.”

“We need to find that flash drive,” Kienna interjected, her focus shifting. She turned toward Logan, taking his hand, her touch warm and gentle despite the frustration simmering beneath. She gave him a small smile. He narrowed his eyes, his stomach clenching. “I still have a key to his house. I could go—”

“No,” Logan said firmly, squeezing her hand to take the edge off his tone. “The Reapers, or whoever killed him, could be watching his house.”

“We need to find it, Logan!” Kienna argued, her grip on his hand tightening.

“The police might already have it, Key,” Logan countered, his patience wearing thin.

“I could hack into the case files,” Alex suggested cautiously. “Check what they’ve logged on his death. If they found the flash drive, or anything else, we’ll know.”

Logan considered the suggestion. He hated the idea of Alex putting himself at risk, but Alex had accessed sensitive files before without trouble. With a reluctant nod, Logan said, “Good idea. You and Key can go through it later, see if you can dig up any leads.”

“And if the police didn’t find the flash drive?” Kienna asked, her thumb grazing over Logan’s swollen knuckles with a slow, teasing motion that sent heat rushing through his chest.

Logan turned his gaze to her, feeling his pulse quicken. His cheeks warmed, and he grumbled, “I know what you’re doing. Stop it.”

A wicked grin spread across her lips, her eyes gleaming with mischief. “Come on, Logan. You could come with me,” she offered, her voice dipping just enough to make his resolve waver. “Or I could go alone,” she added with a playful lift of her brow.

“That’s not happening,” Logan said, barely able to suppress a smile.

Kienna’s grin widened. Logan knew she enjoyed testing his limits—she always had. But he wasn’t in the mood to indulge her risk-taking streak today. Trying to inject some authority into his voice, he said, “You’re not going to the professor’s house. If you try, I’ll make good on the warning I gave you.”

Her eyebrow arched, challenge and lust flashing in her eyes, sending a rush of warmth through Logan’s body. “Is that a promise?” she asked, her voice low, her words charged with meaning.

Logan groaned inwardly, his pulse quickening at the fire in her gaze. He bit the inside of his cheek to keep his expression neutral, but the corner of his mouth twitched, betraying the pull she always had over him.

“Jesus, get a room,” Rebecca muttered.

Logan turned to her, noted the flush across her cheeks, and winced. “Sorry, Becca,” he said, though he couldn’t keep the amusement out of his voice. He turned back to Kienna and warned, “This conversation isn’t over.” The smile she gave him bordered on victorious and he tried to glare at her, but it was useless.

“So,” Alex said, clearing his throat. “Key and I will go through the case file tonight?”

Logan nodded, his eyes darting to the grandfather clock mounted on the wall behind the table. He sighed, his heart racing as anxiety curled around his bruised core. “I need to get going.”

“Logan.” Kienna let go of his hand, reaching out to ghost her fingers over his swollen face. “I know you have to do this, but…”

“I can take it,” Logan reassured her, his voice soft and gentle. He leaned forward, kissing her deeply, his tongue meeting hers with a spark of passion. He pulled back, his eyes roaming over her flushed skin, her ash-brown eyes buzzing with intensity. “I’ll be back in a few hours. Don’t you dare go to the professor’s house without me.”

She bit her lip, studying him for a long moment. Logan tensed, forcing some sternness into his expression. But her eyes locked onto his, ignoring the rest of his features, and his heart sped up, a sharp rush of love and affection burning through his chest.

There was the slightest widening of Kienna’s eyes and Logan knew she saw the depth of his feelings for her. Instead of shying away as she had been lately, she surged forward, her mouth moving against him with a desperation that took his breath away.

When she pulled back, the warmth he felt for her was reflected in her eyes. He knew she wasn’t ready to say it, but the look was enough. For now.

* * *

The training room was dimly lit, the only sound the soft rustle of clothing as Logan adjusted his stance. His body was unnaturally stiff and sore, the bruises on his ribs a harsh reminder of Jack’s unforgiving approach. Logan’s muscles struggled to respond the way they normally did, but Jack seemed less eager to brutalize him today.

Jack circled him slowly, like a predator assessing its prey. “You’re too stiff, Logan,” he said, his voice a low growl. “Loosen up. You need to be able to move, to adapt.”

Logan nodded, trying to follow Jack’s orders as he shifted his weight from foot to foot. But before he could fully settle, Jack’s fist shot out, catching him in the gut. The air rushed out of Logan’s lungs as he doubled over, coughing. Jack grabbed Logan by the back of his shirt, yanking him upright.

“Keep your guard up!” Jack barked, his eyes flashing with intensity. “You drop your hands for one second, and you’re done.”

Logan gritted his teeth, forcing himself to stand straight despite the pain in his abdomen. He raised his fists, trying to keep his guard high. Jack feinted a punch, and when Logan flinched, Jack’s foot hooked around his ankle, sweeping him off his feet and sending him crashing to the mat.

Before Logan could even think to get up, Jack was on him, pinning him down with one knee pressed against his sternum. “You’re thinking too much,” Jack said, his tone harsh but instructive. “You hesitate, and it’s over. You need to trust your instincts, react faster.”

Logan struggled beneath him, trying to force Jack off, but the older man didn’t budge. He leaned in closer, his voice dropping to a near whisper. “The moment you second-guess yourself, you’re giving your opponent the advantage. Trust your gut, Logan. Fight back, or stay down like a coward.”

Something inside Logan snapped. He ignored the pain, the fatigue, and the doubt gnawing at his confidence. With a surge of adrenaline, he twisted his body, throwing Jack off balance just enough to roll out from under him. He scrambled to his feet, hands up, breath coming in ragged gasps.

Jack was on his feet in a heartbeat, a dangerous grin spreading across his face. “Good. Now, let’s see you keep that fire.”

Logan barely had time to register the words before Jack lunged at him again. This time, Logan didn’t flinch. He sidestepped the attack, throwing out a punch of his own. It connected, grazing Jack’s jaw, but before Logan could follow through, Jack’s elbow slammed into his ribs, sending him reeling.

Logan stumbled, his knees nearly buckling, but he forced his legs to lock in place. He pivoted, trying to move to a better position, but Jack was relentless, his movements a blur of speed and precision. Logan took another hit to the side, then a quick jab to his shoulder, pain flaring with each impact.

But through the haze of pain, Logan could hear Jack’s voice, coaching him even as he landed blow after blow. “Don’t just react—anticipate. Read me. Where’s the next hit coming from? Move before I strike.”

Logan tried to focus, to see the pattern in Jack’s attacks. He saw the shift in Jack’s stance, the subtle twitch of his muscles. When Jack threw a punch, Logan ducked, feeling the rush of air as the fist sailed past his head. He countered with a punch of his own, this one finding its mark in Jack’s side.

Jack grunted, but instead of retaliating, he stepped back, nodding in approval. “Better,” he said, his tone slightly less harsh. “But you’re still too slow and you’re hesitating after I make contact. Remember: This life is not for the weak. Learn to accept pain, son. Don’t shy away from it.”

Logan nodded, panting harshly, his hands still raised defensively. Jack nodded and Logan rushed him, eager to prove himself against the crazy old man. But Jack smirked, side-stepping the attack without flinching. He whipped his arm out, catching Logan in the throat with his forearm, sending him flat on his back and gasping for air.

Jack chuckled above him. “That is the enthusiasm I like to see. But we’re done in here today. Come outside.” He walked away, leaving Logan gaping on the floor, his lungs burning. His throat was swollen and hot, much like the rest of his body, and he closed his eyes for a moment, breathing through the pain.

He rolled onto his side, biting down the groan that threatened to escape his throat, and pushed himself onto one knee. His body shook from pain and adrenaline, but he took a deep breath, forcing the trembling to leave his face, and stood.

Logan made his way up the dark, tight staircase, out of the makeshift gym in Jack’s basement, and went through the kitchen to the backdoor. Jack was already outside, kneeling next to a row of plants, and Logan’s brows knitted together.

The door creaked as he pushed it open and Logan squinted against the bright sunlight, a stark contrast to the dim basement where he’d spent the last hour getting the life beaten out of him. He moved toward Jack, forcing his hands to remain at his sides despite the overwhelming urge he had to wrap them around his ribs, and stared.

Jack looked up and nodded at a shed across the yard. “Bring me the green bag.”

Logan rolled his eyes and moved toward the shed. He opened the door and looked around the gardening equipment, finding the bag quickly. His body ached in protest as he lifted it and carried it back to the older man.

“There’s a cup inside the bag. Fill it and sprinkle it over those plants. Not too much. Not too little. Got it?”

Frustration simmered underneath the waves of pain–he’d come here for training, not constant beat-downs and gardening lessons–but he nodded and did as he was told. He’d do whatever it took to protect the people he loved and bring Nathan home, even if it meant learning from a psychotic old man with a mean right hook.

Once he was done, Jack nodded at the ground beside him. Logan knelt down, his body tense as waves of pain crashed over him at the movement. Jack worked in silence for a moment, his weathered hands surprisingly gentle as he tied a vine to a stake.

“Everything needs balance,” Jack said, his fingers deftly securing the plant to the stake with a bit of string. “Just the right amount of light, energy, water. Without balance, the plants die. The same goes for fighting. You need to find the right balance between strength and speed, defense and offense. Too much or too little, and someone dies. If you don’t want that person to be you, start figuring out your balance.”

Logan shifted uncomfortably as Jack’s intense gaze pierced through him. A chill wind swept through the garden, raising goosebumps on his skin, and he nodded sharply. Jack cleared his throat, waiting until Logan met his eyes again.

“You’re young, so you’ve got strength and speed on your side,” Jack continued, his voice steady. “But you’re inexperienced and lacking in technique. You rely on ground fighting because it’s easier to overpower your opponents with brute force rather than fighting on your feet. That takes discipline, listening to your instincts, and reading your opponent. Nathan let you get away with developing bad habits, son. I intend to beat them out of you.”

“Yeah, I noticed.”

Jack gave him a severe look and said, “I told you. I don’t waste my time. The only reason I’m training you is–”

“Because of Nathan. Yeah, got that.”

Jack’s hand shot out, catching Logan in the side of the head. He groaned, squeezing his eyes shut, the pain pulsing down his body, setting off a chain reaction that irritated the rest of his injuries.

“Don’t interrupt me,” Jack growled. Logan nodded, his eyes on the ground. “I don’t owe your brother a damn thing. I’m training you because you have the potential to be a warrior. But you need to learn to stand on your own two feet. Get out from under your brother’s shadow. Understand?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Alright, then.” Jack turned back to his plants and said gruffly, “Get out of here. Come back Friday at four.”

Logan nodded, his ears still ringing, and pushed himself to his feet. He walked around the side of the house, his footsteps slow and uneven. Climbing into the car was a battle of wills and he sat in the driver’s seat for several minutes afterward, breathing slow and shallow.

Jack was fucking crazy. And an asshole. And he was right. Logan didn’t have a good balance. Nathan was the one obsessed with technique and discipline. He’d let Logan rely on his strength and speed, and now Jack was making him pay the price for it.

The more he thought about it, the more Jack’s words stung as a painful truth he hadn’t been ready to face. He’d always walked in Nathan’s shadow, even before they started going out as vigilantes. How could he have not? Nathan was his big brother and the only real father figure he’d had since their father tapped out of being involved after their mother’s death when he was still a kid. He’d always looked up to Nathan and had spent his life caught between the desire to follow in his footsteps or break away and figure out his own way of doing things.

Jack was right. If he was going to keep Kienna and his siblings safe, if he was going to survive whatever fight he got into trying to take out the new leader of the Reapers, he needed to find a balance between holding on to the lessons Nathan had taught him and forging his own path.


Chapter 13

Kienna paced in the basement, her mind racing. She still couldn’t believe the Hawthornes had bought an entire second house just to use as their base of operations. Of course, Logan hadn’t thought to mention it—typical. But Alex had insisted they come here to dig into the case files. “The computers are more secure,” he’d said, rattling off technical jargon that fueled her irritation.

Apparently, his laptop and computer had been seized months ago when the police raided the Hawthorne estate looking for Nathan. Alex had hacked into them, deleting anything he didn’t want them to see, but he didn’t like using his home setup for anything connected to their vigilante work now.

“Are you in?” Kienna asked, her voice sharp with impatience.

Alex nodded, waving her over. “Yeah. But the file’s pretty light,” he said as she stepped beside him, her eyes scanning the screen over his shoulder. “Just the basics—cause of death, evidence taken from the scene, nothing unexpected.”

“So they don’t have the flash drive,” Kienna said, standing up straighter, anxiety tightening in her chest. Her mind buzzed with urgency. “We need to find it before whoever killed him goes back for it.”

“Kienna, stop!” Alex reached out, grabbing her arm. She whirled to face him, her eyes blazing with anger. He quickly let go, stepping back with his hands raised in surrender. “Look, I know how important he was to you, but you can’t just run off like this. Logan was right. Someone could be watching his house.”

“I can’t just stand here doing nothing!” Her voice cracked, the grief spilling over, her emotions too raw to contain.

Alex sighed, running a hand through his hair. “Okay, listen,” he began cautiously. “I don’t know what’s going on between you and Logan, and honestly, I don’t want to know. But I’m his brother, and if I go to the professor’s house, or if I let you go after he specifically told us not to, Logan’s going to beat the shit out of me. I’d rather that not happen.”

Kienna gave him a look, her heart racing. “He wouldn’t do that,” she said, though it sounded more like a question than a statement.

Alex sighed, holding out his hands toward her. She frowned, her mouth dropping open as she took in the thin white lines etched across his palms. “Logan did that?” she demanded, a chill running down her spine. What had happened to the family she once knew?

“No, that was Nathan,” Alex admitted, his voice quieter now. “And he went easy on me. But you’ve seen the scars on Logan’s back. I don’t want a matching set.”

Anxiety twisted in Kienna’s gut. The heaviness of everything—Nathan’s harsh methods of discipline, Logan’s warning that he might follow suit—it all felt so far from the family she’d known. The Hawthornes had been close, loving, a little chaotic but always warm. This was something darker, something colder. The vigilantism, the violence… It made her nervous, but not horrified like it once might have. She was changing, too. The grief, the anger—they had dragged her into this world, blurring lines she never thought she’d cross.

She huffed out a breath, trying to shake off the unease that clung to her. “Fine. I’ll talk to him later,” she conceded, though the thought of confronting Logan again made her heart race in a different way. She pulled out her phone and checked the time. Nearly four o’clock. “I have to go back to work for a while. I’ve got some paperwork to finish.”

Alex raised an eyebrow, skepticism etched into his features. “You’re not actually going to work, are you?”

Kienna flashed him a quick smile. “As far as you know, that’s exactly where I’m going.”

* * *

Kienna paused outside the professor’s house, her fingers tapping a nervous rhythm against the steering wheel. She sat there for what felt like hours, watching an elderly couple stroll hand-in-hand down the quiet street. She scanned the surroundings carefully, looking for anything out of place—any sign the house might be watched. But if she was being honest, she didn’t even know what she was supposed to be looking for.

Finally, after what felt like forever, Kienna forced herself out of the car, her breath fogging in the crisp evening air. She crossed the street with quick, anxious steps, casting nervous glances over her shoulder every few paces. The hairs on the back of her neck stood on end, but she couldn’t shake the nagging fear that eyes might be on her, even if she couldn’t see them. Still, there was no camera flash, no shadowy figure lurking in the distance, so she pressed forward, heart pounding.

The professor’s porch loomed before her, and as she stepped onto it, a flood of memories crashed over her, almost knocking her off balance. This house had been a safe haven once. Now, it was just a shell of everything she had lost.

She took a deep breath, fighting the urge to turn back. The house had been cleaned up—no crime scene tape, no remnants of the murder that had ripped her world apart. But as she slipped her key into the lock and stepped inside, the silence that greeted her felt unnerving, heavy with the weight more secrets.

Inside, it felt like stepping into a void. The house was too still, too empty, yet suffocating with memories. Kienna inched her way into the professor’s office, her breath hitching at the sight of it. The room was bare now—his desk, computer, the overturned chair, all of it gone. Just cold, empty space in their place. Only a few scattered books and personal items remained, but even those felt like ghosts of the past.

The air felt thick as the house creaked around her, settling in the growing evening chill. Kienna’s eyes darted around, taking in the room. Where to look? She needed the flash drive, but she didn’t even know where to start. The most obvious place, the desk, was gone.

She rifled through the remaining shelves and drawers, checking behind old books and papers, her movements growing more frantic with each passing second. But there was nothing—no sign of the yellow flash drive. Her chest tightened, frustration clawing at her as her mind whirled. If it wasn’t here, then where?

Her eyes fell on the hallway that led to the bedroom.

Kienna hesitated for a moment, her heart heavy as she moved toward the professor’s private space. It felt wrong, almost like an invasion. But he had been like a father to her. He’d want her to find this. She had to believe that.

She made her way to the bedroom, the soft padding of her footsteps swallowed by the house’s eerie quiet. The room looked untouched, almost preserved in time. The bed was neatly made, as though the professor were going to walk back in at any moment and climb into it.

Kienna took a steadying breath and began her search, pulling open drawers, rifling through stacks of neatly folded clothes. She was methodical at first, but the longer it took, the more her frustration bubbled up, and soon she was tearing through the closet, flinging open cabinets, pulling up cushions.

Nothing.

She stood in the center of the room, running a hand through her hair, her pulse pounding in her ears. It wasn’t here either. Maybe it had already been taken. Maybe she was too late—

Her eyes flicked to the nightstand beside the bed.

It was small, unassuming. Just a stack of books and an old-fashioned alarm clock sat on top of it. She felt her breath catch as she yanked open the drawer. More books, a few loose pens, nothing out of the ordinary.

But then, she noticed the lamp beside the nightstand, its base thicker than usual, almost hollow. Without thinking, she picked it up, inspecting it closely. Her fingers brushed a small panel at the bottom, and with a gentle press, the base popped open, revealing a flash of yellow.

The flash drive.

Her heart lurched, and she stared at the small yellow device nestled in the hidden compartment. Relief and dread washed over her in equal measure as she plucked it from the base. It felt heavy in her hand, like it contained all the answers she didn’t want but desperately needed.

Kienna tucked it into her pocket, her pulse quickening. She needed to get out of here before someone saw her.

Kienna hurried back through the house, her heart pounding, adrenaline coursing through her veins. She practically flew to her car, her hands trembling as she jammed the key into the lock. In her rush, she locked the door before it was fully closed, causing it to stick. Frustration flared as she flung it back open, then slammed it shut properly, relocking it with a sharp click.

The street around her was still and quiet, eerily ordinary. She took several deep breaths, trying to calm the shaking in her hands. Soft music drifted from the house she was parked in front of, and she turned her head, glancing through the passenger window. The curtains were drawn, but she could make out the silhouettes inside—a slender figure and two small children, moving about their evening as if it were just another ordinary day.

She shook her head and pressed her palm against the flash drive in her pocket. Finally, there would be no more secrets.


Chapter 14

Kienna pulled up to the Hawthorne estate and sat in her car, the engine humming softly beneath her. Despite the high of finding the flash drive and the pulsing urgency to see what was on it, she hesitated. Her eyes lingered on the large stone house, its imposing silhouette casting a shadow over her resolve.

She loved Logan. She loved their back-and-forth, the playful tension that always ended with her pushing until he gave an inch, leaving her with that small but satisfying victory. But the twisting feeling in her stomach told her today wouldn’t go the way it usually did. He wasn’t going to budge, and she knew it. He was going to be furious.

She told herself it had been a calculated risk, but the excuse felt weak, even in her own head. She should have waited for Logan to go with her. Anxiety crawled under her skin as she sat there, gripping the steering wheel. Logan had warned her the other night. Would he actually hurt her for disobeying him? There was only one way to find out.

With a steadying breath, Kienna got out of the car. Heat curled through her stomach, an irrational thrill running straight to her clit. She tried to ignore it, but her body refused to cooperate—flushing with arousal at the thought of what was coming. She tried to stop it, but her lips curled slightly, her mind racing with ways she could push him, test him. Just to see how far he’d go.

Was this darkness always inside her, waiting for a moment like this? Or was it something new, something forged in the fires of grief and everything she’d been through lately?

The house was eerily quiet as she stepped inside. Kienna made her way upstairs, each step heightening her nerves. The sound of the shower running told her Logan wasn’t far. She wandered around his room, waiting, her heart pounding in anticipation. When Logan finally stepped out of the bathroom, a towel wrapped loosely around his waist, the sight of new bruises scattered across his body sent a ripple of unease through her.

He froze when he saw her, a suspicious look flickering across his face. “Kienna? I thought you and Alex were at the other house.” He took a few steps toward her, and she felt her heart race, heat rising to her cheeks as she instinctively stepped back.

“We were,” she said, her voice more even than she felt. “I’m guessing he’s still there.”

Logan’s eyes narrowed, his brow furrowing. “Why?”

“Probably because he knew he wouldn’t want to be here once you found out what I did.”

Logan’s eyes darkened, his jaw tightening as he stared at her. “What did you do?” His voice was calm, too calm, but she could see the tremor in his hands, the tension in his shoulders, smell the adrenaline mixing with the steam from his shower.

Her skin tingled, her breath shallow as a rush of dark curiosity pushed the words out before she could stop herself. She pulled the flash drive from her pocket, holding it up between them. “I went to his house.”

Logan’s mouth dropped open in shock. His eyes flicked from the flash drive back to her face, his expression shifting into something she didn’t recognize—something she’d never seen him direct at her before. Genuine anger.

“What the fuck, Kienna?” He stepped forward, snatched the flash drive from her hand and slammed it onto the bedside table with enough force to make her flinch. “You could’ve gotten yourself killed,” he spat, his voice trembling with a mix of fear and fury. A sharp surge of guilt tightened in her chest as she moved closer, her hands reaching out for him, needing his reassurance.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered, her voice small, her fingers trembling as they hovered just above his skin. “I should have waited for you.”

Logan grabbed her wrists, his grip tight and unrelenting, the pressure sending a spark of pain through her arms. “Why didn’t you?”

“I don’t know,” she muttered, shaking her head, her voice cracking under the weight of her own confusion. “Maybe I’m not thinking straight.”

“You’re definitely not thinking straight.” Some of the fury drained from his face, the tension loosening in his shoulders as he leaned down and pressed a kiss against her forehead. The softness of it, the familiar warmth of his lips against her skin, sent a wave of desire rushing through her, soothing the fear that had crept up. “I would do anything for you, Kienna,” he whispered against her, his breath warm, his words sending a deeper shiver down her spine.

She took a deep breath, the comfort of his touch mixing with the craving for something more. “Then give me what I need.”

Logan leaned back, his eyes searching hers, concern and love battling with the fading anger. “What do you need?”

“To feel alive.” The words tumbled out, raw and unfiltered. She swallowed hard, ignoring the uncertainty in his gaze. “I feel like I died with the professor. Everything’s changed. His secrets, your secrets, everything I believed in—it’s all crumbled. I don’t even recognize who I am anymore.” Her voice trembled as she spoke, but she didn’t hold back. “The only time I feel alive again is when I’m with you. When I get a break from the grief and the lies.”

Logan took a deep breath, his grip loosening on her wrists as her words sank in. He stared at her for a moment, his expression softening, something unspoken passing between them. The anger faded, replaced by an understanding that went beyond words. He’d always been her anchor, and right now, she needed him more than she was willing to admit.

“I love you, Key. I always have.” Logan’s voice was steady, cutting through the tension that hung between them. Kienna swallowed hard, the weight of his words pressing on her chest. She nodded, her lips trembling, but when the response rose in her throat, she pressed her lips together, shaking slightly. The emotions were too raw, too overwhelming to release into the air.

Logan sighed, but there was no frustration in it—just understanding. He reached out, his fingers brushing gently down the side of her face. “I can give you what you need. But it might not be what you think.”

Kienna frowned, anxiety spiking in her chest, sharper this time, driven by the change in Logan’s expression. There was something in his eyes—something unreadable that made her stomach twist. “What does that mean?” Her voice cracked, a tremor of fear creeping in.

“You need to listen to me, Kienna. This isn’t a game. I know you’re grieving, but I’ve lost people, too.” Logan’s voice softened as he spoke, his grip on her tightening slightly. “I won’t lose you.”

A flicker of indecision crossed Logan’s face, but he shook it away, his resolve hardening, and with a steady hand, he guided her toward the bed.

She followed him silently, her heart hammering against her ribcage, each step closer making it harder to breathe. Fear, uncertainty, and an undeniable pull of longing tangled together in her chest. She couldn’t tell where one feeling ended and the other began.

He dropped the towel to the floor and climbed on top of her, his body pressing her into the bed, taking the breath from her lungs. She moved her hands to trail down his back, wincing when her hands roamed over his ribs and he flinched.

Logan’s head dipped, claiming her mouth in a kiss that was more possessive than she’d ever felt from him. It ignited a fire deep in her core, sending an ocean of warmth to her belly, flooding her clit with desire.

He leaned back and she sat up, their movements in perfect sync as she lifted her arms and he reached for her shirt, pulling it over her head. She scooted back while he moved down, tugging her worn jeans off her legs, pulling her panties with them, casting them aside while she raised her knees, planted her feet flat on the comforter.

His head disappeared between her legs. Kienna threw her head back against the pillow as he planted soft kisses against her inner thighs, trailing close to her pulsing clit before moving away again. He ran his tongue over her quivering lips, moving slow and gentle, setting her skin on fire.

Vibrations ran along her skin as he moved his mouth to her hood, sucking gently, raising a moan that echoed through the room. She reached down and curled her fingers in his hair, pressing his face more firmly against herself, arching her hips up to apply more pressure.

He reached up and took her hand out of his hair, moved it against the side of the bed. He lifted his head, drawing a whimper from her as her muscles spasmed at the loss. She looked down, freezing, when she met the intensity of his gaze.

“You are mine, Kienna. I know you love me. You don’t have it say it if you aren’t ready.” He moved down, running his tongue over her clit, sending white flashes of pleasure across her vision. He looked back up again and she bit her lip in frustration, narrowing her eyes at him.

“Logan–”

“You need to listen to me,” he said, the firmness in his voice resolute. There was no hint of their usual playfulness, the banter she loved so much. She swallowed. “I’m the only one who can give you what you need. If you want to feel this—” he kissed her swollen hood again, too gently, and she bucked against him, whimpering. “—you’ll do as you’re told.”

Her lungs twisted, the arousal beating against her chest, surging through her veins. “Okay.”

He grinned at her, his lips curling into a devilish smile that told her this conversation wasn’t over yet, and he moved between her thighs again, moving his hands to grip her hips as he plunged his tongue inside her. She groaned and threw her head back, curling her hands into fists, her body trembling as he worked her up.

The pressure in her stomach increased and she whimpered, squeezing her thighs around him as he pulled back.

“Logan,” she whimpered.

His hands left her hips, moved to her shoulders. He sat her up, then moved her onto her hands and knees and positioned himself behind her. Despite expecting it, she still gasped with a deliriously intoxicating mix of pleasure and pain as he thrust inside her without hesitation, burying himself deep in her warmth.

He moved back out and rammed back in, picking up a pace that was brutal, possessive, and exactly what she hadn’t realized she’d needed. He fucked her relentlessly, her hands gripping the comforter, her knees burning with the effort of holding herself in place.

An orgasm rose up as he hit a spot deep inside of her, sending a sharp pang of pleasure through her body, eliminating her senses. She shuddered, her muscles clenching around him to the point of pain, her limbs trembling as she rode out the intense wave of pleasure.

Logan’s hand reached up and grasped the back of her neck, shoving her face down on the bed, forcing him deeper inside of her, making the pleasure spiral into a fire of primal delight as she moaned and writhed underneath him.

He started moving faster, fucking her harder, and a few minutes later she felt him still, his cock jerking inside of her, filling her with his warmth, marking her as his.

He pulled out and adjusted her onto her side, then laid beside her, propping himself up on one arm, a smirk playing on his bruised face.

“That was nice,” she breathed, a soft smile tugging at her lips. Her mind felt blissfully empty for the first time in days.

“Good,” Logan said, but there was a dark edge to his voice that made her stomach clench.

Before she could react, Logan reached out, forced her onto her stomach, grabbed her flailing arms by the wrists, and pinned them behind her back. She felt the first impact on her already bruised ass and gasped as a rush of pain flooded through her oversensitive body. It drove a sharp spike of arousal into her exhausted clit and she quickly angled her hips away, turning her head to glare at him.

“Logan!”

“You didn’t think I was just going to let you get away with that, right?” His voice was dead calm despite the sharp smacks he aimed at her ass as he spoke. He countered her efforts to wiggle away effortlessly, as if the bruises marring his face and chest posed no obstacle to his ability to beat her ass.

“This is ridiculous,” Kienna muttered, forcing herself to stay still and accept the shockwaves of pain. “You know I enjoy spanking.”

“Sure, when we’re playing, it’s one of your favorite things. But I’m not playing right now, Kienna.” The darkness in his voice sent a shiver down Kienna’s spine and she bit her lip, squeezing her eyes shut, struggling to get into the mindset she usually did. The one that allowed her to ride out the blows with a sense of pleasure and control.

But this felt different. There was no light warm-up, no teasing caresses between swats, no break to let her catch her breath. She started panting after a minute, her breath coming in sharp, short gasps as the burn built to an unbearable level.

“I won’t let you get yourself killed,” he murmured, his voice soft and gentle despite the blows he continued to land. She squirmed underneath him, whimpers crawling up her throat as tears welled in her eyes.

“Logan,” she said, breathless. The force of the blows drove her against the bed. They took the air from her lungs, chased away some of the guilt and regret inside her stomach. She made a noise between a moan and yelp, a flutter of nerves blooming in her stomach when that small concession seemed to make him double down, landing strikes quicker and harder.

“I’ve always loved you, Key. Even before I met you, I think some part of me was waiting for you.” Logan’s voice was low, gentle in a way that contrasted with the tension in the air. His hand moved over her sore ass, each stroke sending a prickling sting rippling across her skin. Kienna shuddered, biting her lip, struggling to maintain her composure.

But then, Logan’s tone changed, the softness slipping away. “I’m in charge, Key.” His voice was harder now, unyielding. “I’ve been letting you push me, but that stops today. I’ve been holding back… and now you’re going to find out what the consequences are when you push me too far.”

Before she could respond, his hand came down with a force that stole her breath. The sharp smack of his palm reverberated through her body, the sting so much sharper than before. She gasped, her heart racing as the heat spread across her skin.

“Logan—” she tried, but he cut her off with another hard slap, his control over her complete.

“You want to keep pushing me?” Logan’s voice was low, dangerous, with a sharp edge that sent a shiver racing down her spine.

Kienna’s breath hitched, and for the first time, a tear slipped down her cheek. “No,” she whispered, her voice trembling. “No, sir.”

She expected him to stop. That was always how it worked. When she submitted, he would stop. But this time was different.

Logan’s hand came down again, harder than before, and Kienna cried out, the force of the blow sending shockwaves through her body. “Logan,” she whimpered again, but the spanking didn’t stop. His hand continued to land, each strike driving his point deeper, making her feel every ounce of the control she’d relinquished.

Tears spilled freely now, rolling down her face as the pain became overwhelming, her body trembling under his hand. But Logan didn’t stop. He was making sure she understood. Making sure she learned the lesson he needed her to absorb.

Her sobs filled the room, and still, he pressed on, the sharp smacks of his palm echoing in her ears. She lost track of time, her world shrinking down to the sting of his hand, the sound of his breath, and the steady rhythm of the punishment she knew she’d earned.

Eventually, Logan stopped. His hand stilled, resting gently on her burning skin, and for a moment, neither of them spoke. Kienna’s body shook with sobs, her chest heaving as she tried to catch her breath.

Logan’s voice softened again, his tone low and firm. “That’s what happens when you push me too far.”

Kienna’s body trembled, and she turned her head slightly to meet his gaze. Her heart lurched at the fear hidden in his eyes. She never wanted to be the cause of that again. “I’ll be good,” she whispered, her voice breaking.

He let go of her wrists and laid back down beside her, then pulled her against his chest. He kissed the top of her head, pressed his cheek against her hair, and held her while she took deep, shuddering breaths, her chaotic emotions settling into something resembling calm for the first time in weeks.


Chapter 15

Alex’s fingers flew over the keyboard, his face illuminated by the soft glow of the screen. Kienna paced up and down the dining room, her hands curling and uncurling at her sides. The hum of the computer was the only sound breaking the heavy silence in the room, the air thick with anticipation.

“It’s encrypted,” Alex muttered, barely glancing at her or Logan. “Whoever put this together didn’t want anyone getting their hands on it.”

Kienna stopped pacing and moved closer, her eyes narrowing as she stared at the lines of code on the screen. “Can you get into it?”

Alex didn’t respond right away, his focus locked. A few more clicks, and then his shoulders relaxed. “Got it.”

Kienna’s breath hitched as Alex opened the first file, the screen filling with documents—spreadsheets, emails, transaction logs. Her heart pounded as Alex scrolled through the files, pausing with a sharp intake of breath.

“This… this is huge,” Alex whispered, his eyes wide. “The professor wasn’t just gathering information. He was building a case—against the Whitmores, Fontaines, Delaneys… everyone.”

Kienna froze, the weight of his words crashing into her like a wave. “The families that control the city…”

“Yeah,” Alex continued, pulling up a document full of financial transactions. “Wire transfers. Large sums of money moving between these families and shell companies. I guarantee they’re connected to the Reapers.”

“So, he wasn’t just going to expose the gang. He wanted to expose the families working with them. He wanted to take their entire operation down.” Kienna shook her head, stepping back from the screen as frustration bubbled up inside her. Anger burned beneath her skin, the pressure of all the secrets and lies the professor had been keeping from her finally catching up.

“That’s what it looks like,” Alex said, scrolling through more files. “If this evidence gets out, the Reapers will never recover. Neither would the city.”

“What do you mean?” Kienna demanded, her frustration slipping into the sharpness of her voice.

Alex glanced at her and Logan before continuing, “I get what the professor was trying to do, but this would implicate every powerful family in Port City. It’d be chaos. And a lot of these people were forced into working with the Reapers to protect their own families.”

“I need to talk to Anthony Fontaine,” Logan said, his voice hard, his jaw tight. “He might’ve found out, and if he did, that meeting with the professor wasn’t a coincidence.”

Kienna felt the knot of anxiety tightening in her chest, her mind racing with what that conversation would look like. “I’m coming with you,” she said, her voice firm. Despite the burning pain that lingered from her earlier conversation with Logan, she couldn’t stop herself from needing to be involved. The force of her grief wouldn’t let her rest.

Logan met her gaze, and for a moment, she braced for him to argue. But to her surprise, he didn’t. Instead, he sighed and softened. “We both need a break from all of this. I have to train with Jack in a few days, but after that, you and I are going on a date.”

Kienna blinked, caught off guard. “A date? Now? Logan, there’s too much going on.”

“Exactly why we need it.” He stepped closer, taking her hands in his, his eyes locked on hers. “Just one day, Key. We’ll go to Raven’s Point. Just like old times.”

Kienna felt her resolve waver under his touch, the familiar warmth of his hands and the way he looked at her making the tension slip, just a little. He kissed her, slow and deep, and despite everything, she found herself melting into it, her heart skipping a beat.

Kienna pulled back, unable to fight the small smile that tugged at her lips. Logan smirked, his thumb brushing over her knuckles. “One day. Then we get back to all the doom and gloom. Deal?”

She hesitated for only a second before sighing, leaning into him. “You’re impossible.”

He wrapped his arms around her, pulling her close, his chin resting on top of her head. For a moment, she allowed herself to relax against him, to forget about the darkness they were tangled in.

“We’ll have fun,” he murmured. “Just one day.”

Kienna smiled softly, the weight of everything easing for the briefest moment. “Okay,” she whispered. “Just one day.”

* * *

Kienna groaned. Her hands reached for Logan’s phone, but he snatched it away and held it against his window, one hand on the steering wheel, his eyes alight with mischief. Soft piano music played from his car’s speakers, filling the space with a gentle melodic lilt that grated on her nerves.

“Logan, I’m going to kill you if you don’t give me your phone.”

“That’s not very polite,” Logan teased, eyes glinting with amusement as he glanced her way.

She snorted. “I’m not listening to this for the next half hour.”

“Come on, Key. You love Bach.”

“I’m pretty sure I told you I hate this kind of music.”

“You were drunk.”

“Because you told me six shots of tequila wouldn’t hit me as hard if I drank water in between!”

Logan’s laughter filled the car, a sound that tugged at something deep inside her. Despite the tension, despite everything, that laugh still had a way of softening her resolve. She shot him a mischievous look, reaching for the screen and switching it from Bluetooth to the radio. The beat of a pop song flooded the car, and she grinned as Logan groaned.

“This is way better.”

“Jesus,” Logan muttered, putting the phone away. “How can you call this music? It’s all auto-tune. Computers don’t make music. People do.”

“People make the programs that create auto-tune. So technically, people are still involved.”

“Don’t hit me with your lawyer tone, Key.”

Kienna smirked. “Don’t hit me with your CEO tone, then. Even if it is kind of hot.”

Logan’s eyes flicked to hers, and the playfulness between them shifted slightly. There was a heat in his gaze that made her pulse quicken. Being around Logan was like staring into the sun—hypnotic, a little dangerous, and irresistible.

His lips curved into a slow grin before he turned back to the road. “You like my CEO tone?”

“It’s okay,” she teased, though her voice softened.

He nodded, still smirking, then started humming the piano song under his breath, clearly trying to push her buttons. Kienna rolled her eyes, unable to stop the smile tugging at her lips. It was moments like this—simple, playful moments—that made her feel like they hadn’t lost everything.

The trees lining the road grew denser, the familiar path hinting that they were getting close to their destination. Kienna turned to the window, watching the scenery blur by, her mind drifting. She hadn’t expected this—this strange mix of familiarity and uncertainty, of old feelings resurfacing and the unknown tugging at her heart.

Their first real date since everything had happened. Since they’d started rebuilding what had been fractured. The laughter and teasing felt like a small victory, a reminder of what had always connected them. But beneath it, Kienna couldn’t shake the unsettled feeling that lingered in the quiet moments between the jokes.

She glanced at Logan, taking in his relaxed posture, the way his hands rested easily on the steering wheel. He still had the ability to make her feel grounded, even when everything else felt off-balance. But things had changed. They weren’t the same people they were before, and that truth sat somewhere between them, unspoken but undeniably real.

Her heart raced, and the thought of spending an afternoon with Logan at their old college hangout sent a wave of longing through her chest. Even though her thoughts itched with a relentless need to talk to Anthony Fontaine, understand what happened between him and the professor, whether it was connected to his murder, whether Fontaine knew about the evidence the professor had gathered and the journalist he was speaking to, she felt that same wave of calm rush over her, settling her frazzled nerves.

Something between her and Logan had shifted a few nights ago. After he’d fucked her, after he’d spanked her, when they’d been laying together, holding each other… she couldn’t remember the last time there hadn’t been a single beat of playfulness between them like there had been that night. For the first time, maybe in their entire relationship, they’d been completely open, completely vulnerable with each other, without a hint of their usual armor or banter to take the edge off.

It was powerful. Intense. Addicting.

Kienna smiled as they pulled into the familiar parking lot, her heart jumping when Logan turned to look at her, his bright eyes not dulled in the slightest by the bruises on his face. Fresh ones had joined the rest after his training with Jack yesterday, and the sight of them twisted her stomach. She hated that he put himself through this—pushing his body beyond its limits, enduring pain she couldn’t even imagine.

And yet, it only made her want him more. His strength. His determination. The way his sharp mind worked, even if he downplayed it with jokes or sarcasm whenever she brought it up.

“Ready?” Logan asked, his eyes locking onto hers as if he could read her thoughts.

Kienna nodded, and they got out of the car, walking close enough that their arms brushed together as they stepped onto the trail. The moment they entered the trees, the air shifted—cooler, calmer. It was a perfect day for this. Crisp, clear, not too warm, with the sun cutting through the canopy in soft beams.

Birds chirped overhead, and the faint buzz of insects hung in the air, though it wasn’t quite warm enough for them to be out in full force yet. Shadows flickered across the dirt path, the wind rustling through the branches, making the forest feel alive, pulsing with a quiet rhythm of its own.

Logan led the way off the trail, guiding them toward the field like he knew exactly where to go. He moved with confidence, his steps sure as he dodged tree roots and low-hanging branches with ease. It was like he’d been here a hundred times.

“Have you been here since college?” Kienna asked, surprised at how easily he found their spot.

“Yeah,” Logan said, not breaking stride. “I come here a lot. It helps me think.”

It warmed Kienna’s heart to know that this place still held such a special meaning for Logan. She hadn’t been able to come back here without him. The loss of their relationship, the longing to reconnect with him, the reminder of his secrets, seemed to whisper at her from the trees, stab into her with each brush against a pricker. She hadn’t been able to take the constant reminder of what she didn’t think she could have.

The field looked exactly as she remembered: a lush bed of grass, now faded and somewhat brown from the recent drought. The slope on the far side sparked a memory of Logan carrying a sled through the woods for them, of the two of them going down that hill a thousand times, sharing sips of warm brandy and laughing like the world didn’t exist outside of that moment. Back then, everything had been coated in thick white snow, softening the hard edges of their lives and making the entire world feel silent and safe.

Kienna smiled at the memory. She reached for Logan’s hand, and when his eyes met hers, she felt a jolt in her stomach. He squeezed her fingers, and her breath hitched as he smiled back at her.

He brought her over to the tall white pine tree and sat down, pulling her down with him. She settled against his chest, feeling his heartbeat strong and steady against her back as his arms wrapped around her, his chin resting on her shoulder.

For a while, they just sat there in silence. His presence was calming, and for the first time in what felt like forever, she let herself relax into him. But her mind kept flickering to the bruises on his ribs, and she shifted, turning to her side, her heart fluttering when Logan moved with her, cradling her head with his arm until she was lying in his lap, staring up at him.

He was quiet, his eyes distant, and for the first time in a while, Kienna saw something flicker in them. A tension, maybe even fear.

“Logan? Are you okay?” she asked softly.

He took a deep breath, his gaze shifting away as he muttered, “I’m fine, Key.” But his voice was flat, and it sent a chill down her spine.

She reached up, her fingers brushing lightly against his neck, the familiar contact settling her nerves. But it didn’t seem to settle him. He smiled, but there was a sadness behind his eyes he couldn’t hide. Not from her.

“What’s wrong?” she whispered. “Let me carry some of it.”

Logan sighed, and this time, his breath hitched. Kienna’s chest tightened as she saw him blink away the tears in his eyes. “I don’t know what I’m doing, Key,” he admitted, his voice barely a whisper. “I’m making choices, but I don’t know if they’re the right ones.”

Kienna’s heart clenched. She’d rarely seen him like this—vulnerable, uncertain. It hurt to see him so unsure. “Most of us don’t,” she whispered, echoing one of the professor’s old sayings, one that had been a constant comfort in her life.

Logan gave a small, weak smile, his eyes softening as he looked at her. “I just… I don’t want Nathan to be disappointed in me.”

Kienna’s chest tightened at the mention of his brother. She knew how much Nathan’s approval meant to Logan, how torn he’d been back in college between his own desires and the expectations of his family. He’d always been selfless, putting everyone he loved first, even when it meant sacrificing parts of himself.

“Nathan’s not going to be disappointed in you,” she murmured, her hand gently moving up and down his arm. “You’re a good man, Logan. Strong. Selfless. Gorgeous.”

Logan smirked, the familiar light returning to his eyes for just a moment. “Gorgeous? You couldn’t have gone with ‘handsome’?”

“Handsome doesn’t even come close to describing you,” she teased, trailing her fingers softly over the bruises on his face. “You’re perfect, Logan. Perfect for me.”

He leaned forward, kissing her forehead with soft lips, the touch sparking memories to life along her skin. She angled her head up, kissing him, their tongues dancing in the light play for dominance they always did. Kienna let him win this time.

* * *

“It’s been two weeks!” Kienna raged, her heart hammering against her chest as she glared at Logan and his siblings. “We need to find out what Fontaine knows.”

“I’ve hacked into all his accounts. There’s no record of any conversations between them. No indication he knew anything,” Alex said, trying to soothe her, but she raised a shaking finger at him, narrowing her eyes. A small spark of triumph flared in her chest when he dropped his gaze and leaned back, retreating.

“That’s because he isn’t stupid. He must have erased any trace of their conversations after the professor’s death! Or they only met in person! Either way, we need to talk to him!”

“I will talk to him, Key. I promise. Just give me some time—” Logan’s voice was tired, his body and mind worn down by Jack’s relentless and brutal training.

Kienna hated to push him like this, but her grief came and went like a violent tide, crashing over her when she least expected it. There was no reason for her to be this furious today, but they hadn’t made any progress since they found the flash drive. It was driving her insane.

“Look, he might even know who the Reapers’ new boss is! We could kill two birds with one stone by talking to him.”

“Maybe,” Rebecca said, her voice quiet but thoughtful. “Or you could tip off the Reapers that you’re looking into this. What if Fontaine tells them the vigilante was asking questions? They’ll know it’s you now that Nathan’s not here.” She directed her words at Logan, who let out a tired sigh.

“Exactly. It’s a risk we’ll need to take, but not yet.”

“I don’t know how much longer I can do this,” Kienna muttered, pacing the length of the dining room, feeling the weight of the Hawthorne siblings’ anxious stares. “Going to work every day, coming here, wiping the blood off your face when you get home—” Her throat tightened, and she cleared it, trying to hide the break in her voice.

Logan stood, pulling her into his arms. The steady beat of his heart reverberated through her, grounding her, giving her just enough strength to breathe.

“We’ll get through this, Key. I promise.” He kissed the top of her head, his arms tightening around her as if drawing as much strength from her as he was giving. “I’m training with Jack tomorrow, and I’ll talk to Fontaine afterward.”

“I’m coming with you,” Kienna said immediately, pulling back, her eyes blazing.

Logan’s expression shifted, his body going rigid. His gaze darkened as he gripped her shoulders firmly. “No,” he said, his tone low and final.

She blinked, a challenge rising in her chest, but before she could protest, he stepped closer, his presence overwhelming, his voice steady as he repeated, “You’re not coming with me, Kienna. That’s not up for discussion.”

Her heart raced at the sudden shift in his demeanor. He wasn’t giving her the usual back-and-forth, wasn’t leaving room for her to negotiate. She narrowed her eyes, testing him, leaning in to kiss him, her lips brushing over his, trying to stir his resolve. “Please?” she whispered against his mouth, her voice soft, but her intent clear.

Logan didn’t move. His grip tightened on her arms, not harsh, but commanding enough to make her breath hitch. He stared down at her, his tone dropping into a dark edge. “I said no. And you know why.”

She swallowed, the hard authority in his voice reverberating through her. “Logan—”

“I don’t care how stubborn you are,” he interrupted, his eyes locking onto hers, daring her to push him further. “You’re not coming. End of discussion. If you try to follow me, you’ll regret it.”

Her stomach flipped at the intensity in his words, the unyielding dominance in his stance. He wasn’t asking her this time. He was telling her. There was no room for argument. A slow wave of submission washed over her, the burn of the recent punishment still fresh in her mind, reminding her how far Logan was willing to go to keep her safe.

Kienna’s shoulders slumped, the fire in her chest slowly giving way to a reluctant acceptance. She sighed, finally dropping her gaze. “Fine,” she muttered, her voice tinged with frustration but laced with the understanding that Logan wasn’t going to budge this time.

Logan exhaled, the tension easing from his shoulders as he pulled her back into his arms. “Good girl,” he murmured against her hair, his voice softer now but still filled with that same quiet authority that sent a shiver down her spine.

“Seriously, guys. There are other people in the room,” Alex muttered. Kienna glanced over and smirked at the deep flush coloring his cheeks. Alex stood, shut his laptop, and moved away from the table.

Logan grinned, his eyes lighting up as Alex turned to leave. “Come on, Alex! Don’t be jealous. When are you going to bring a girlfriend home?” he called after him. “Or a boyfriend? You planning on staying single forever?”

Alex froze, his face flushing. “Shut up, Logan. As if I would ever bring someone back to this circus.”

Rebecca let out a dramatic sigh, but her voice was teasing as she said, “Please, for the love of God, find a date, Alex. Save us all from this conversation.”

Alex groaned, waving them off as he headed for the stairs. “I’m leaving.”

Kienna giggled as Logan pressed a kiss to her temple. “We’re never letting him live this down, are we?”

“Not a chance.”


Chapter 16

Logan panted, unable to keep the grimace off his face as he glanced up at the late afternoon sun filtering through the dense canopy of trees in the woods behind Jack’s home. The pain in his ribs flared with every breath, and the bruises from their sparring session earlier ached with each movement. His mind raced with thoughts of Kienna, the hope she could stay out of trouble today.

She’d promised to go straight to work and come straight home. Logan wanted to trust her, but being away from her while her grief was still so raw, her anger so uncontrollable, made him deeply nervous.

But none of that mattered now. Jack had made today’s objective clear: he had three minutes to navigate the course, find the bomb, and defuse it. Failure wasn’t an option. Jack stood a few paces away, his arms crossed over his chest, his expression as unyielding as ever. “Remember what I taught you,” he said, his voice rough and steady. “Stay focused, keep your head clear, and trust your instincts. If you can’t do that, you’re as good as dead out there.”

Logan nodded, though his mind was far from clear. His mind wandered to Kienna. How she was doing. What he was going to do with her when he went to talk to Fontaine. He shook his head, inhaling sharply, narrowing his eyes. He had to focus.

“Three minutes,” Jack repeated, pulling out a stopwatch and clicking it. “Go.”

Logan took off into the woods, his legs burning as he sprinted forward. The underbrush scratched at his legs as he moved through the uneven ground. He forced himself to go at a quick pace, his eyes scanning the forest floor and trees for any sign of the traps Jack had promised were waiting for him.

He hadn’t gone far when he saw the first trap—a thin wire stretched across the path at ankle height. He skidded to a stop just in time, his heart pounding. Carefully, he stepped over it, but as he did, he heard a faint click. A branch swung down from above, knocking him sideways into the dirt. The impact jarred his bruised ribs, and he gasped in pain, but he scrambled back to his feet. There was no time to waste.

He kept moving, every step deliberate and cautious now, his eyes sharp as he looked for more traps. His mind raced, trying to remember everything Jack had drilled into him about defusing bombs, but the details felt muddled and distant.

A rustle in the bushes to his left caught his attention, and he turned just in time to see a net spring up from the ground, snapping shut around him. He twisted out of the way, barely avoiding being caught, but the motion sent a spike of pain through his side. He gritted his teeth, forcing himself to keep going.

The clearing where Jack had hidden the bomb was just ahead, and Logan could see the small black box sitting ominously on the ground. He sprinted toward it, adrenaline surging through his veins, but his foot caught on something—a fucking tree root. He’d been so focused on traps Jack could have placed he forgot to pay attention to the natural surroundings as well. He stumbled forward, barely catching himself before he hit the ground, his ankle burning from the awkward way he’d caught himself.

Breathing hard, Logan dropped to his knees in front of the bomb. His hands were shaking as he reached for the wires, his mind scrambling to remember the sequence. Red wire first? Or was it blue? The colors blurred together in his mind, and he cursed under his breath.

He forced himself to take a deep breath, trying to steady his hands. But no matter how hard he tried, his mind kept drifting back to Kienna.

The timer on the bomb hit zero, and Logan’s heart sank as the device emitted a loud, piercing ring, the sound echoing in his head like a gunshot. He stared at the bomb in his hands, feeling the weight of his failure pressing down on him. It hadn’t exploded, but the sound was just as damning.

Jack appeared at the edge of the clearing, his expression unreadable as he walked over to Logan. He clicked the stopwatch and looked down at Logan with a hard expression.

“You didn’t make it,” Jack said bluntly.

Logan nodded, his throat tight. “Yeah.”

Jack crouched down beside him, eyeing the bomb that was still ringing loudly. He reached over, pulled out the battery, and the sound mercifully stopped. He stood back up and Logan avoided his gaze, shame burning his face.

“What’s the matter with you? You’ve been distracted today.” Jack reached down, grabbed Logan by the upper arm, and pulled him to his feet. Logan stepped back warily and Jack raised his eyebrows. “I can’t teach you shit if you aren’t paying attention.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Not looking for an apology, son. What I want is an explanation.”

“It’s nothing,” Logan muttered.

A sharp smack to the side of his head sent Logan reeling back, and he hissed through gritted teeth.

“Don’t ever lie to me,” Jack growled, his tone dark, promising retribution.

“Fine,” he muttered, swallowing his pride. “It’s… someone I care about lost someone they loved recently. She’s having a really hard time. I’m worried about her.”

Jack studied him for a moment, his gaze unreadable before he gave a brief, gruff nod. “Come with me.”

Logan followed the older man back through the woods, his stomach twisting. Jack stopped just before the treeline, staring out at his yard, the soil freshly turned in neat rows. He nodded toward the dark earth and said, “You know why you need to turn the soil before the plants can grow?”

Logan sighed, unimpressed with yet another gardening lesson but knowing better than to brush Jack off. He shook his head, careful to roll his eyes only once the old man turned away. Jack started walking again, his boots crunching through the dirt. Logan winced at the sharp flare of pain in his abdomen—Jack was going to break his ribs one of these days.

“Plants can’t grow in hard, compacted soil,” Jack continued. “Roots can’t take hold. You need to break it up, loosen it. Mix in the nutrients. It looks like you’re destroying it, but really, you’re preparing it for something new to take hold.”

Jack stopped, looking out over his garden, then back at Logan. “Grief tears through everything, breaks it up, makes it look like nothing can grow again. But that’s how something new takes root.”

Logan was silent for a moment, staring down at the freshly turned soil. The thought of Kienna—of her grief, her anger—twisted his gut. He’d been so worried that she was sinking too deep into the darkness, unable to climb back out. But maybe the crazy old bastard was right. Maybe this hell she was going through, being broken apart, was necessary. The same way Jack’s training, the way it broke Logan down, was necessary.

Jack clapped a rough hand on Logan’s shoulder. “She’ll need time, and the right conditions, but things can grow after loss. Doesn’t mean it’s easy, though. You try to rush it or stop it, you’ll just make it worse.”

Logan nodded. “So, what do I do?”

“Keep an eye on her, make sure she’s got what she needs. But you can’t grow the roots for her. That part’s hers to handle.”

Logan nodded, his chest tight with worry.

“There’s something else I need to teach you today,” Jack said, nodding toward the house.

Logan followed Jack into the basement, where they spent most of their time, his stomach sinking. They’d already sparred once today before Jack’s lesson on defusing a bomb and that disaster with the obstacle course. His body was destroyed, electrified with agony, and he didn’t know if he would withstand any more pain today.

But Jack held out a hand, indicating Logan should wait at the base of the stairs, and made his way across the room. Logan shifted from foot to foot, his nervousness increasing as the seconds passed.

Jack went to a large wooden cabinet that Logan suspected he had built himself, judging by its odd shape and unfinished surface. It took up half the back wall, stretching from the floor nearly to the ceiling. Jack pulled a set of keys out of his pocket and unlocked it. Logan’s jaw dropped at the array of weapons and equipment hidden inside. He knew Jack owned plenty of guns, but he’d had no idea about the other things he was harboring–hunting knives, mace, grenades, bombs, and even a couple of swords.

Logan glanced over his shoulder, his heart banging against his chest. His lungs tightened and his muscles tensed as he debated whether to take off. But he kept his feet planted, waiting, taking deep, even breaths.

A life-sized mannequin lay across the bottom of the cabinet, and Jack pulled it out, his arms bulging as he dragged it onto the mat in the center of the room. He waved Logan over and crouched down next to it.

The room was eerily quiet as Logan moved toward Jack, a sense of unease settling deep in his stomach. He stopped a foot away, staring at Jack nervously. Looking up, Jack said, “All this training will be useless if you don’t know how to finish the job. It’s incredibly difficult to beat someone to death. You need to learn how to sever their spinal cord.”

Logan swallowed, his stomach dropping as a cold sense of dread replaced the burning anxiety that had been racing through his veins a second ago. He shook his head, taking a step back, and said, “I don’t know if I can do that. I’ll have a gun.”

Jack stood, moved forward until he was toe-to-toe with Logan, and growled, “Guns, knives, brass knuckles–they’re just tools. You can’t rely on them. You need to be the weapon.”

Sharp pinpricks of dread rose along Logan’s skin. Jack’s eyes hardened and Logan steeled himself, nodding. He needed to do whatever it took to take out the Reapers’ leader, even if that meant an act of brutality that would brand his soul.

Jack’s gaze flickered between Logan’s eyes, assessing for a hint of weakness. Logan kept his expression cool and calm. After a moment, Jack nodded and knelt down beside the mannequin. “This is the easiest way to do it. Hitch your hand underneath their chin here–use your heel, not your palm. Grab them behind their head, just above the base of the skull. Push up with your heel until their head’s at an angle like this. Then twist. Make sure you maintain pressure under the chin, or they’ll slip out of position, and you’ll leave them paralyzed, not dead.”

Bile rose in Logan’s throat as Jack demonstrated the technique. He tried to picture doing that to the faceless new leader of the Reapers in his mind, but he couldn’t imagine it. His hands shook at his sides and Jack watched him with sharp eyes, dropping the mannequin’s head.

Jack stood, nodded at the mannequin, and said, “Let’s see you do it.” Logan shook his head, his stomach rolling. Jack looked down at the mannequin, looked back up at Logan, and said, “That fear you’re feeling? It’s normal. Human. But this is what it takes. That girl you mentioned earlier?” Logan’s eyes shot to Jack’s, dark with warning. “You love her?” He waited for Logan to nod before continuing, “I want you to picture her in your mind right now. And think about the fact that if you don’t learn how to do this, you might never see her face again. The Reapers will kill you. Or her. Or both of you.”

Kienna’s face flashed in front of Logan’s mind–her warm, dark eyes, curly brown hair, the small scar on her cheek from a bad case of chicken pox when she was young. What would he give to keep her safe? The part of his soul begging him not to do this?

A fierce surge of protectiveness and warmth moved through Logan’s chest and he nodded at Jack, leaned down beside the mannequin, and practiced the move that would give him the last skill he needed to end this.

* * *

“Logan, seriously, I could have driven myself. You don’t need to babysit me,” Kienna grumbled, crossing her arms as she glanced out the window, watching the trees blur by.

Logan smirked, his fingers lightly drumming against the steering wheel as he drove. “Oh, come on, Key. You know you love it when I play chauffeur. Besides, I have to make sure you’re staying out of trouble. Someone has to keep an eye on you.”

Kienna turned, shooting him a glare, but there was a spark of amusement behind her eyes. “I’ve been driving myself to work this whole time. You’ve never complained before.”

“Never said I didn’t trust your driving. I just don’t trust your… adventures,” Logan teased, casting her a sideways glance. “You tend to attract chaos.”

Kienna rolled her eyes but couldn’t help the slight smile tugging at her lips. “Please. The only trouble I attract is you.”

Logan laughed, shaking his head. “Me? You’re the one always getting us in trouble.”

“You’re impossible,” Kienna muttered, but her tone was lighter now, playful.

Logan reached over, grabbing her hand and squeezing it. “Maybe. But you love it.”

She scoffed but didn’t pull her hand away, letting the warmth of his touch settle her. “Maybe.”

The moment felt easy between them, a rare break from the whirlwind of chaos that had become their lives. Logan eased back into his seat, the peaceful hum of the engine and the gentle rustling of trees around them making everything feel… normal. For once.

And then, out of nowhere, everything shifted.

The impact hit them hard on the passenger side. The sound of metal crunching against metal was deafening, and the car jolted violently to the left, tires screeching as Logan fought for control. His heart slammed into his chest as the steering wheel was ripped from his hands, the car spinning out of control, tires skidding across the road.

“Kienna!” he shouted, his voice lost in the chaos.

The car careened off the road, crashing through the brush at the edge of the street before the world flipped upside down. Logan’s body jerked violently as the car rolled. Once. Twice. His head slammed into the window with a sickening crack, pain exploding through his skull. His vision blurred, and he heard Kienna’s scream pierce through the haze of terror.

The car finally came to a stop, landing on its roof with a bone-jarring jolt. Everything was still. Silent, except for the groaning of twisted metal settling around them.

Logan tried to move, but his body wouldn’t respond. His head throbbed, a sharp, nauseating pain shooting down his neck. He forced his eyes open, blinking through the blood trickling down his forehead, but his vision swam.

“Kienna…” His voice was barely a whisper, choked by the fear clawing at his throat. He could see her next to him, slumped against the dashboard, blood matting her hair.

No.

He needed to get to her. He needed to make sure she was okay. But everything was spinning, his body refusing to cooperate. His vision tunneled, the edges going dark as the pain in his head pulsed, harder and harder.

In the distance, through the haze of his fading consciousness, Logan saw movement. Dark figures moving toward them, closing in. His heart raced in his chest, terror sinking deep into his bones.

They weren’t alone.


Chapter 17

“Logan, please,” Kienna begged, her heart pounding in her chest. Her breath came in short, panicked gasps as she tugged at the chains. Metal cuffs were sealed around her wrists, a length of chain leading from each, connected to an eyebolt buried in the cement floor with a padlock. She had maybe two feet of slack and Logan was slumped next to her, chained in the same way.

The cold metal bit into her skin, the rough edges scraping her flesh with every movement. A single dim, flickering blub in the far corner of the dingy basement cast eerie shadows on the damp, crumbling walls. She kept her back to the wall, staring out across the darkness, a chill running up her spine.

“Logan,” she whispered again, her voice trembling and thick with tears as she glanced at his unconscious form beside her. He was still out cold, his head lolling to the side, a dark bruise forming on his temple where he’d struck the window. Blood coated his hairline, dried an ugly brown on the side of his face. The sight of him like that—so vulnerable, so broken—made her chest constrict. Fear like she’d never felt before infected every muscle in her body, leaving her shivering and desperate for the smallest sense of security.

He didn’t respond, his breathing shallow and uneven. Panic surged through Kienna, her mind racing with worst-case scenarios. She couldn’t do this alone. She couldn’t face whatever was coming without him. They needed to get out of here. She hadn’t asked for names or specifics, but it wasn’t difficult to assume the Reapers were the ones who’d taken them, dragged them into this basement, chained them to the fucking floor.

She leaned closer, her voice a desperate whisper in his ear. “Logan, wake up. Please, wake up.”

His eyelids fluttered, a low groan escaping his lips as he slowly came to. Kienna’s heart leaped with relief, but it was short-lived as Logan’s eyes rolled back, and he suddenly retched, the contents of his stomach spilling onto the damp concrete floor. The sour stench of vomit mixed with the already putrid air, making Kienna gag, but she forced herself to focus on Logan, on the fact that he was awake.

“Logan,” she said again, her voice shaking as she tried to steady him.

He blinked, his face contorting in agony and confusion. “Kienna…?” he mumbled, his voice weak, his words slurred.

“I’m here,” she reassured him, her voice soft but firm. “We’re… we’re in a basement, I think. They chained us up.” Kienna’s voice broke and she cut herself off, taking a deep breath, her stomach rolling at the stench filtering through the room.

Logan rolled to his side, away from the fetid pile of vomit, and slowly levered himself up, resting on one hand, his arm trembling from the effort. “Fuck… my head,” he groaned, his hand instinctively going to the wound. Kienna took a violent, hitching breath, forcing herself to calm down. She couldn’t lose it right now. Logan was too weak to protect them if those men came back.

Kienna’s heart twisted at the sight of him in so much pain, but she knew there was nothing she could do for him—nothing except try to keep him conscious, keep him focused. “Just breathe,” she whispered, placing a hand on his clammy arm. “You hit your head really hard.”

“Good thing I have a lot of experience with blows to the head,” Logan muttered, giving her a half smile that made her stomach swoop. Maybe he wasn’t as out of it as she thought. Maybe there was still a chance they’d make it out of this alive.

But even as she thought it, her stomach twisted, fear gnawing at her gut. The chains were solid, the eyebolts securely fastened to the floor. The room was silent, save for the faint drip of water somewhere in the darkness and their own labored breathing. They were trapped, and whoever had brought them here hadn’t done it for a friendly chat.

Her eyes never left Logan’s face as he grunted, forcing himself into a sitting position. He squeezed his eyes shut, his throat moving rapidly, and she prayed he wasn’t about to throw up again.

“Did they hurt you?” He asked after a moment. His voice was slower than usual, but it was a little stronger than when he’d first woken up and Kienna clung to the tiniest taste of hope.

“No. Not really. I didn’t try to fight them.”

Logan nodded, then groaned, closing his eyes again. Kienna wanted to say something–to tell him they would be alright or beg him to save them–but the heavy door at the far end of the basement creaked open, and the sound of footsteps echoed through the room, scrambling her thoughts. Kienna stiffened, her grip on Logan’s arm tightening as a figure stepped into the dim light.

The man who entered the room wasn’t either of the people who’d kidnapped them, and he didn’t match the image she’d conjured in her mind of a gang leader. He was of average height, with a slight build and neatly combed brown hair. His clothes were simple—dark jeans and a button-up shirt that might have belonged to any businessman on the street. But there was something in his eyes, something cold and calculating, that sent a rush of coldness down Kienna’s spine.

“Evening, folks,” the man said, his voice calm, almost cheerful, as he approached them. There was a natural charisma in his tone, an easy confidence that belied the darkness lurking beneath. He stopped a few feet away, hands casually in his pockets, and smiled down at them. It was a smile that didn’t reach his eyes.

“Who are you?” Kienna managed to ask, her voice shaking despite her efforts to stay composed.

The man tilted his head, his smile widening just a fraction. “Name’s Benny,” he said smoothly, his tone as friendly as if they were old acquaintances. “And I’m the new head of the Reapers.”

“You’re the Reapers’ new boss?” The blatant disbelief in Logan’s voice made Kienna cringe back, expecting a brutal display of power from the unreadable man in front of them, but he merely smiled and nodded.

“Welcome to my little corner of the world,” Benny continued, spreading his arms wide as if inviting them into a grand estate rather than a dingy basement. “I’m sure you’re both wondering what comes next. Well… that depends entirely on you.”

“Great. A monologuer.” Logan smirked, though it was weak, his eyes unevenly squinted from the swelling and bruising. Kienna’s heart caught in her throat as she watched him taunt the gang leader, her body instinctively tensing. She expected Benny’s calm demeanor to slip, for violence to meet Logan’s sarcasm, but the gang leader’s smile remained perfectly in place.

Benny nodded, turning his gaze toward Kienna, his eyes gleaming with unsettling calm. “I do enjoy a good monologue,” he said smoothly. “Hello, sweetheart. Kienna, isn’t it?”

Kienna flinched, a wave of nausea rising as the twisted implications of this moment crawled over her skin. Memories and instincts flashed through her mind, reminding her of her vulnerability in front of a man who clearly had no moral compass. But she swallowed the fear down, forcing herself to meet his gaze head-on. Her voice was hard as she hissed, “You won’t get away with this. Someone is going to find Logan’s car, and—”

“Ah, yes, the car.” Benny’s attention shifted back to Logan, the slight, almost amused smile still curling at his lips. “The one your little brother so expertly set up with fake license plates, false registration, and all the right papers. Quite the meticulous work. When the police find it, they’ll assume it’s one of ours. And, of course, they’ll report it to me. They understand who’s in charge of this city.”

Logan’s eyes went wide, and Kienna watched the jolt of realization hit him.

Benny chuckled softly, nodding as if he had just given a pleasant compliment. “I know a lot more about a lot of things than people wish I did. And I did my homework on the two of you. As all good hosts should before inviting guests into their home.”

Kienna’s throat tightened, her voice shaking as she finally asked the question that had been burning inside her for weeks. “Did you kill Professor Aldridge?”

Logan’s sharp gaze shot to her, silently warning her, but Kienna stayed focused on the gang leader, crossing her arms and digging her nails into her skin, trying to anchor herself to anything but the fear creeping up her spine.

Benny’s eyes flickered, but his smile didn’t waver. He studied her for a moment before answering with the same cold, pleasant tone. “Yes. I did. He made a mistake—trying to get Anthony Fontaine on his side. Fontaine’s been loyal to us for many years. Of course, he told us right away. It wasn’t too difficult for Fontaine to set a meeting with the professor. He didn’t even have a chance to stand up when I walked into the room behind Anthony and shot him. Don’t worry, sweetheart. It was a quick death.”

Kienna’s pulse quickened, disgust curling in her stomach, forcing bile up her throat. Fontaine had betrayed the professor.

Benny’s smile sharpened slightly as he added, “Am I correct in assuming you have the flash drive?”

“Leave her alone,” Logan growled, his voice a mixture of rage and hoarseness.

Benny chuckled lightly, shaking his head. “Ah, to be young and in love again.” He took a step closer to Logan and squatted down, his face close enough to them that Kienna could see the tiniest flicker of danger in his eyes, the contrast between his delight and the unspoken threat chilling. “Now, let’s establish some ground rules,” Benny said, his voice low and almost too calm. “In this world, I’m the top dog. You show me respect, and I’ll show you the same. Disrespect me, and I guarantee you’ll experience consequences neither of you will enjoy.”

The metal cuffs around Kienna’s wrists rattled as she shifted, the cold metal biting into her skin. Her heart raced as she watched Logan, whose silent fury was all too evident. The throbbing vein in his neck, the sweat slicking his skin—he was holding on by a thread.

Logan’s voice came out rough, unyielding. “What the fuck do you want?”

Benny raised his eyebrows at Logan, his smile fading into an expression of eerie calm. But there was something darker behind it, an evil that seemed to electrify the air in the room, raising the hairs on Kienna’s arms.

“You’re here for one reason—to draw your brother back to town.” Benny’s voice was almost pleasant, but the chill beneath his words was unmistakable. “You see, he killed a good friend of mine a few months ago. Marcus Hayes? You knew him as Crusher.” He paused, waiting for Logan’s sharp nod before continuing. “I can’t fully take Marcus’ place as head of the Reapers until I eliminate the man who murdered him. Unfortunately for you, that man is your brother.”

“You’ll never find him,” Logan whispered, his voice ragged but defiant.

Benny’s smile returned, stretching his cheeks unnaturally, twisting his face into something more sinister. The gleam in his eyes, pure and psychotic, sent a ripple of fear through Kienna.

“Going on the run has made this take longer. It would have been much simpler for me to kill him in prison. But I don’t mind a little game of cat and mouse. We’ve been watching him and Emma.” Benny’s words hung in the air like a death sentence. “They’re in Virginia right now, but tomorrow, they’ll be boarding a bus, heading west again. Your brother’s smart. Well-trained. He’s zig-zagged across the country, killing every messenger I’ve sent after him, but this message? He won’t be able to ignore.”

Logan’s body stiffened, fury flaring in his eyes. “He will kill you.” His voice was sharp, full of conviction, reverberating off the walls of the small room.

Benny watched him, unphased, his smile stretching wider. “He’ll try,” he replied softly, his tone dripping with amusement.

Logan’s hands clenched into fists, his voice dripping with sarcasm as he spat, “So, what’s your plan? Keep us locked up here until Nathan comes back? That’s not going to work. He’s not stupid. You have no idea—”

Benny cut him off, his calm expression remaining eerily steady. “Let me make something clear, kid.” His voice took on a harder edge. “The only reason you’re alive right now is because we’ll need proof of life at some point. The only reason she’s alive”—he gestured toward Kienna with a slight nod—“is to make sure you don’t do anything stupid. But, if you start becoming more trouble than you’re worth, we’ll kill her, and send a nice little video of your mutilated, unconscious, but still breathing body as proof instead. Do we have an understanding?”

Logan’s eyes shot toward Kienna’s, his eyes brimming with fear and fury. She tried to move, to nod, to show some sign of strength, but her body felt frozen, heavy with adrenaline and dread.

Logan closed his eyes for a second, drawing in a shaky breath. When he opened them again, his gaze dropped to a point between Benny’s boots as he muttered, “Understood.”

Benny clicked his tongue in disappointment, his smile widening with sick amusement. “I think you can do better than that, don’t you?” He glanced at Kienna, his eyes sparkling with malice as her trembling intensified. His obvious delight in their suffering twisted her stomach, and the weight of pure, unrelenting evil pressed down on her chest, making it hard to breathe.

Benny turned his attention back to Logan, his head tilted expectantly. Logan’s jaw tightened, the tension in the room suffocating. Seconds passed in painful silence before Logan forced himself to meet Benny’s gaze, his voice low and full of bitter surrender.

“Yes, sir. Understood.”

Benny appeared satisfied, but his smile darkened, the twinkle in his eyes replaced by something she couldn’t name. He stood and turned his attention back to Kienna.

“You have the flash drive, sweetheart?” His voice oozed a sickeningly false sweetness. “We saw you go to his house a while after the funeral. You left pretty quick. Looked rattled.”

Kienna’s heart pounded, panic rising in her throat. She swallowed hard. “I—I don’t have it. I don’t know what you’re talking—”

Benny’s eyes flashed with cold fury. In a blur, he backhanded her across the face. The force of the hit sent her sprawling, pain exploding across her cheek, the shock of it leaving her disoriented. The sharp sting blended with the pulsing ache still throbbing in her forehead from when she hit the dashboard during the crash. She’d never been hit like that before.

It left her dazed and gasping as she lay on the cold concrete floor, her vision swimming. But she barely had time to register the pain before Logan exploded into motion.

He lunged forward with a snarl, his chains rattling as he shot forward, his fury an almost tangible force in the air. Kienna’s heart lurched as Logan’s hands flew toward Benny, trying to wrap his taut chains around the man’s neck. But Logan was still weak, still off-balance from his head injury, and Benny dodged the assault with an eerie calmness.

Kienna’s pulse spiked as Logan stumbled, but he didn’t stop. He drove himself forward to the edge of his chains, his veins popping under his skin as he struggled to move forward another inch. “Touch her again, and I swear—”

Before Logan could finish, Benny moved with chilling precision. He darted forward, grabbed the taut length of chains, yanked them violently, and sent Logan crashing to the ground. The sound of bone hitting concrete made Kienna wince, fear seizing her chest.

“I will kill you,” Logan growled through clenched teeth, trying to rise again, but Benny was already on him.

Without hesitation, Benny drove his boot into Logan’s ribs, the sickening crunch filling the room. Kienna gasped, instinctively moving toward Logan, but Benny shoved her back, a chilling warning in his eye holding her in place.

“Logan!” she cried, her voice thick with panic as Benny kicked him again, this time in the stomach. Logan’s body jerked, his breath wheezing out painfully.

Benny sighed, as if the violence bored him. “I don’t enjoy this, you know,” he muttered, his tone conversational, but there was a hardness in his eyes that made Kienna’s blood run cold. He leaned down, grabbing a fistful of Logan’s hair, jerking his head up so their eyes met. “But I’m not afraid of it either. I’ll do what I have to.”

Logan spat blood onto the floor, his chest heaving with labored breaths. His eyes, wild with fury, locked onto Benny’s, defiant. “Go to hell.”

Benny’s expression remained eerily calm as he straightened, letting Logan’s head drop back to the ground with a dull thud. “Violence is a tool,” Benny continued, wiping his hands on his pants. “I don’t prefer it, but sometimes… it’s necessary.” He punctuated the statement with another sharp kick to Logan’s side, earning a grunt of pain that echoed in the small room.

Kienna’s hands trembled, her nails digging into her palms. She wanted to scream, to fight back, but the helplessness rooted her to the spot, terror thickening the air between them.

Benny looked down at Logan’s crumpled form, his voice dropping to a dangerous whisper. “Now, I suggest you start thinking clearly. Because next time, it’ll be worse.”

Logan’s body twitched, but he didn’t respond. Kienna could see the fight draining out of him, his strength waning as blood pooled on the floor beneath him.

Satisfied, Benny turned his cold gaze to Kienna, the cruel smirk returning to his lips. “You’ll both tell me what I want. Eventually.” He stepped over Logan’s body with casual indifference and headed toward the door.

Kienna’s heart pounded in her chest, her mind spinning. The cold slam of the door echoed through the room, leaving them in a suffocating silence, the reality of what just happened sinking in.


Chapter 18

Logan’s body screamed in protest as he forced himself to sit up, his ribs throbbing with every shallow breath he took. Each movement sent sharp jolts of pain through his chest, but he couldn’t stop. He wouldn’t let Benny break him—not like this. Not in front of Kienna.

Blood dripped from the corner of his mouth as he wiped it away with the back of his hand, swallowing the metallic taste that lingered on his tongue. His vision swam for a moment, but he blinked it away, forcing himself to focus. Slowly, he turned his head toward Kienna.

Her eyes were wide, filled with a horror that twisted his gut more than the beating had. She was silent and tense, her lips parted in silent shock. The sight of her, helpless and horrified, cut deeper than Benny’s fists ever could. Logan hated that she’d seen him like this—beaten, bruised, and vulnerable.

“Kienna…” His voice came out as a hoarse whisper, barely audible over the sound of his labored breathing. He winced and tried again, stronger this time. “Key… hey.”

She blinked, her chest rising and falling rapidly, but her eyes snapped to his, relief momentarily flooding her face. “Logan,” she breathed, but her voice was tight, shaking.

Logan shifted, biting down on the groan threatening to escape as he dragged himself closer to her. “I’m… I’m fine,” he rasped, giving her a weak smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. He could feel the bruises forming beneath his skin, the sharp sting of every breath reminding him of Benny’s promise. But Kienna didn’t need to know how bad it was. She didn’t need that weight.

Kienna’s eyes searched his face, her gaze lingering on the blood dripping from his split lip, the bruises darkening around his jaw. She shook her head, her voice trembling. “You’re not fine, Logan. Look at you.”

Logan forced a chuckle, though it sent another wave of pain rolling through his ribs. “You should see the other guy,” he joked weakly, but the attempt at humor felt hollow in the suffocating atmosphere of the room.

Kienna’s lips pressed into a thin line, her eyes shining with unshed tears. “Stop,” she whispered.

He reached out, his hand shaking slightly as he grasped her wrist, his thumb brushing over her skin in what he hoped was a reassuring touch. “I’ll be okay. We’ll be okay.”

“We need to get out of here,” she whispered.

Logan nodded, his mind racing. “I need a minute. I need to think.”

Kienna nodded and he closed his eyes, trying to remember what Jack had taught him. The crazy old man couldn’t have anticipated this happening, but he’d worked to prepare Logan for almost any situation.

He’d taught Logan to stop and assess his surroundings when he was in a rough situation. There were three zones of assessment, and the first was what he had immediate access to. That involved his shirt and jeans, which were mostly useless. They must have removed his belt while he was unconscious. He checked his shoes, surprised to see they’d left the laces in place. Logan grinned. He’d discovered their first mistake.

Zone of assessment two involved things just outside his immediate area. That involved Kienna, who had her shirt, a silver necklace, a pair of jeans, and slip-on shoes with no laces.

“Anything in your pockets?” Logan asked. She frowned, giving him an odd look, but checked her pockets, then shook her head.

Logan nodded. The last zone of assessment involved things outside his immediate area: anything he could see, hear, smell, or taste. Anything beyond his grasp. Logan narrowed his eyes, cursing internally at his blurry vision, and ignored the wave of nausea that ran up his throat as he scanned the dank basement. There was the lightbulb on the other side of the room, providing the dim yellow glow that he was already becoming uncomfortably accustomed to. There was no protective covering. Another mistake. If he could get to it, smash it, the shards could be a weapon.

You need to be the weapon. Jack’s voice whispered across Logan’s mind and he let out a slow, deep breath. He needed to focus. He resumed scanning the room, but frustration rose from the bottom of his lungs and he bit back a sigh. There was nothing else to see and his senses of smell and taste were fucked from the injuries to his face.

He closed his eyes again, focusing on what he could hear. For a moment, all he could hear was the rapid beating of his heart, the roar of his adrenaline-filled blood past his ears, the drip of water coming from somewhere in the room. But he stayed focused, practicing a breathing exercise Nathan had taught him, and he eventually became aware of other sounds.

Cars. They weren’t too far from a road. Footsteps above his head. A light buzzing–possibly from the lightbulb–and a faint whisper of voices–likely a TV or radio. Nothing overly useful, but he stored the information in the back of his mind.

Logan opened his eyes and immediately realized he’d made a mistake. He’d forgotten to take into account the chains around his wrists. The metal links were thick and cold, each one heavy in his hand as he felt the material, searching for a weakness. He stretched the chains slowly, careful to avoid making a sound, but found them taut and unyielding. Logan followed the chain with his eyes, tracing its path to where it was secured to the concrete floor by a thick, rusted eyebolt. The eyebolt itself was embedded deep into the floor, the metal worn and corroded, likely from years of moisture seeping through the damp basement walls.

He leaned closer, inspecting the connection between the chain and the eyebolt. The chain was looped through the bolt’s circular opening, held in place by a heavy-duty padlock. The padlock was solid and new, a stark contrast to the old, weathered eyebolt.

Logan frowned, his instincts kicking in. Something wasn’t right. He yanked on the chain again, harder this time, the metallic clink loud in the still air. His muscles strained as he felt a slight give—not in the chain itself, but in the eyebolt where it met the floor. His heart skipped a beat, a flicker of hope igniting in his chest. The bolt wasn’t as secure as it seemed.

He turned to Kienna quickly, his voice low but urgent. “I think I can pull this out of the floor.”

“They’ll hear you,” Kienna hissed, her face paling, fear swallowing the strength she’d clung to. “Besides, it’s steel, Logan.”

“It’s corroded.”

“Corroded steel embedded in a concrete floor,” she snapped, her voice wavering between anger and panic.

Logan shot her a steady look. She sighed, her hands trembling as they ran over her bruised face, wincing with every movement. Without hesitation, Logan reached out and took her hands, holding them firmly until she met his gaze.

“I need you to stay calm, Key. We’re getting out of this.”

But her eyes widened in horror, her expression morphing into something so raw, it sent chills up Logan’s spine. “Alex and Rebecca,” she whispered, her voice barely audible. “They’re going to—”

“Benny won’t go after them,” Logan interrupted, his own heart thudding violently. Despite the jolt of fear her words brought, there was also a rush of warmth in his chest at her obvious love for his siblings.

“How do you know?” Her voice cracked, and it tore at him.

“Because he’s smart,” Logan replied, his voice hardening as he tried to keep his emotions in check. “He knows we’re thinking about them. He knows he could use them against us at any time. He’s saving that card for later—to push us when we’re not giving him what he wants.”

Kienna inhaled sharply, her breath shuddering. “We can’t tell him about the flash drive,” she whispered, as if saying it aloud would seal their fate. “It’s our only leverage.”

“Exactly. There’s enough information on that flash drive to break the hold the Reapers have on the city,” Logan said. “But we need to play along with his game, at least for now. If Benny really sends word to Nathan that he’s holding us, Nathan will come back to town.”

“Isn’t that a good thing? Nathan can take Benny out.”

Logan’s frustration flared, his pulse quickening. He didn’t want to scare her, but they couldn’t afford to have false hope. His voice came out sharper than he intended. “Not if Benny leads him straight into a trap. That’s exactly what he’s counting on. If Nathan walks into this blind, we’re all dead. We need to get out of here before that happens.”

Kienna flinched at the intensity in his words, pulling back slightly, but Logan gripped her hands tighter, holding her attention. His stomach churned with dread, knowing they were running out of time.

“He wants the flash drive,” Logan muttered, thinking aloud as he tried to calculate their next move. “He won’t kill us as long as he thinks we know where it is and won’t tell him. That gives us time.”

Kienna shook her head, her voice barely a whisper as she stared at him with wide, desperate eyes. “That sounds like a good way to piss him off.”

Logan gave her a grim smile, one that felt as hollow as his words. “Trust me. He’s arrogant. Arrogant people make mistakes. We just need to wait until he makes one—and then we take advantage of it.”

* * *

Logan strained against the chains, leaning back on his heels, his head throbbing, sending sharp, painful sparks through his vision. The eyebolt groaned beneath the pressure, mocking him with its refusal to give. He stumbled forward, lightheaded and dizzy, forcing himself to take slow, deep breaths through his nose.

Kienna’s cool hand touched his burning skin, but he couldn’t shake the helplessness crawling up his spine, coiling tight at the base of his neck. He was failing her.

“You need to take a break, Logan. That eyebolt isn’t coming out, and you’re going to make yourself pass out,” she whispered, her voice soft but strained.

Logan clenched his fists, jaw tight. He couldn’t afford to be weak. Not now. Not with Kienna’s life on the line. He glanced over at her, regret tightening his chest. “I’m sorry, Key,” he muttered, his breath still ragged.

“Don’t apologize. We’ll figure this out.” Her eyes still burned with defiance, despite their situation, and a flicker of warmth spread through Logan’s chest, cutting through the pain.

Logan pulled her against him, his lips pressing urgently to hers in a kiss that spoke all the things he couldn’t say in this nightmare. He could feel her trembling, could taste her fear mixed with his own.

Before he could fully anchor himself in her presence, a sudden weight settled in his gut—a warning. His instincts prickled. He pulled away from Kienna, stepping in front of her, every muscle in his body tensing as he stared at the door.

A second later, the door creaked open, and Benny strolled inside, that familiar, chilling smile on his face. Logan kept himself square between Kienna and the gang leader, the cold knot of fear tightening in his stomach.

“Well, I’ve given you some time to think it over.” Benny’s voice was smooth, unnervingly casual. Logan fought to keep his expression neutral, his heart pounding. He couldn’t let Benny see his fear. Not now. “Where is the flash drive?”

“I don’t know,” Logan said, forcing calm into his voice.

Benny’s smile faltered, and Logan braced himself. The gang leader’s eyes darkened as he strode forward. Without warning, Benny shoved Logan aside, hard enough to send him stumbling against the damp wall. Logan regained his balance quickly, but froze when Benny pulled out a gun and pointed it straight at his head.

“I thought I made it clear I don’t like liars,” Benny said, his tone deceptively soft, but deadly. The barrel of the gun gleamed in the dim light, aimed with unsettling precision.

Logan’s pulse hammered, but he kept his eyes on Benny, forcing his body to stay still. Benny’s gaze slid to Kienna, and a cold rush of dread flooded his veins.

“I don’t like getting my hands dirty more than necessary,” Benny said, his voice flat, unemotional. “So why don’t you help me out, sweetheart? Slap your boyfriend for me.”

Logan’s stomach dropped, bile rising in his throat. He saw the shock ripple across Kienna’s face, her wide eyes filled with disbelief. “What?” she whispered.

Benny smiled again, a cold, calculating smile that made Logan’s blood run cold. “You heard me. Slap him. Right across the face.”

Logan’s fists clenched against the chains, his muscles burning with tension. So this was going to be Benny’s game? He tried to catch Kienna’s eye, to signal her to go along with it, but her eyes were locked on Benny, her unrestrained rage showing in the defiant tilt of her head.

“You’re a psychopath,” she spat.

The words were barely out of her mouth when the gun went off, a sharp crack that echoed violently in the small room. Even with the silencer, the shot was still painfully loud, reverberating off the cement walls. The bullet struck the floor just inches from Logan’s foot, sending shards of concrete skittering across the floor. The impact left a small crater, and the acrid smell of gunpowder filled the air, mixing with the harsh metallic scent of blood and sweat.

Logan’s heart slammed against his chest, his muscles tensing as a sharp jolt of adrenaline shot through his veins. He flinched, instinct taking over for a fraction of a second, but his eyes never left Benny, locked in a dangerous stand-off.

Kienna gasped, her breath catching as she stared at the jagged hole in the cement, bits of dust still swirling in the air. Her eyes were wide, filled with horror at how close it had come.

“Let’s not drag this out,” Benny drawled, lazily waving the gun. “Go on. Slap him. Or I’ll shoot him in the leg next time. It won’t kill him. But he’ll wish it did.”

Kienna swallowed hard, her hands trembling. Logan could see the anguish on her face, the tears brimming in her eyes. She stepped forward, her gaze locked on his, and he nodded, trying to reassure her without saying the words.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered, her voice barely audible, filled with pain.

Her hand struck his cheek, the sound of the slap ringing out in the silence. Logan barely felt the sting, his eyes locked on hers, silently telling her it wasn’t her fault, that this wasn’t on her. His body was rigid, but not from the pain. From the pure, helpless rage building in his chest.

Benny watched, his smile widening with sick satisfaction. “Good girl,” he said. “See? That wasn’t so hard, was it?”

Logan’s jaw clenched, his teeth grinding together as the humiliation and anger burned through him. He kept his eyes on Kienna, every instinct screaming at him to do something, anything, to get them out of this hell.

But he had to wait. Had to play this right.

Benny stepped closer to Kienna, his voice dropping to a low purr. “Now, how about you tell me where that flash drive is?”

Logan’s gut twisted as Benny turned his attention fully to Kienna, the threat hanging in the air, unspoken but heavy. He wanted to lunge at the man, to rip that smirk off his face, but the chains kept him rooted. All he could do was silently beg Kienna not to give in.

“I—I don’t have it,” Kienna stammered, her voice shaking.

Benny’s expression soured, disappointment flickering across his face. “That’s too bad,” he sighed, turned to Logan. “I think you know what I’m going to tell you to do.”

Fury coursed through Logan like ice water, his muscles twitching, begging him to intervene. He couldn’t let Benny keep threatening her like this. His voice was low and angry as he said, “Leave her alone. If you want to hurt someone, hurt me. But stay the hell away from her.”

Benny paused, raising an eyebrow, his face morphing into something darker, more predatory. Slowly, he holstered his gun and reached into his jacket, pulling out a pair of brass knuckles. He slipped them onto his hand with the practiced ease of someone well-acquainted with violence, flexing his fingers in a deliberate, terrifying show of calm.

“I didn’t want to do this,” Benny said in a quiet, almost calm voice. “But I think it’s time you understand something. I’m not asking for your compliance.”

In a flash, Benny’s brass knuckles slammed into Logan’s face, the impact sending an explosion of pain across his jaw. Logan’s vision blurred as he reeled back, his head snapping to the side. He grunted and staggered back, dropping to one knee, the impact jarring his bones. He tasted blood as it pooled in his mouth, and instinctively, he spat it out onto the floor, his body shaking from the blow.

Summoning what little defiance he had left, Logan forced a smirk through the pain, glanced up at Benny, and muttered, “Is that all you’ve got?”

Benny’s eyes darkened, the playful glint disappearing, replaced by something colder. Without a word, he struck Logan again. This time, the punches came fast—three brutal blows in quick succession, each one more precise than the last.

The first punch drove Logan backward, his skull rattling as the brass knuckles connected with his jaw. The impact sent him crashing against the cold concrete, his vision blurring at the edges. Benny knelt down, looming over him, and delivered the next two hits with unnerving control. He wasn’t just beating Logan—he was toying with him, holding back just enough to keep him conscious, each punch calculated to inflict maximum pain without knocking him out.

The brass knuckles crunched against Logan’s cheekbone, then his nose, crushing his face against the cement. The pain was immediate and blinding, sharp bursts of agony radiating through his skull, but beneath it all, Logan could sense something more terrifying—Benny wasn’t using his full strength.

It made Logan’s stomach twist in fear. If this was Benny pulling his punches, then how much worse could it get?

Benny straightened, a calm, cruel smile stretching across his lips. “I had this situation pegged from the moment you two entered my home. You are weak, Logan. And not only is Kienna stronger than you, but she’s also smarter than you. Because she’s already learned who’s in control here.” His voice dripped with mockery as he spoke, sending a sharp pang of anger and humiliation through Logan’s gut.

Squeezing his eyes shut, Logan drew in a deep, rattling breath through his swollen nose, desperate to keep Benny from seeing how deep those words dug into his subconscious. He peered up through a swollen eye, caught Kienna’s wide-eyed horror, and closed his eyes again, struggling not to pass out.


Chapter 19

“Now, let’s move this along. On your knees, sweetheart.”

Kienna flinched at the command, her body shaking. She met Logan’s eyes, her mind racing at the cruelty she’d witnessed. Logan’s face was badly bleeding, his lip split, his eyes dark with defeat. He gave her a small, pained nod, indicating she should play long.

Slowly, Kienna lowered herself to the floor, her knees hitting the cold cement with a dull thud that seemed to echo in her ears. Her heart pounded so hard it felt like it might tear through her chest.

“There you go,” Benny purred, his voice sweet and venomous. “Now, apologize for lying to me.”

Kienna swallowed hard, glancing at Logan with guilt and shame swirling in her chest. She didn’t want to do this, didn’t want to play along. But the violence she’d just witnessed was horrifying, the defeat in Logan’s eyes chilling. She shook her head once, trying to gather her courage, but her voice came out sharp. “I’m sorry,” she said, her gaze fixed on the floor in front of her.

Benny’s grin returned, stretching his lips thin as he leaned down slightly, his dark eyes gleaming with satisfaction. “Louder.”

“I’m sorry,” Kienna said again, louder this time, her voice thick with disgust. Her body shook with rage and horror, but she kept herself still, and her gaze trained on the floor.

“Good girl,” Benny crooned, and Kienna flinched, bile rising in her throat, humiliation burning through her like a wildfire.

Benny straightened and turned his attention back to Logan. “Your turn,” Benny said, his voice dripping with mockery. “On your knees, just like your girlfriend.”

Kienna glanced up, meeting Logan’s eye, and tried to project strength in her gaze, something for him to hold onto other than the burning rage and humiliation forcing itself to be known in the way his body shook and his face grew tight.

He started to press against the floor, trying to raise himself up, but the door slammed open, halting him in his tracks.

Another gang member hurried inside, his boots clomping on the floor as he moved to Benny’s side and whispered something urgently into the leader’s ear. Benny’s eyes flickered with annoyance, but he glanced at Logan and Kienna once more before nodding.

“I’ll give you two some more time,” Benny said smoothly, stepping back toward the door. His smile was cold, devoid of any warmth, as he added, “We’ll continue this when I get back.”

Kienna’s body trembled, fear and humiliation swirling in her veins as the cold from the concrete floor seeped into her knees, infected her muscles, until her entire body shook from the cold and trauma. She kept her eyes on the floor as Benny and other other gang member left, her mind racing.

She stood and rushed the few steps to Logan’s side, dropping beside him, sending a shockwave of pain through her knees. He stared up at her with an expression she didn’t recognize—the humiliation and pain having eaten away at the brightest parts of his eyes.

“Logan,” Kienna’s voice trembled and her eyes welled with thick tears, blurring her vision. She moved a shaking hand to his shoulder and he shifted, grunting in pain as he forced himself to sit.

“I’m fine, Key,” he murmured, but blood spilled from his lips as he spoke and a sob tore from her throat before she could stop it.

“Logan,” she repeated, a cold wave rushing over her body. She trembled, her head dropping, chest heaving with sobs. She couldn’t watch this. Couldn’t watch the man she loved be brutalized this way.

There was no way they were getting out of this alive. It hit her suddenly, the futility of fighting, the uselessness of their efforts. Benny had said he would get what he wanted eventually, and he was right. When he got tired of playing with them like this, he would just switch to physical torture. And Kienna would break.

Then he’d find Alex, force him to hand over the information he’d copied off the flash drive. They would all die. Nathan, too, when he came for them. There was no hope.

Logan’s hands landed on her shoulders, the warmth burning against her skin. He ran a hand up and down her arm, whispering soothing words of comfort that did little to calm the rising panic in her chest.

“Look at me, Key.”

She looked up, into those beautiful crystal blue eyes, dark with pain, shadowed by heavy bruises, feeling the familiar spark in her chest. But it didn’t take away the horror of her helplessness, the cold fear of death.

He sighed and moved to take her hands in his. He moved her hands under his shirt, sliding them against his hard flesh until they rested on his chest. She could feel his heartbeat, steady and powerful, somehow not racing erratically like her own.

“Just breathe.” He said, his voice low and calm. “Feel my heartbeat. Try to match the pace.”

“I can’t,” she whispered, tears trailing down her cheeks as she dropped her head.

He moved one hand off of hers and pinched her upper arm. The brief pain was so unexpected and sharp it startled her and she raised her eyes to glare at him.

He nodded, moved his hand back to cover hers, and said, “Yes, you can. Focus, Key. Do your wrists hurt?” She nodded. “Good, focus on that. The pain will keep you grounded.” She frowned, the pain in her wrists coming back to the forefront of her mind. Her raw skin burned and itched unbearably.

But he was right. The pain settled her, calming the flow of panic, clearing her thoughts. She closed her eyes, feeling his heart jump against her palm, and took slow, deep breaths. The roaring of her adrenaline-soaked blood calmed to a gentle ringing and the sounds of the basement suddenly came back to her. The slow drip of water somewhere in the darkness. The faint buzzing of the lightbulb.

“That’s it. That’s my girl,” Logan murmured. Kienna’s heart jumped, the praise unexpected but deeply wanted. She sighed, exhaustion settling over her shoulders.

She opened her eyes, blinking slowly. “Sorry.”

“Don’t apologize.” He leaned forward, kissing her forehead, his split lips lingering against her skin, leaving behind a smear of blood, setting her nerves on fire. Leaning back, he said forcefully, “We’re getting out of here.”

Kienna wanted so badly to believe him, but she was terrified of giving herself false hope. “How?”

“We wait for an opportunity. Then we take it.” The glint in Logan’s eyes was reassuring, though it should have been terrifying. It promised a storm of violence that would rip this house apart, burn the city to ashes until Benny was dead. She found herself comforted by the thought.

“We’re chained to the floor like animals,” she hissed, feeling the familiar resurgence of anger. “I want to help when you kill him.”

Logan gave a short laugh, but it wasn’t a pleasant sound. “I won’t let you lose yourself, Kienna.”

“Maybe I’m finally finding myself.” She met Logan’s worried gaze with a confidence she didn’t fully feel, but it did the trick and he sighed.

“I’m going to end this. I promise.” He leaned his forehead against hers, breathing heavily.

The door across the room slammed open suddenly and a new man walked in, his tan face thick like leather, his shoulder length brown hair slick with grease. He smelled disgusting and Kienna recoiled, her heart racing again as Logan shifted in front of her.

The man threw a large, red mop bucket at them and Logan caught it quickly, his steady hands holding it up, waiting.

“Your bathroom for the evening. Benny will return in the morning.” The man turned and left without another word.

Kienna stared at the bucket in horror, her stomach twisting, her lungs clenching in disgust. Her mind tried to blot out the horror of the moment, painting her vision with streaks of black, echoing images from movies in her mind, whispering memories in her ears, desperately trying to distract herself.

Logan scoffed as he set the bucket down with a heavy clank. “Well, isn’t this some five-star hospitality.”

Kienna shot him a glare, her patience wearing dangerously thin. “Oh yeah, top-tier service. They really know how to treat their guests.”

He flashed that infuriating smirk. “They probably think they’re being generous. I mean, a bucket? How thoughtful.”

Kienna huffed, her chains clinking as she shifted. “Great. Maybe we’ll get turndown service next. Fluff the chains, light a candle.”

Logan snickered, a flash of pain running across his face too quickly for him to hide it. “And who knows, maybe they’ll throw in breakfast. I hear the Reapers’ continental spread is top-notch.”

“Probably stale bread and expired coffee,” she muttered, rolling her eyes.

“Hey, it’s free. Can’t be too picky.”

“Logan.” She shot him a look, the sharpness in her voice cutting through his sarcasm. “I’m not in the mood for jokes right now.”

He met her gaze, still wearing that smirk, but his eyes softened a bit. “I know. But if I don’t keep talking, I’m going to lose my mind in here.”

Kienna sighed, her irritation melting slightly as she caught the seriousness behind his playful tone. “Well, at least if we lose our minds, we’ll have plenty of time to debate the finer points of Reaper hospitality.”

Logan chuckled, nudging her lightly with his shoulder. “Exactly. We’ll get on Yelp later, leave a glowing review. ‘Chained to the floor, but hey, at least they gave us a bucket.’”

Kienna couldn’t help it—her lips twitched upward, just the slightest smile breaking through. “You’re ridiculous.”

“Ridiculously charming, you mean.”

“Don’t push it, Logan.”

Logan smiled softly at her, his swollen and bruised face somehow unbroken despite the brutality she’d witnessed. For a moment, Kienna just stared at him, her stomach still churning, her mind unable to accept the dark reality of what they’d been reduced to. She wanted to scream, to fight, to break free from the helplessness that wrapped around her like suffocating chains.

Instead, she forced herself to breathe. Deep, steady breaths. One after another.

Logan leaned his back against the wall, keeping his eyes on her, concern flickering as he dropped his playful facade. He reached out, brushing a loose strand of hair from her face, his fingers lingering on her cheek as if grounding her with that simple touch.

“Hey,” he said softly, the edge of his voice fraying with exhaustion. “We’re going to get through this. You hear me?”

Kienna’s jaw tightened, but her chest softened at the gentle insistence in his voice. He was still trying to be strong for her, even now, when they were both falling apart at the seams. She wanted to believe him, to trust that his strength was enough for both of them.

“He beat you,” Kienna whispered, her eyes roaming over the bruised and bloody side of his face where Benny’s brass knuckles had landed, her stomach clenching in disgust.

“I can take it,” Logan said quickly, grasping her hands. “I would take any amount of pain to keep you safe. You know that, right?”

“I won’t let you suffer for me,” Kienna’s voice shook. She cleared her throat and said more forcefully, “We’ll get through this together.”

Logan nodded and rested his forehead against hers. They both winced as the movement jarred their injuries and then Logan chuckled.

Kienna huffed. “What?”

“Benny’s a psychopath. But thankfully, I’ve been training with a crazy asshole for weeks. He’s got nothing on Jack.”

The tremor in his voice betrayed the false attempt at optimism, but Kienna let him have it. She shifted, wrapping her arms around his neck, and whispered in his ear, “You’re a strong, selfless man, Logan. Don’t let him convince you otherwise.”

* * *

The door creaked open, and Kienna’s body tensed as Benny strolled in with a large metal bucket, his calm, arrogant smile making her stomach churn. She felt Logan shift beside her, the chains rattling softly as he straightened, eyes narrowing in anticipation. Benny had been playing mind games with them for what seemed like days now, although there was no way to know for sure how much time had passed. She’d slept a little, wrapped in Logan’s arms, but it was impossible to really rest here. There were no windows, no clocks, no signs of the outside world. Just that steady dripping of water somewhere in the darkness and the constant dull hum of the yellow lightbulb.

The wear of being in this place had seeped into her bones, a constant pressure threatening to break her.

“Well,” Benny began, moving further into the room, setting the bucket down several feet away from them. Water sloshed inside, some spilling onto the floor, and Kienna’s stomach twisted. This wasn’t going to be another simple conversation.

Benny walked back over to them, his body language relaxed, casual. “While my man’s working on getting ahold of your dear brother, I figured we’d pass the time. And, of course,” he added with a sly smile, “talk about that flash drive again.”

Kienna swallowed hard, dread creeping up her spine as she felt Logan tense beside her. His hand brushed against hers, the brief contact grounding her. But his voice was tight with rage. “You have a listening problem,” Logan snapped. “We’ve told you a dozen times. We don’t have it.”

Benny sighed dramatically, rolling his eyes as if Logan’s defiance was nothing more than an annoyance. He stood and strolled toward Kienna. “You two really think I’m going to give up that easily?” He glanced at the door and nodded. “Bring him in.”

The door opened, and a tall, stone-faced gang member stepped inside, a gun in his hand trained directly on Logan. Logan’s lips curled into a snarl while Kienna’s heart skipped a beat, her hands shaking wildly at her sides. She couldn’t watch him die.

Without another word, Benny knelt down beside Kienna and unlocked the padlock that secured the lengths of chains leading from the metal cuffs around her wrists to the eyebolt embedded in the floor.

Kienna jerked, her heart hammering as Benny’s cold fingers gripped her forearm, pulling her to her feet. Logan surged forward, fury blazing in his eyes, but the gang member cocked the gun, the sound sharp in the room, freezing Logan in place.

“You’re going to stay right there,” Benny said, flicking his eyes toward Logan. “Or my friend here will put a bullet in your leg.”

Logan’s nostrils flared, his chest heaving with barely controlled rage, but the glint of cold steel directed at his thigh forced him to comply.

Benny yanked Kienna to her feet and dragged her toward the bucket of ice water. “Let’s have a little fun while we wait for Nathan to make contact, shall we?”

Kienna’s throat tightened as Benny forced her head down toward the water. Panic exploded in her chest as she felt the icy water creep closer. “No!” she gasped, trying to pull back, but Benny’s grip was ironclad. Without a word, he kicked the backs of her knees, dropping her to the round, and shoved her head into the bucket.

The shock of the cold hit her like a wall, stealing her breath, her lungs screaming for air as the freezing water pressed in around her. She struggled, her instincts forcing her to fight, but Benny’s hand held her down, and the only sound was the dull rush of water in her ears.

Logan roared in the background, the clanging of chains barely registering through the cold, numbing terror. Her vision blurred as she was yanked back up, her breath coming in ragged, desperate gulps.

Benny’s voice, calm and amused, cut through the haze of panic. “I’m going to give you another chance, Kienna. Just tell me where the flash drive is.”

She shivered uncontrollably, her teeth chattering as she tried to catch her breath. “We… don’t… have it,” she gasped, every word a struggle.

She saw the glint in his eye and tried to struggle away before it happened, panic exploding in her chest, Logan’s screams ringing in her ears, but it was useless. Her face plunged back into the bucket, the icy chill seeping into her bones, paralyzing her muscles.

Benny lifted Kienna’s head for a moment, and she drew in several ragged breaths,her lungs burning. He ignored her desperate gasps and turned is head to face Logan. “You’re proving my point, Logan,” he said casually. “You’re all rage, all emotion. Weak. Just like the people who leave her.”

Kienna gasped for air as he pushed her head underwater again, her body shivering uncontrollably. She struggled desperately, her limbs flailing on impulse and instinct until he finally let her back up. She spluttered, coughing madly, tears trailing down her face.

“Your dad left, didn’t he, Kienna?” Benny’s voice was soft, almost conversational as he dragged her head closer to his face. “Your mom never really cared. And now, Logan’s letting you suffer. No matter how hard you’ve tried, the people you loved have never loved you back.”

Kienna stared at him in shock. How did he know about her parents? His lips stretched into a wide, smug smile as he shoved her head into the water again. She pressed against the floor, desperately trying to raise herself back up, biting her lip to keep herself from inhaling the water until Benny finally released his hold and threw her to the ground.

Logan screamed her name, his voice raw with panic. “You sick fucker! I am going to kill you!”

Kienna gasped, coughing, tears streaming down her face. Her entire body shook from the cold, the fear, the helplessness.

The gang member with the gun kept it trained on Logan as Benny sauntered over to him, wiping his wet hands on his pants. “That temper tantrum of yours,” Benny said, leaning in close to Logan’s face, “is exactly why you’ll never be strong enough to beat me. You think shouting and threatening me will change anything? All it’s done is prove how helpless you are. You must be disgusted with yourself. I bet Nathan would have had this handled by now.”

Kienna glanced up, saw the way Logan tensed at Benny’s words. His chest was heaving, his breath ragged, and his eyes burned with a rage she’d never seen from him before. “I’ll fucking kill you,” he spat, his voice shaking with fury.

Benny chuckled, his hands flexing at his sides. “You don’t understand, Logan. Neither of you will make it out of this alive. The only question is how much you’ll both suffer before I finally grant you the mercy of death.”

“You’re fucking crazy. I am going to end you.”

“Really?” Benny raised his eyebrows, smiling broadly. “What have you done so far, Logan? Made Kienna watch while I beat you down like the child you are? Let her be tortured?” Benny stepped closer, careful to stay just out of Logan’s reach. “If your big brother could see you now, what do you think he’d say? He wouldn’t have let this happen.” Benny’s voice had dropped to a whisper, sadistic pleasure twisting through every word.

Kienna’s stomach dropped as the air in the room shifted. Logan worked his jaw as though he struggled to find a retort, and it only seemed to fuel Benny’s enjoyment of the moment.

“Shut the fuck up,” Logan finally growled, but his voice wavered. Kienna could see the pain in his eyes, the fear lurking beneath the anger.

Benny turned to Kienna for a moment, his eyes gleaming with sadistic satisfaction. He turned back to Logan and said, “I think I’ve found the real weak link here, haven’t I? Maybe this will be easier than I thought.”

Logan’s eyes darkened, but he said nothing. The weight of Benny’s words hung between them, the silence suffocating.

Kienna’s heart raced as Benny turned his back on Logan, moving toward her once more. He yanked her toward a different eyebolt in the floor, weaving her chains through the eye, securing them with a heavy padlock—this time further away from Logan, just out of his reach.

“I think you two need a little time apart,” Benny said, his voice light, but the threat unmistakable. He stood, brushing his hands off as if he’d just finished some menial task. “Let’s see how long you last without being able to touch each other.”

He nodded at the gang member, who lowered the gun and left the room. Benny lingered for a moment as if savoring the anguish he’d inflicted. He walked toward the door without another word, the metal clang ringing through the room as it slammed shut behind him.


Chapter 20

Logan’s head throbbed with pain, his injuries screaming, his lungs constricted by the horror of what he’d just witnessed. He walked as far forward as the chains would let him, feeling the cold metal cuffs bite into his wrists while he strained forward, desperate to be closer to Kienna.

Sharp pain sparked in his gut as he looked at her—the way her head hung forward, defeated, her arms wrapped around her trembling frame, water still dripping from her curly hair.

Dark, murderous fury rushed through his veins. He’d never wanted to kill someone like this before. But it was inevitable now. He could never exist in a world where he shared the same air as Benny. The first chance he got, he was going to snap that psychopath’s neck with his bare hands.

But right now, Kienna needed him. Logan cleared his throat, the sound echoing awkwardly in the silence, and said, “Kienna?”

She glanced up at him, her eyes haunted, but there was still a spark of defiance in them. “That man is a psychopath,” she hissed. Her voice was hoarse and quiet but still strong, still filled with the fire he’d fallen in love with.

Logan tried to smile at her, his mind racing with reassurances he wanted to offer, but they all sounded hollow. He switched tactics, falling back into their familiar back-and-forth banter, hoping it would ease some of the horror of what she’d just been through. “Definitely a psychopath. I think he missed his calling. All these mind games… he would have made a good lawyer. Don’t you think?”

Kienna glared at him, but the corners of her mouth twitched at the familiar argument. Logan grinned despite the way his heart pounded against his chest, begging him to touch her. He had to stay strong for her.

She shook her head and huffed. “Lawyers do not play mind games. They—”

“Argue for a living?” Logan said quickly. “Exactly what Benny does.”

“You’re impossible,” she muttered. She cleared her throat and winced in pain. Logan’s stomach clenched.

“Are you okay, Key?” His voice dropped to a whisper and he lowered himself onto the floor, a hand pressed against his injured side.

“I’m fine,” she said, but he could see how shaken she was, despite the aura of strength she tried to present.

“I’m going to kill him,” Logan promised.

Kienna stared at him for a moment, then her lips stretched into a grin and she said, “You remember in sophomore year when we watched that awful indie film? That horror movie?” Logan blinked at the change of subject, but nodded. Kienna smirked and said, “Remember the scene with the eyes?”

Logan winced. “Jesus, Key. That’s dark. Even for us.”

“I don’t know.” She shrugged to hide the shiver that ran through her body. “I’m starting to get used to the dark. That lightbulb has to go, though.”

“Oh yeah,” Logan agreed, glancing at the flickering bulb. “I hate yellow. Especially ugly yellow like that.”

“Exactly. He should have gone with a nice red. It would really set the mood.”

“Guess he’ll never make it as an interior decorator.”

“We could give him tips?”

“He doesn’t seem like a very good listener.”

“Fair point.” Kienna took a deep breath and coughed hard, her body trembling. She pulled her knees up to her chest and wrapped her arms around them. “Are you okay? You know he was just messing with you, right?”

“I’m fine,” Logan muttered. He hated that Benny had been able to see his weakness and capitalize on it like that. Especially in front of Kienna. Maybe Benny was right. Logan had never been as strong as his brother. Nathan never would have let this happen.

“Logan Michael Hawthorne,” Kienna’s voice snapped like a whip across the room. Logan’s eyes shot to hers, his eyebrows flying up, pulling on his bruised face. “I see your thoughts. Stop it.”

“Are they crawling on the floor again?” Logan teased, pleased when Kienna’s expression instantly darkened.

“That was Mandy’s fault,” she muttered. “I told her it was a bad idea.”

“I had fun,” Logan said. His mind raced at the long-buried memory when he, Kienna, Mandy, and a few other friends had dabbled with hallucinogens. Back when he’d felt the world was a safe enough place to indulge in that level of carelessness. Powerlessness. It had only been once.

“Yeah, well, you saw nice things. Fractals and the butterfly—”

Logan laughed loudly, the sound echoing around the room. “Do you think there was actually a butterfly there?”

Kienna gave him a wry look. “In our dorm room? No, Logan, there was no butterfly.”

A soft chuckle escaped Logan, but it quickly faded, replaced by a grim silence that settled over the room. The memory of that carefree night felt foreign, like it belonged to different people. People who hadn’t yet tasted the kind of fear and pain they were drowning in now.

Kienna’s shoulders sagged and she turned her gaze to the ground, her expression darkening as the amusement drained from the room, leaving them with nothing but nervous anticipation.

Logan swallowed, the knot in his throat thickening as the silence between them stretched. He wanted to keep talking, to fill the space with anything—jokes, more memories, anything that would distract them from the uncertainty looming ahead. But his mind was blank, the words sticking to the back of his throat, trapped under layers of exhaustion and dread.

He looked at Kienna, his chest tightening. “You know we’re getting out of this, right?”

“Yeah,” she whispered, her voice hoarse. “I know.”

* * *

The next day dragged on, the weight of boredom pressing down on them, making every sound, every flicker of movement seem magnified. Logan kept working at the eyebolt, pulling, tugging, twisting it from different angles, searching for the right combination of leverage and force to rip it free from the ground. Sure, the cuffs and chains would still be attached, but he wouldn’t be rooted to the floor anymore.

If he could get it out, he’d be one step closer to freeing himself. After that, it was just a matter of killing his way through Benny and his men until they could escape.

But it was difficult. The head injuries made everything harder. The room spun, his breathing shallow and uneven. His stomach churned, the lack of food gnawing at his insides. Benny hadn’t shown up the day after the water incident. Only the other Reapers—one who silently emptied the bucket and tossed them a single water bottle to share—all while his friend kept a gun aimed at Kienna’s head.

The sense of powerlessness clawed at him, igniting a fury that built with each second. But he had to stay focused. Get the eyebolt out, kill Benny, keep Kienna safe.

Finally, the door creaked open again, and Benny stepped into the room, his face bathed in the dim yellow light of the flickering bulb. Logan’s stomach clenched at the sight of the victorious smile on Benny’s face.

“Well, I have good news for the pair of you,” Benny said smoothly, his voice dripping with condescension.

Kienna shuffled to the edge of her chains, her movements tense and defensive. Logan glanced at her, aching at the distance between them, and turned back to Benny, locking eyes with him. He’d never felt such hatred in his life, not like this—pure, unfiltered rage. His mind flashed with images of Benny’s face contorted in pain, of the ways he would make him suffer for what he’d done to Kienna.

“We’ve made contact with your brother. As expected, he’s demanded proof of life.” Benny’s voice was laced with mockery, the smile on his lips twisting cruelly as he pulled out his phone. He made a show of the gun holstered at his waist, his fingers casually brushing it as if reminding them of the thin line between life and death. “So, Logan,” he continued, his eyes darkening with satisfaction, “on your knees. You’ll repeat exactly what I say.”

Logan’s jaw clenched, his muscles tightening as the humiliation settled over him, suffocating. He shot a glance at Kienna, her eyes wide with horror and silent defiance. Rage and helplessness flooded him all at once, warring against the instinct to protect her. But there was no way out of this. Not yet. And Benny knew that.

His head still throbbed from the crash and the blow from Benny’s brass knuckles, and the room swayed in his vision as he slowly lowered himself to his knees. Each movement was a battle against the burning pride inside him, every second of this degrading farce slicing away at his dignity.

Benny’s smile widened as he watched Logan drop to the floor. “Good,” he said, stepping closer, holding up the phone like some twisted director framing a shot. “Now, I want you to say, ‘The Reapers have me and Kienna. Please come save us.’ And make it sound convincing.”

Logan glared up at him, resisting the urge to lunge. His pulse roared in his ears, anger pulsing with every beat of his heart. But he couldn’t afford to make Benny angry—not when Kienna was right there, vulnerable and exposed. He had no choice.

The words stuck in his throat, vile and humiliating. He opened his mouth and closed it again, unable to form the sentence. Benny chuckled darkly, crouching down until he was at eye level with Logan. But he was smart and careful to keep himself out of arm’s reach.

“Do it,” Benny whispered, his voice cold and dripping with menace. “Or I’ll make sure you regret it. And she will too.”

Logan swallowed hard, the bitterness overwhelming him as he forced the words out, low and hoarse. “The Reapers have me and Kienna. Please… come save us.”

Benny’s grin widened as he tapped the screen to record. “Again. More desperation this time. Make him believe it.”

Logan’s fists tightened into trembling knots of rage. His voice cracked as he repeated it, more strained, letting the words tear out of him like poison. “The Reapers have me and Kienna. Please… come save us.”

Benny’s eyes gleamed with satisfaction as he straightened and tapped at his phone. He put the phone in his pocket and studied Logan, silent and curious.

Logan forced his expression blank, his stomach twisted in knots of disgust. He could barely meet Benny’s gaze as the gang leader watched him. The moment stretched, filling him with a hatred that threatened to make him lose control, lash out, do something stupid. He held his breath, swallowing back the rage as the silence in the room tightened like a noose, suffocating.

Logan’s mind raced, humiliation boiling under his skin, knowing that in a few short hours, Nathan would see him begging—begging—for help.

“You know,” Benny’s voice cut through the quiet, deceptively soft, “it’s really sad.”

Logan’s eyes flickered up, heart pounding. He said nothing, refusing to take the bait, but he could feel Benny’s cold amusement radiating toward him like a blade poised to strike.

“You’re probably hoping Nathan’s going to come running, guns blazing, right?” Benny chuckled, pacing around the room, his boots echoing against the concrete. “That he’s going to save you, fix this mess you’ve made.”

Logan clenched his jaw, saying nothing. But the silence, his stillness—it only seemed to encourage Benny more.

“Oh, come on, Logan.” Benny stopped in front of him, his smirk widening. “You think Nathan respects you? Think he sees you as anything more than the screw-up little brother who’s constantly getting himself in trouble? Needing to be rescued?”

Logan’s heart seized in his chest, the words slithering into the cracks of his carefully constructed armor. His breath hitched, but he kept his expression blank, refusing to let Benny see how deep those words cut.

Benny crouched in front of Logan again, his voice low, dripping with cruelty. “You think he’s going to watch that video and feel anything but pity? Pity for the little brother who tried to take on too much, who bit off more than he could chew.”

Logan’s pulse throbbed in his ears. He could barely breathe, the weight of Benny’s words pressing down on his chest like an iron vice.

Benny leaned closer, his grin twisting into something darker, more sinister. “He doesn’t respect you, Logan. Doesn’t love you, not really. Not like little Rebecca. Or Alex.”

Logan’s breath shuddered in his lungs as his mind raced. He tried to keep his expression blank, swallow down the bile rising in his throat, but it was like a lead weight had settled in his gut. How did Benny know? Benny’s earlier words echoed in his mind: I know a lot more about a lot of things than people wish I did.

Every insecurity, every fear he’d ever buried came rushing back to the surface. Nathan didn’t believe in him. Not really.

And now, Nathan would watch that video, the video of Logan begging for help, and every one of Benny’s words would become a twisted, undeniable truth.

“And Logan?” Benny stood, crossing his arms. “You should be thanking me. You’re finally going to get what you’ve always wanted—Nathan’s attention.”

Logan scoffed, but it sounded more like a whimper, and the evil delight on Benny’s face made Logan’s skin crawl. A tremble ran across Logan’s face and he locked himself down until he couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe. The silence was deafening, his thoughts screaming at him, drowning him in doubt. Everything he’d ever feared, laid bare before him. And it was all true.

Benny smirked, satisfied, as he turned toward Kienna, ignoring Logan’s broken state. “Now,” Benny said, his voice chillingly calm, “your turn again, sweetheart.”

Logan’s heart lurched, his body stiffening, but his throat was too tight to speak, his skin taut and burning with the humiliation that even someone like Benny had seen what Logan had always tried to hide from everyone, especially himself—that walking in Nathan’s shadow was useless. His brother would never care about him. Not the way he cared about their younger siblings. Logan was the middle child, the screw-up, the one who never got enough attention. Unless he was being a smartass or getting himself in trouble. Like right now.

Logan flinched, shame burning deep into his bones as his personality flayed in front of him, reduced to the state of a child who’d lost his parents too young and spent the rest of his life desperate for his big brother’s approval.

He bit the inside of his cheek and squeezed his eyes shut, desperately trying to force the nightmarish thoughts back into the abyss of his mind where they belonged.

He opened his eyes and watched helplessly as Kienna trembling under Benny’s gaze. The realization struck him hard—that Kienna had heard all of that, and she could never look at him the same way again.

“Onto our next problem. The flash drive.” Benny’s eyes darkened as he spoke, the malicious amusement giving way to cold, deadly seriousness. “I know you two have it. Or you know where it is. Tell me or this situation will become a lot more unpleasant.”

Kienna’s ragged breaths made Logan’s stomach twist and he tried to shake himself out of the stunned stupor Benny’s words had forced him into, but he was caught, frozen, in a pool of shame and self-recriminations unlike anything he’d ever experienced.

“We don’t have it,” Kienna’s voice trembled as she spoke. Logan’s stomach twisted.

“You’re fucking crazy,” Logan shouted, desperate to keep Benny’s attention off of Kienna. Benna turned slowly and raised his eyebrows.

“Is that all you have to say?” He asked, his tone laced with condensation.

“No. You’re also extremely stupid.” Logan grinned at the brief flash of rage that flickered over Benny’s face. “You think we’re going to break? Give up the flash drive. You will never get it. I will kill you. And if you somehow manage to kill me first, then Nathan will kill you. Either way, this ends with your death.”

“You think so?” Benny whispered, taking slow, measured steps back to Logan. He pulled out his gun, pointed it at Logan’s head, and said, “Stand up.”

Logan stood, swallowing hard, the barrel of the gun steady in Benny’s grasp. He could feel Kienna’s gaze on him, the way she was silently begging him to back down. He couldn’t let her watch while Benny killed him. She would never recover.

Unfettered rage burned in Benny’s eyes and Logan averted his gaze, his muscles coiled tight, his breaths coming quicker.

“Now, let me help make things clear for the two of you.” Benny’s voice was a venomous whisper. “Tell your girlfriend you can’t protect her. Tell her you’re useless.”

Kienna’s eyes widened while Logan’s heart flew against his chest, anger, and humiliation swirling through his veins, embedding deep into his muscles, splitting his fractured mind further. He hesitated, his breath labored, but Benny moved the gun to point at Kienna’s head instead and Logan’s heart seized.

“I can’t protect you,” Logan ground out, the words tearing at him, every syllable laced with agony. His eyes locked onto hers, his voice trembling as he repeated, “I’m useless.”

Benny’s eyes gleamed with sadistic pleasure as Logan forced the words out, his lips curling into a satisfied smile.

“Good,” Benny murmured, stepping back, the gun still raised, taunting them both with the unspoken threat of violence. “See, this is what happens when you accept reality. It’s much easier this way.”

Benny paced between them, his slow steps echoing off the cold walls. He stopped in front of Kienna, his eyes studying her with a predatory gleam. “You know, Logan’s lucky. I could make this much worse. I could make you suffer in ways he wouldn’t be able to watch.”

Logan’s jaw clenched at Benny’s words, fury bubbling up to the surface as he strained against his chains. His ribs burned, his face still throbbed with pain, but that was nothing compared to the gut-wrenching humiliation Benny was forcing upon him.

Benny’s gun slid back into its holster, but he wasn’t done. His eyes darkened as he tilted his head, giving Kienna a final once-over before nodding, his lips curling into a twisted smirk.

“Lay on the floor,” he ordered, his tone calm but carrying the weight of absolute control. “On your face. Right there.”

Kienna’s breath hitched, her legs trembling as she hesitated. She glanced at Logan, and he nodded, just barely, his face twisted with helpless fury.

Kienna’s heart pounded as she sank to her knees, the cold cement biting into her skin. She lowered herself onto her stomach, every inch of her body shaking with disgust and shame as she lay on the floor.

Benny chuckled and looked at Logan. He paused for a long moment, then said, “Sit on your hands.”

Logan frowned but lowered himself to the ground, placing his hands underneath him.

“Good,” Benny said, his voice dripping with satisfaction. “Stay like this. Don’t move. Don’t speak. And think about who’s in control here, because I’m running out of patience.”

He straightened up, walking toward the door, his footsteps slow and deliberate. As he reached the door, he turned back to look at them one last time, his smile fading into something darker, more dangerous.

“Once your brother’s in town and we’ve killed him, I won’t have a reason to keep you alive anymore. You might think I’ll keep you alive to find that flash drive, but I’ll just as easily kill my way through your entire family to find it instead.”

Logan’s stomach dropped as Benny turned and left, the clang of the door echoing in the cold silence left behind.


Chapter 21

The crack in the floor bit into Kienna’s cheek as she lay there, shivering, her eyes locked on Logan’s tense frame. How long had they been left like this? Hours? It felt like days. She wanted to say something, whisper some kind of reassurance or absolution for what Benny had forced Logan to say, but fear constricted her throat. It held her back, made her wish she could fall into the safety of sleep and escape the humiliation on and terror.

But the cold kept her awake. The floor was too unforgiving, and the fear that crept into every corner of her mind was too all-consuming. She was desperate for some kind of comfort, but the distance that separated them was impossible to cross with the eyebolts so far apart.

She tried to focus her thoughts elsewhere, to drown out the bone-deep chill. Rebecca and Alex. What were they doing? Would they have gone to Fontaine, maybe tried to see if he had something to do with their disappearance?

No. Alex was too smart for that. He would’ve checked the police database, found records of the crash, and realized what had happened. But then what? Alex had no real training, no way to save them. Would he turn to Jack? The thought made her stomach churn. Jack’s training would eat Alex alive—he was too kind, too soft for that level of brutality.

Thinking about Logan’s siblings made Kienna’s heart twist. She twisted slightly, trying to see Logan’s face without moving, but it was impossible. Benny’s words must have cut deep, playing on insecurities Kienna was only aware of from the talks she and Logan used to have late at night, curled up in each other’s arms, when they couldn’t sleep.

“Logan,” she whispered, her voice low and trembling from the cold. “You know he’s just trying to break us, right? None of what he just said is true.”

“We shouldn’t be talking, Kienna,” he muttered. The defeat in his voice sent an icy wave of fear down Kienna’s spine.

“As if that’s ever stopped us,” she snapped, her voice rising too loudly. She forced herself to be quieter. “None of that was true. Of course, Nathan loves you. Of course, he respects you. Don’t let Benny get in your head.”

“He’s fucking smart. Playing on our insecurities like that.” There was a hint of defiance in Logan’s voice and a warm breath of relief whispered across Kienna’s skin, raising goosebumps as she let out a breath.

“Yes, let’s take a moment to admire the intelligence of our torturer,” she teased.

The smirk in Logan’s voice lifted her heart as he muttered, “Well, there’s not much else to admire. He’s not exactly attractive or good with people.”

Kienna snorted, the sound echoing around them. “When we get—”

But the door creaked open, the familiar dreadful sound pulling Kienna out of the light banter, slamming her back into the awful reality. Her stomach dropped like a stone as black boots stepped into view, moving toward the bucket they had pushed aside earlier, before they’d been separated. Her muscles tensed, dread twisting her insides as she watched the man walk past her toward the bucket, his foot nudging her side as if to test whether she’d move.

A wave of anger surged through her chest, the humiliation simmering just below the surface, but her pulse hammered in her ears, drowning out the rage. Logan’s words echoed in her mind. Arrogant people make mistakes. Benny’s men had been careful, always staying just out of reach. Always coming in pairs, with a gun trained on one of them. But this one? This one was close. And alone.

Her breath quickened. She acted on pure instinct, her hand shooting out, snaking around the man’s ankle. A gasp filled the room as he tripped and dropped the bucket, the shock rippling through him like a tremor.

He stumbled right into Logan’s reach. Kienna’s heart leapt as Logan shot to his feet, chains wrapped in his hands, his movements fluid and deadly as if this had all been planned. Before the man could recover, Logan was behind him, the chain wrapped tightly around his throat, squeezing. The man thrashed, his legs kicking out, but Logan held firm, his face a mask of cold fury.

Kienna pushed herself to her hands and knees and scrambled backward, her heart pounding, adrenaline coursing through her veins like wildfire. She stood, legs trembling, as the man flailed in Logan’s grasp, his cries for help caught by the chains tightening around his throat. His face turned a ghastly shade of red—far worse than she’d imagined it could be. Thick, weathered hands clawed backward, scratching at Logan’s cheeks and the backs of his hands, drawing blood. But Logan held fast, his expression dark and resolute, as the man’s face slowly shifted from red to purple, his movements slowing.

Too long passed before Logan finally let the man’s body drop to the ground with a heavy thud, his chest heaving from both exertion and rage. He stared down at the unconscious body for a beat, then turned his gaze to Kienna, a wild, almost victorious smirk spreading across his face.

“I fucking love you,” he said, the conviction in his voice ringing like an echo around the room.

A hysterical laugh bubbled out of Kienna, half from relief, half from disbelief. She wanted to touch him, kiss him, but they were still chained to the floor, still separated. “I would kiss you right now if I could.”

Logan gave her a brief smile. His gaze dropped back to the man at his feet. An odd expression passed over his face before he looked back up at Kienna and said, “Close your eyes.”

For once, Kienna didn’t argue. Every instinct told her not to, every nerve screamed to stay alert, but she shut her eyes, plunging herself into a darkness that was somehow more comforting than the reality surrounding her. Her senses heightened as Logan’s chains dragged across the floor, each metallic scrape against the concrete filling the tense silence.

Then came a wet, sickening crack, sharp and final. Bile rushed up her throat, but she forced it back down, her hands balling into fists as she fought to keep herself composed.

Logan’s voice brought her back from the edge. “You can open your eyes now.”

She did, focusing on Logan’s face and ignoring the body on the floor. “What now?” she whispered, her voice barely holding steady.

A slow grin spread across Logan’s face, one filled with a grim, determined promise of violence. “Now, I use his body to get that eyebolt out of the floor.”

Logan’s eyes flicked down to the body at his feet, and Kienna could practically see his mind racing, already working on the next step. Without hesitation, he crouched down and grabbed the man’s ankles, the lifeless form dragging heavily across the cold floor. Kienna’s heart pounded in her chest, her breath shallow as Logan positioned the body near the eyebolt.

The chain rattled ominously, the metallic sound making her skin prickle. She watched as Logan wrapped the chain around the man’s legs with practiced precision, his expression hard and focused. His jaw was tight, the determination on his face palpable.

“This better work,” Logan muttered under his breath. His eyes flickered toward her briefly, a flash of something softer in them—a promise, maybe.

Kienna’s throat was tight as she watched him. She was ready for this to be over. They’d come too far, survived too much for this not to work.

Logan leaned back, pulling with everything he had, his muscles straining under the effort. Kienna’s heart hammered in her chest as she watched him, every inch of him pouring into this one moment. The dead man’s body tugged against the eyebolt, creating a perfect counterweight to Logan’s efforts, and the air was filled with the awful creak of steel against the concrete as the new leverage and angle inched the bolt up.

“Come on…” Logan growled, his voice low, desperate. Kienna’s breath caught as she saw the bolt shift, just slightly, the smallest give against the tension in the chains.

Her hands curled into fists at her sides, her pulse racing in sync with the strained groans of the eyebolt as Logan pulled harder, his entire body shaking with effort. Then, with a loud, spine-chilling snap, the bolt ripped free from the concrete.

Logan stumbled back, nearly losing his balance, but he recovered quickly, his chest heaving as he unwrapped the chain from around the dead man’s legs. The room fell silent for a brief moment, the triumph and urgency crashing together like two waves colliding inside her.

Kienna stared at Logan, her pulse thudding in her ears, disbelief and relief fighting for space in her mind. It had worked. He was free. But she was still chained to the floor, her eyebolt far less corroded than his.

Logan raced toward her, his hands warming the chill that had seeped into her bones since the moment they’d been dragged into this place. He kissed her deeply, the horror of their environment fading for a moment, her mind racing with images of him throughout the years—his cute, boyish charm in college, his guardedness when he’d started keeping secrets, the way his eyes softened whenever he looked at her, the darkness in them just before he’d killed that man.

She grabbed at his shirt, desperation and need rising in her throat as she kissed him back, hard and fast, like he was the only thing tethering her to reality. She wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him close, breaking the kiss, her breath coming in ragged gasps.

“You need to go,” she whispered urgently, trying to force the words past the terror constricting her chest. But Logan leaned back, glaring at her dangerously, his eyes filled with a determination she knew too well.

“I will never leave you.”

“You need to go, Logan! I’m stuck here, but you can get out—”

“No.” The sharp edge in his voice silenced her, cutting off any further protests. He looked at her, then the chains, as if willing a solution into existence. “There must be something,” Logan muttered, more to himself than her. His frustration was palpable, a storm brewing behind his calm exterior.

He moved back to the body, rifling through the man’s pockets with quick, frantic movements, his breath coming faster. Kienna’s heart twisted as she watched him, her relief of seeing him free now warping into fear that he’d get caught again.

Finding nothing, Logan gritted his teeth, grabbed the length of the chains, and shoved the unlocked padlock and eyebolt into his pocket.

“Logan—”

“Please, Kienna. I can’t leave you here.” His voice broke, barely above a whisper, but she could hear the tremor in it, the fear and desperation threatening to break through.

“You have to,” she pleaded, her voice trembling with urgency. “Someone could come down here any minute. They’ll kill you.”

Logan rushed back to her, his grip firm but shaking as he grabbed her arms. “I will never leave you, and if I have to kill my way through every Reaper in this fucking city, that’s what I’ll do.”

Before she could respond, Logan let go and sprinted into the shadows, disappearing from her view. Kienna’s breath hitched in her throat as the room fell silent, the seconds dragging like hours. Her eyes darted to the dead gang member lying awkwardly on the floor, his neck twisted at an unnatural angle. She forced herself to look away before her stomach could revolt.

The faint clink of metal on metal caught Kienna’s attention. Out of the shadows, Logan emerged, two small screwdrivers clenched tightly in his fist. Her pulse quickened as she watched him kneel beside her, his face a mask of intense focus.

Without a word, Logan slid the tip of one screwdriver into the bottom of the padlock, muttering, “Use this one as a torque wrench.” He applied gentle pressure, his movements steady, controlled. The other screwdriver followed, slipping into the lock’s keyway, searching for the pins inside.

Kienna’s heart raced as he twisted his wrist, feeling for the subtle clicks of the pins aligning. His breathing was steady, but his eyes flickered with determination. The faint scrape of metal on metal was the only sound in the suffocating silence, each tiny movement pulling her closer to hope.

She held her breath, her muscles tense, every fiber of her being focused on Logan’s hands as they worked the lock. The seconds dragged, each one longer than the last. She could feel her chest tightening with the weight of anticipation, her whole world shrinking down to the delicate dance of metal in the lock.

Finally, there was a soft, almost imperceptible click. Logan’s eyes lit up as he turned the screwdriver one last time, and with a quiet snap, the padlock fell open, Kienna’s chains slackening instantly.

She stared in disbelief as Logan freed her from the padlock, the chains falling away from the eyebolt that had held her captive. The simple, powerful relief of freedom washed over Kienna, but it felt too surreal, like a dream that could shatter at any moment. She took several shaky steps back, her legs trembling as if they barely remembered how to carry her weight.

Logan moved to her side, gathering the heavy lengths of chain still attached to the cuffs around her wrists in his hands. “Don’t drop these. Don’t trip. Follow me,” he whispered, his voice low and urgent.

Without waiting for a response, he turned and rushed toward the heavy metal door. Kienna struggled to keep up, her legs unsteady beneath her, each step forward both a triumph and a terror. The air in the basement felt thick, suffocating. The scent of sweat, blood, and damp cement clung to her skin, a constant reminder of where they had been trapped.

Logan didn’t even hesitate at the locked door. He knelt down, producing the small screwdrivers he’d been using, and with an almost practiced ease, twisted them into the large lock. Kienna stood behind him, her breath ragged, the metallic clink of the chains in her hands setting her nerves on edge. Every second felt like an eternity until, finally, she heard the soft, victorious click of the lock giving way.

They moved up a dimly lit narrow staircase, the wooden planks groaning beneath their weight. Kienna’s heart pounded wildly in her chest as they ascended. Her eyes were glued to Logan’s back, the tension in his muscles, the readiness in his posture, as if he was expecting another fight at any second. When they reached the top, Logan didn’t waste any time trying to finesse the lock—he rammed his shoulder into the wooden door, sending it crashing open.

They entered a grimy kitchen, the overwhelming smell of sweat and grease hitting Kienna in the face full force. Her stomach churned as her eyes fell on the three men sitting around a small table in the corner, holding cards in their filthy hands. Her fury surged. These men had been up here, playing a stupid game, while she and Logan had been chained in the basement, suffering.

Logan didn’t give them a chance to react. In one swift, fluid motion, he pulled the eyebolt and padlock from his pocket, still connected to his chains, and swung it at the nearest man’s head. It connected with a sickening thud, sending the man crashing back. Kienna barely had time to process what was happening when another of the men reached for a gun, but Logan was faster. He whipped the chains across the man’s hand, the crack of breaking bones echoing in Kienna’s ears as the man howled in pain.

Logan snatched the gun from the table and fired three shots in quick succession. Each man dropped, their lifeless bodies slumping over. The shots echoed through the tiny kitchen, the scent of gunpowder mixing with the thick stench of death, and Kienna’s stomach lurched.

Logan didn’t hesitate. He grabbed the chains, stuffed the eyebolt and padlock back into his pocket, and rushed to her side. His hand found hers, warm and strong despite the chaos around them. Her heart leaped into her throat as he pulled her forward, leading them out of the kitchen, through the dilapidated house, and out the front door.

The cool night air hit Kienna’s face like a shock of relief as they burst through the rusted front gate and onto the street. For a brief second, she wanted to collapse, to let the horror of everything pull her down. But Logan kept her moving, his hand firm around hers as they hurried down the darkened road.

Her heart was still pounding in her chest when Logan yanked her into an alley, the shadows swallowing them whole. He pressed his back against the grimy wall, panting, his face slick with sweat.

“We can’t just walk down the street like this. Someone will see.” His voice was low, almost breathless.

“Can you hotwire a car?” Kienna asked, her mind racing as she scanned the street for any sign of movement.

Logan shot her a look, incredulous. “No. I’m not a thug, Kienna.”

“You picked two different locks with screwdrivers,” she hissed back, her voice sharp with adrenaline and frustration.

He smirked, despite everything. “Lockpicking is a useful skill.”

“So is hotwiring a car,” she muttered. Her eyes landed on a faded sign across the street, hanging over a run-down liquor store. The windows were grimy, dark, but maybe… “There,” she said, nodding toward it.

Logan raised an eyebrow. “I could go for a drink too, Key, but now’s probably not the best time.”

Kienna rolled her eyes, taking a deep breath. “They probably have a phone, Logan. We can call Alex to come get us.”

Something flickered across Logan’s face before he leaned in and kissed her, fierce and possessive, as if he was trying to anchor himself to her in the middle of the storm. When he pulled back, his eyes gleamed with intensity. “I fucking love you, Kienna. I’m going to marry you.”

“Don’t propose to me in an alley in the middle of the Iron District,” she snapped, but the words lacked any real bite. A smile stretched across her face, and Logan grinned devilishly.

“Don’t worry. That didn’t count.” He squeezed her hand. “Let’s go.”


Chapter 22

Logan’s heart raced, the pulse of adrenaline pounding in his ears as the phone rang. Once. Twice. Three times. Come on, Alex.

“Hello?” Alex’s cautious voice broke through the static of Logan’s fear, sending a wave of relief crashing over him. His body trembled, despite the calm he had forced back in the basement. He’d been terrified for his siblings.

“Alex, it’s me.”

“Logan?” Alex’s voice cracked, and Logan could hear the barely restrained panic. His chest tightened as he closed his eyes, leaning heavily against the chipped hardwood countertop of the dingy liquor store. He glanced up, catching sight of Kienna pacing by the windows, her sharp eyes scanning the streets for any signs of trouble. Her presence, as steady as it was, didn’t erase the chaotic emotions coursing through him.

“Yeah. Kienna and I are fine, but we need you to come get us. Can you trace the call? We’re at some liquor store in the Iron District.” Logan’s voice was steady, but the undercurrent of urgency was unmistakable.

“Yeah, hold on,” Alex stammered, his voice shaky. Logan could hear the sound of his brother’s footsteps pounding up the stairs, the rush of noise in the background, and then Rebecca’s voice, faint but growing louder.

“Logan?” she cried, her voice laced with fear and relief.

He rushed to calm her, his chest tightening at the sound of her tears. “I’m fine, Becca. Key’s fine.”

“What happened? We’ve been looking for you. Alex didn’t want to risk tipping off the wrong person, so he got in touch with Nathan—”

Logan’s pulse spiked. “Wait, what? How?”

“Emma’s parents. He tapped their phones months ago and traced a call she made to them a few days ago. Nathan was furious when Alex said how he found them. But, Nathan’s on his way home. They sent a video of you—” Her words broke into a sob.

Logan swallowed hard, pushing down the sharp jolt of shame and anxiety. “It’s fine, Becca. We’re fine. They didn’t hurt us.” He tried to soothe her, but the sharp edge of urgency cut through his words. “Put Alex back on.”

Alex’s voice returned, quick and efficient. “I have your location. We’re coming right now.”

“Thank you,” Logan exhaled, then added, “You’ll need to erase the footage of us breaking in, too.”

“Just break the camera,” Alex replied, his tone calming. “The people that own that store don’t have cloud storage. The footage will be on the device itself.”

Logan grinned despite everything. “Perfect.”

“What’s he saying?” Kienna whispered, stepping closer, her gaze still locked on the street.

“They’re on their way.” He nodded at the camera and said, “We need to break the—”

Before he could finish, Kienna darted toward the camera above the door. She jumped, ripping it off its loose mount. With a fierce slam, she threw it to the floor and stomped on it, the pieces scattering across the dirty ground. She went after each shattered bit, crushing them under her soles. Logan winced at the sound of plastic snapping, but more at the sight of her fury unraveling, unchecked.

“Okay,” Logan said into the phone, watching her. “How long until you get here?”

“Ten minutes.”

“See you then.” He hung up and crossed the room to Kienna, grabbing her shoulders, forcing her still. Her chest heaved, her eyes burning with a wild mix of rage and humiliation, her entire frame trembling under his touch.

“I want him dead,” she spat, her voice sharp with venom.

“I know.” Logan’s voice softened as he pressed his forehead to hers, trying to ground her. “I’ve got this, Key. Let’s go home. We’ll come up with a plan.”

Kienna’s breaths slowed, her body sagging into his. The fire in her eyes dimmed, but only slightly. She nodded, her fingers curling into his shirt, clutching him as if he were the only thing tethering her to sanity.

* * *

Logan blinked against the soft glow of the chandelier overhead, the light feeling too bright after the oppressive darkness of the basement they’d escaped from. The familiar comfort of the dining room should have calmed him, but his body was still wired, muscles coiled with tension. His fingers worked quickly at the locks on Kienna’s wrist cuffs, but the faint tremor running through his hands made the task more difficult than it should have been.

“Almost there,” he muttered, his focus completely on the familiar lock-picking kit in his hands. He could feel Kienna’s steady gaze on him, her breath shallow but patient. Her skin, raw and red from the cuffs, made his chest tighten with rage all over again.

Finally, with a satisfying click, the first cuff popped open, freeing her right wrist. He shifted to the other without a word, his movements quick but careful, the chains a silent witness to their captivity. Something he didn’t want to disturb.

The door creaked behind them, and Rebecca rushed in with a medical kit clutched in her arms, her face drawn tight with worry. “Let me take care of her wrists,” she said softly, kneeling beside Kienna the moment the second cuff fell free from her arms.

Logan nodded, stepping back to give them space, releasing a rush of anxiety in a long, shaky breath. Kienna sat quietly as Rebecca took her hands, inspecting the angry red marks left by the metal.

“Becca, I’m fine,” Kienna murmured, but Logan could hear the exhaustion behind her words.

“Let me help you,” Rebecca insisted, her voice gentle but firm, her fingers carefully applying ointment to the raw skin. Logan turned away from them, clenching his fists against the new surge of anger rising in his chest. It would be a long time before he got over seeing Kienna hurt like that.

“Logan,” Alex’s voice came from beside him, and he glanced down to see his younger brother taking the lock picks from his clenched hands.

He set to work on the cuffs around Logan’s wrists. Alex’s brow was furrowed in concentration, his hands steady despite the undercurrent of nerves Logan could see in his eyes.

“You’re getting better at that,” Logan said, a small burst of pride warming his chest.

Alex gave a faint smile. “Just one of the many useful skills you taught me.” A soft click sounded, and the cuff fell away. He moved on to the second. “You’ll be free in a second.”

Logan glanced at Kienna again, watching as Rebecca carefully wrapped bandages around her wrists. The tension in his chest eased slightly, but it didn’t disappear. It wouldn’t—not until Benny was dead and this nightmare was behind them.

Alex finished picking the second cuff, freeing Logan completely. Logan rubbed his wrists, feeling the relief of cool air against his skin where the metal had dug into his flesh. “Thanks,” he muttered, turning his gaze back to Kienna.

She was watching him now, her eyes filled with an exhaustion that mirrored his own. She gave him a faint, tired smile. “We’re out,” she whispered, her voice trembling with the weight of everything they’d just gone through.

“Yeah,” Logan said, his throat tight as he pulled Kienna into his arms. He rested his chin on her head, feeling the weight of both relief and love settling heavily in his chest. “We’re out, but it’s not over yet.”

Rebecca moved toward him, her voice soft but insistent. “Let me take care of your wrists next.”

Logan shook his head, stepping back. “No, they’re fine.” He rubbed the raw flesh, feeling the burn race up his arm. Pain flared, sharp and grounding. He welcomed it. Drew strength from it.

His siblings exchanged uneasy glances. “They’re worse than Kienna’s,” Alex said, his voice cautious.

“They’re fine,” Logan repeated, his tone sharper than intended. Kienna shot him a reproachful look, and he sighed, scrubbing a hand down his face. “Sorry,” he muttered. His gaze flicked toward Alex, catching the worry in his younger brother’s eyes, and a pang of guilt twisted in his chest. “You got a hold of Nathan?”

“Yeah.” Alex set the lock-picking kit on the table, his hands still trembling. “He’s on his way back. He was already heading home. Said he had a bad feeling.”

Logan nodded, tension tightening his gut. Nathan’s return only heightened the pressure. He had to end this before his older brother got back. He couldn’t let Nathan clean up his mess. Not this time. If Nathan came home and Logan hadn’t taken care of things… he couldn’t let what Benny said come true. Couldn’t see pity or disappointment in his brother’s eyes.

“I need to find Benny,” Logan muttered, already turning toward the door, his mind locked on hunting down the Reaper’s leader, on getting revenge before the window closed.

Alex’s hand shot out, gripping Logan’s arm firmly. “Logan, wait—”

In a blur of frustration and adrenaline, Logan spun, wrenching his arm free and slamming Alex back against the wall, pinning him with a hand to his chest. “Touch me like that again, Alex, and I will beat you the fuck down.”

Alex’s eyes widened, shock flashing across his face as the blood drained from his cheeks. His gaze dropped, shoulders slumping under the weight of his brother’s threat. “Got it. Sorry,” he muttered.

“Logan.” Kienna’s voice cut through the moment, sharp and chastising, yanking him out of the haze of rage.

Logan froze, chest heaving, his vision swimming with the remnants of fury. He blinked, shaking his head as he dropped his hand, retreating a step. “I’m sorry, Alex,” he said, his voice low and strained.

Alex swallowed hard, still staring at the floor, and nodded. Guilt washed over Logan, tightening his throat. He hesitated, then pulled Alex into a rough embrace, his arms wrapping around his trembling brother. For a moment, Alex resisted, but then Logan felt him relax, his frame shaking as the tension slowly bled out.

“Sorry, little brother,” Logan whispered, holding him tighter.

Alex nodded against his chest, his breath slowing as he clung to Logan. They pulled back after a beat, Logan’s stomach twisting at the way Alex avoided his eyes.

“It’s okay,” Alex said softly. “You’ve been through a lot.”

“What are we going to do?” Rebecca asked, her voice trembling with a mix of fear and urgency.

“We need to find Benny. Once he’s eliminated, we can get Nathan’s arrest warrant dismissed,” Logan said, his voice rough with tension.

“I can hack into traffic cameras around the liquor store, track you back to the house you came from,” Alex suggested. His fingers tapped nervously on the table. “You said Benny wasn’t there when you left?” Logan nodded, and Alex’s brow furrowed deeper. “Maybe I can track his movements using nearby security cameras. If any of them are connected to—”

A deafening crash interrupted Alex’s words as the front door flew open, splintering the frame. Three men stormed inside, guns drawn, their expressions cold and calculated. Time seemed to slow as Logan’s gaze locked with Kienna’s, a wave of horror flooding between them. Benny wasn’t going to give them the chance to track him down—he’d brought the fight to them.

Another crash echoed from the back of the house. The kitchen door had been forced open, and Logan’s heart kicked violently in his chest, panic and fury flooding his veins. He had no time to think, no time to plan. Alex sprinted past him, disappearing into the kitchen while Logan darted toward the living room.

Shots rang out, each crack of gunfire filling the air with numbing dread. Logan moved instinctively, diving to the ground, rolling across the floor with momentum, barely avoiding the bullets that splintered the walls and furniture around him. Adrenaline surged through his body as he came up onto one knee, catching a glimpse of Kienna pulling Rebecca toward the stairs. Relief flickered, but he couldn’t spare them another thought.

The three gang members advanced, guns raised, their focus locked on him. Logan rushed forward, driving his shoulder into the nearest man’s stomach, feeling the air whoosh out of the guy’s lungs as they collided. They crashed into the coffee table, sending wood splinters and shattered glass flying across the room.

The man fought back immediately, his elbow smashing into Logan’s ribs, forcing a pained grunt out of him. The other two gang members moved closer, but Logan twisted his body, grabbing the man’s wrist and wrenching the gun from his hand. With a swift motion, he slammed his fist into the guy’s face, blood spraying from his nose as he dropped to the floor.

No time to breathe. Logan turned just as the second thug lunged at him, swinging the butt of his gun toward Logan’s head. Logan rolled, adrenaline sharpening his instincts, and he drove his foot into the man’s stomach. But the thug was relentless, leaning down, catching Logan’s chest with a wild punch. Pain shot through his lungs as the two grappled, Logan rushing to his feet, driving the man back.

The third gang member raised his gun, aiming squarely at Logan. In a split-second decision, Logan grabbed the man he was fighting and spun him around, using his body as a shield. The shot rang out, hitting the thug in the chest, and Logan shoved the limp body forward, crashing into the shooter.

Before he could react, Logan saw a blur of movement in his peripheral vision—Kienna. She darted down the stairs, a can of pepper spray clutched tightly in her hand. Without hesitation, she dashed toward the kitchen to help Alex. The moment distracted Logan, and he barely saw the man raise his gun, barely had a chance to react.

But he dove forward, wild, primal instinct to survive driving his shoulder against the man’s waist, forcing them back against the couch, sending it skidding across the floor as they dropped to the ground.

Logan struggled, forcing himself into a position of control, locking his forearm around the man’s throat, He wrapped his hand around his other arm, squeezing his muscles, forcing the man’s throat to close.

Once he stopped struggling, Logan sprung up, picked up a gun, and shot each of the gang members. Just in case. He stood panting, his chest heaving, pain radiating through his body. Blood dripped from his knuckles, and his ribs throbbed with every breath. He sprinted toward the kitchen, heart pounding in fear for Kienna and Alex.


Chapter 23

Before Kienna could fully register the shock of the front door being splintered open, another loud crash rang from the back of the house—the kitchen door. Panic surged through her veins, freezing her limbs for a heartbeat, but instinct kicked in. She grabbed Rebecca’s arm, her voice low but urgent. “Go!” she hissed, dragging Rebecca toward the stairs. “Get upstairs now!”

She turned just in time to see Logan launch himself into the living room, diving headfirst into the chaos as gunshots tore through the air, the sharp cracks of bullets reverberating through the house. Each deafening shot sent tremors through her, rattling her to the core as she dragged Rebecca up the stairs. The grip she had on Rebecca tightened unconsciously, driven by a primal need to protect her.

But her thoughts were a mess. Logan was downstairs, fighting armed men with nothing but his fists. Fear clawed at Kienna’s throat, threatening to overwhelm her. The violent images from the basement—Logan chained, bleeding, humiliated—flashed across her mind. She forced herself to focus, pushing Rebecca forward until they stumbled into Logan’s room.

They stood there, breathless, staring at each other with wide, horrified eyes as the sounds of the violent struggle below echoed through the house. A scream pierced the chaos from the direction of the kitchen. Sharp, desperate—Alex.

The fear was thick, filling the air between her and Rebecca. Tears welled in Rebecca’s eyes, spilling silently down her cheeks. Kienna’s pulse thundered in her ears as she darted toward Logan’s closet, heart hammering in her chest. She yanked the door open, her hands shaking as she grabbed the duffel bag stashed on the shelf above, nearly knocking herself out with it as it tumbled down. She ripped the zipper open, digging through its contents with frantic fingers.

Weapons. Too many of them. Brass knuckles, blades, things she didn’t even know how to use. She cursed under her breath, desperation clawing at her insides. But then her hand wrapped around something—a can of pepper spray. She clutched it tightly, her breath coming fast as she met Rebecca’s terrified gaze.

“I’ll help Alex,” Kienna said, her voice steadier than she felt. “Stay here!”

Without waiting for a response, she bolted down the stairs, past the living room where Logan was locked in a brutal fight with the gang members. The sickening crack of bones, the grunts of pain—it all faded as she charged forward, sprinting toward the kitchen.

The sight that greeted her sent a cold wave of fear crashing over her. Benny had Alex pinned against the counter, one hand viciously tangled in Alex’s hair, pulling his head back at a brutal angle. In his other hand, a gleaming knife hovered just inches from Alex’s throat. The blade caught the dim light, flashing with deadly intent.

A strangled gasp escaped Kienna’s lips, but her body reacted before her mind could process the fear. She raised the pepper spray, rushing forward, her voice breaking with desperation. “Get away from him!” she screamed, pressing down hard on the nozzle.

The stream hit Benny square in the face, and his reaction was instant and violent. He let out a guttural howl of pain, releasing Alex and staggering back, hands clawing at his burning eyes. But in the confined space of the kitchen, the pepper spray quickly filled the air, and Kienna’s lack of experience became painfully obvious.

Alex cried out, clutching his face as the fumes reached him too, and Kienna felt the sharp burn in her own eyes and throat. The mist hung in the air like a suffocating cloud. Her eyes watered, her throat closed up, and every breath came with a searing sting. She blinked rapidly, her vision blurring as the pepper spray assaulted her senses.

Panic surged through her. She dropped the can, coughing and gasping as the acrid fumes filled her lungs. Her mind raced, but the burning in her eyes made it impossible to think clearly. She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand, but it did nothing to ease the pain.

Through the haze, her eyes landed on the kitchen drawers. Moving on instinct, she stumbled toward them, yanking them open until her fingers wrapped around the cold handle of a cast-iron skillet. Her hands trembled, but she gripped the heavy pan tightly, adrenaline pushing her through the pain.

She turned, eyes streaming, and sprinted back toward Benny, raising the skillet high. The weight of it made her arms shake, but she swung with everything she had. Benny, still blinded by the pepper spray, heard her coming and jerked to the side at the last second. The blow glanced off his shoulder instead of his head, a dull thud echoing through the room.

Benny lashed out blindly, his hand catching Kienna hard in the throat. The force of the hit sent her reeling. Her breath vanished in an instant, her vision darkening at the edges. She stumbled backward, crashing to the floor as her lungs screamed for air. The kitchen spun around her, every attempt to breathe a raw, desperate gasp.

Pain radiated through her chest, and panic seized her, tightening around her throat like a vice. She lay there, fighting for breath, her vision blurring as the pepper spray’s lingering burn tore through her senses.

Footsteps pounded across the floor, and Kienna blinked through the burning haze as Logan charged into the room. His eyes locked onto Benny with a murderous glare, but the moment he entered, the pepper spray hit him. Logan recoiled slightly, his face tightening as the fumes stung his eyes and throat.

“Get back, Kienna!” Logan barked, his voice rough as he fought through the irritation. His narrowed eyes swept over the scene, wincing as the pepper spray burned at his senses. He wiped at his eyes with the back of his sleeve, coughing as the acrid air filled his lungs.

But his gaze never wavered from Benny. Despite the burning in his eyes, Logan’s expression hardened, his body tense with fury as he shifted his stance, radiating power and the desire to kill.

Kienna scrambled back without hesitation, her heart hammering in her chest as Logan closed the distance between himself and Benny in an instant. Benny stood hunched, his face slick with tears and mucus from the pepper spray, yet somehow he grinned, the look twisted and manic. “It’s been a while since I’ve had this much fun,” he rasped, his voice thick with pain and sadistic pleasure.

Logan didn’t respond. He launched a fist straight into Benny’s jaw with a crack that seemed to reverberate through the small kitchen. Benny’s head snapped back, his body crashing into the counter with a sickening thud. The knife he’d been holding clattered to the floor, spinning out of reach as Benny gasped in pain, disoriented.

Logan didn’t hesitate. He grabbed Benny by the throat with one hand, his fingers digging deep into the flesh, and twisted, slamming Benny’s head against the hard edge of the counter. The sound of bone meeting stone was a dull, sick crack. Kienna flinched. “You made a big mistake coming after my family,” Logan growled, his voice low, almost feral. The words were punctuated by a vicious knee to Benny’s gut, driving the air from his lungs in a ragged, desperate wheeze.

Benny’s entire body convulsed as he tried to breathe, his hands clawing uselessly at Logan’s grip around his throat. His face, already smeared with snot and tears, was turning a mottled red, the wet gasps coming out like weak coughs. But Benny wasn’t finished. He jerked his head forward, smashing his forehead into Logan’s chin with a dull, meaty thud.

Logan staggered back, a grunt escaping him as he stumbled, but the brief daze lasted only a second. The hit might have hurt, but it only seemed to stoke the fire of his rage. His lips peeled back in a snarl, and he surged forward, wrapping both hands around Benny’s throat with brutal force. Benny’s eyes bulged, his nails scratching at Logan’s arms, but his hits were wild, uncoordinated, fueled by panic rather than any strategy.

Kienna scrambled to her feet, adrenaline flooding her system, her hands shaking uncontrollably. Her eyes darted to Alex, who was still blinking furiously, his face battered, his breaths shallow. Bruised, but alive. “I’m sorry, Alex!” she blurted, her voice trembling with both relief and guilt.

Alex coughed, his voice hoarse, his eyes red and watery. “It’s fine,” he rasped, though he was still wiping at his face, trying to blink away the pain from the pepper spray. His movements were sluggish, his body clearly in shock.

Before Kienna could respond, Logan shifted again, releasing Benny’s throat. His fists came down like hammers, one after another, straight into Benny’s ribs. The sickening sound of bone cracking cut through the room, and Benny let out a strangled grunt of pain, his body twisting instinctively to protect his side.

Benny’s counterpunch came from sheer desperation. He swung wildly, his fist catching Logan across the temple with a heavy thud. Logan staggered, his head jerking to the side, but it wasn’t enough. His face contorted with fury as he grabbed Benny by the shoulders and slammed him down hard against the counter. Benny’s cheek met the cold marble surface with a thud, his body limp. He wheezed, gasping as Logan’s hand pressed his face harder into the stone.

Benny’s hands scrambled across the counter in blind panic. His other arm flailed uselessly behind him, trying to claw at Logan’s iron grip on his wrist. Logan twisted Benny’s arm behind his back, yanking it upward with a harsh crack that sent Benny howling in pain. His face was turning an ugly shade of red, veins bulging in his neck as he struggled to breathe.

The kitchen felt unbearably small, the air thick with sweat, fear, and the lingering sting of pepper spray. Kienna’s breath hitched as Logan’s eyes flicked to the knife lying abandoned on the floor—the knife Benny had almost used on Alex.

Logan’s voice, sharp and cold as steel, cut through the chaos. “Alex, give me that knife.”

Kienna froze, her eyes darting between the knife and Logan. For the first time, she saw something dangerous flicker behind his gaze, something darker, driven by raw, unchecked fury. Benny’s chest heaved against the counter, his breaths labored, his arm pinned at a brutal angle. But he was still fighting, his eyes wild with terror.

Alex’s eyes were wide, shining with fear, his pupils blown and face still raw from the pepper spray. His hand shook as he grabbed the knife, his knuckles white from the pressure.

Logan’s expression hardened, his jaw set like stone, and Alex stepped forward, extending the blade to his brother. Benny, despite the blood smeared across his face and the raw pain of his position, lunged. His fingers shot toward the knife, clawing desperately to rip it from Alex’s hand.

Time seemed to slow, the air thick with the weight of what was about to happen.

With eerie silence, Logan yanked Benny up by his arm, lifting him off the counter with brutal force, then slammed him back down with a bone-shattering crack. The sound reverberated through the kitchen—horrifying, visceral. Blood sprayed from Benny’s nose, splattering across the gleaming surface, pooling under his cheek. His body went limp for a moment, a groan slipping from his throat, more instinct than consciousness.

Logan’s grip on Benny’s arm was iron-clad, pinning it viciously behind his back as he snatched the knife from Alex’s trembling hand. His eyes, cold and lethal, locked onto Benny as he pressed the blade against his throat, the sharp edge biting into the skin, just enough to draw a thin line of blood.

“Go upstairs with Kienna. Now.” Logan’s voice was low and dangerous, cutting through the chaos with a deadly finality.

Alex froze, his chest heaving, his feet rooted to the spot. He looked between his brother and Kienna, his throat bobbing as he swallowed nervously. “Logan—”

“Do as you’re told, Alex.”

There was no warmth in Logan’s voice, no room for negotiation. The command was cold and absolute. Alex’s hesitation evaporated, his instincts kicking in as he backed away, fear flashing across his face as he turned to Kienna, extending a hand to help her up.

Her legs felt like lead, trembling under her weight, but she took his hand, pulling herself to her feet. Every part of her body ached from the adrenaline, the bruises, and the fear. She felt weak, her throat raw from the pepper spray, her heart still pounding in her chest.

But something inside her was heavier. She knew what was about to happen. Part of her knew she should look away. But another part—darker, desperate—needed to stay.

“I deserve to see this,” she whispered, the words trembling on her lips. Her voice was barely audible, but the weight of her words hung in the air. She could feel it in her bones, the gravity of what Logan was about to do. Part of her needed to witness it, to know that this moment was real.

Logan’s eyes snapped to hers, sharp and full of fury, narrowing as his gaze bore into her. The intensity in his stare was unlike anything she had ever seen in him before—razor-sharp, cold, lethal.

“You’re not watching this, Kienna,” Logan growled, his voice low, vibrating with rage. “Get the fuck upstairs.”

She swallowed hard, her mouth dry. Logan had never spoken to her like that. Never. Their relationship had always been a delicate balance, with her pushing his limits and Logan giving an inch, the boundaries between them constantly shifting. But now there was no give. No inch. The lines of his face were rigid, unforgiving. His eyes, dark and unyielding, told her everything she needed to know.

This wasn’t a request.

Kienna’s breath caught in her throat. She opened her mouth to argue, to push back like she always did, but nothing came out. Logan’s expression softened for just a moment, long enough for her to see the struggle behind his eyes. This was an act of brutality he could never come back from. But Benny had made a mistake—torturing her right in front of him, nearly killing Alex. Logan wouldn’t be able to breathe again until he finished this.

She nodded and grabbed Alex’s arm, pulling him with her as they left the kitchen, weaved through the wreckage of the dining room, and made their way upstairs.

When they reached Logan’s door, Kienna knocked softly, and Rebecca flung it open almost immediately. Her tear-streaked face flushed with relief as she darted forward, wrapping her arms around both of them, pulling them into a tight embrace.

“Thank God.” Rebecca’s voice cracked as she held on to them. “Is Logan okay?”

“He’s fine,” Kienna whispered, her throat tightening. “He’s taking care of Benny.”

Rebecca pulled back slightly, her hands gripping Kienna’s shoulders as her wide, tear-filled eyes searched her face. “What does that mean?”

Kienna hesitated, glancing at Alex, then back at Rebecca. “It means…” She paused, exhaling slowly as the weight of everything settled on her. “He’s doing what needs to be done.”

Rebecca’s face paled, and her grip on Kienna’s shoulders tightened for a moment. She didn’t ask for details, didn’t push for answers. She just nodded, something hardening behind her eyes, and Kienna’s heart ached for her. She’d been through so much. They all had.

Kienna moved to the bed and sat down heavily, the events of the night catching up with her all at once. Every muscle ached, every nerve felt raw. Alex lingered by the door, fidgeting anxiously, as though he expected something to go wrong at any moment.

Minutes stretched, long and brutal in the silence. Kienna’s thoughts kept drifting to Logan. What was happening downstairs? Was he okay? Would he be the same after this? The question gnawed at her, even though she knew the answer.

A few moments later, the door creaked open, and Logan stepped inside. His shirt was gone, his face, chest, and arms scrubbed clean, but his eyes—those electric blue eyes—were darker, more guarded.

Rebecca flew at him, wrapping her arms around his neck, trembling as he held her. He rubbed a hand up and down her back, his expression softening.

“I’m fine, Becca. It’s okay.”

She pulled away, wiping her eyes, and said, “Thank you. For keeping us safe.”

Logan smiled gently, leaning down to press a soft kiss to her forehead, the gesture so tender it seemed almost at odds with everything that had happened tonight. He turned his attention to Alex, his gaze searching for something beneath the shaken expression on his brother’s face.

“You okay?” Logan asked, his tone more measured now.

“I’m fine,” Alex muttered, but the tightness in his voice and the pale sheen on his skin betrayed him.

Logan sighed, his jaw tightening, but he didn’t press. He gave a brief nod and finally moved toward Kienna. Her heart raced as she stood, instinctively reaching for him. The moment his arms wrapped around her, the tension she’d been holding onto unraveled, leaving her breathless. She clung to him, feeling the solid thud of his heart against hers, letting the steady rhythm ground her in the storm of chaos that had become their lives. The scent of him—sweat, soap, something unmistakably Logan—filled her lungs, soothing the raw ache in her chest.

“I love you, Logan,” she whispered against his neck, her voice catching in her throat.

He pulled back just enough to smirk at her, the playful glint in his eyes somehow cutting through the darkness of the room. “So, it took kidnapping, torture, and murder for you to admit that again?”

She narrowed her eyes, her pulse quickening at the teasing warmth in his gaze. Even now, after everything, he could make her feel lighter. She smacked his shoulder, trying to suppress the smile tugging at her lips. “This isn’t the time for jokes,” she said, her voice a failed attempt at admonishment.

His smirk softened as he leaned down, pressing his lips to hers. The kiss was hungry, fierce—filled with everything unspoken between them. It lit a fire in her chest, the warmth of his mouth on hers chasing away the lingering shadows of fear and doubt. Her hands gripped his shoulders tightly, holding onto him as if he was the only thing keeping her tethered to the moment. When he finally pulled back, the look in his eyes was everything she’d missed—the way he saw her, truly saw her, in a way that made her feel both vulnerable and invincible at the same time.

But the moment passed too quickly. Logan stepped back, the hardness creeping back into his features, the weight of everything settling on him once again.

“I need to call Jack,” he said, his voice a touch graver.

Rebecca frowned, confusion flickering across her face. “Why?”

Logan shrugged, the motion casual but the meaning behind it anything but. “Who else is going to help me get rid of the bodies?”


Chapter 24

Moonlight filtered through the window, casting a soft, silver glow across the room, giving Kienna something to focus on in the quiet. Tiny particles of dust floated in the beam, suspended, swaying to a melody only the universe could hear.

She rolled over, her eyes meeting Logan’s in the darkness, and a sharp pull of attraction coiled through her. “You can’t sleep, either?” she whispered.

He shook his head, offering her a small smile, but his eyes were shadowed, burdened with something deeper. He reached out, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. “He was right,” Logan murmured.

Kienna’s heart clenched. “About what?”

“You are stronger than me.”

Her breath caught. “Logan, don’t say that,” she said, her voice firm. “That psychopath didn’t know anything.”

“You didn’t even flinch, Key.” His voice wavered, and he swallowed hard. “The things he said… the way he tried to break you. It didn’t touch you.”

Kienna exhaled slowly, sparks of tension flaring in her chest. “It’s not that simple. He was picking at old wounds, Logan. Things I made peace with a long time ago. I know my parents don’t love me.”

“Kienna—” Logan cupped her face gently, and she turned to kiss his palm, her lips brushing his skin softly.

“I’m serious,” she whispered. “I accepted that a long time ago.” Her gaze flickered over Logan’s face, finding his dark blue eyes clouded with self-doubt. She smoothed her hand over his short blonde hair, her touch gentle. “But you… you’ve always idolized your brother. He’s never let you down. When he left a few months ago, that was a fresh wound for you.”

“I let Benny get to me,” Logan muttered, his voice heavy with frustration.

“He targeted you,” Kienna said firmly. “He knew hurting me physically while screwing with your mind would break you faster than anything else. I would’ve cracked, too, if the roles were reversed.”

“No, you wouldn’t have.” There was such conviction in Logan’s voice, so much pride, that it made Kienna’s chest tighten.

“No one knows what they’d do in that situation until it happens.” She threaded her fingers through his hair, satisfied when his swollen eyes closed and he leaned into her touch. “Benny was a monster. But he didn’t break us.”

“He didn’t break you,” Logan murmured, his hand trailing slowly down her face, grazing her collarbone, leaving warmth in his wake. Her heart quickened, the tension between them simmering in the quiet.

“Do you really think he broke you?”

“I don’t know,” Logan admitted, his face hardening with the weight of self-doubt. “He made me question everything. Myself. Nathan.”

“Then talk to him when he gets back.”

Logan raised an eyebrow, his lips curving into a wry smile. “Nathan’s not exactly big on emotional talks.”

“Lies,” Kienna whispered, her smile teasing. “He tries to hide it, but he has a big heart. Just like you.”

Logan snorted softly. “I’m telling him you said that.”

“Good.” Kienna shifted, moving on top of him, her legs straddling his hips. “No more talking.”

Logan gazed up at her, the soft smile fading into something deeper. Love radiated from his eyes, so raw and intense it took her breath away. She leaned down, pressing her lips to his, and when their tongues met, she fought him for dominance. This time, she won.

She leaned back, a teasing grin spreading across her lips, the look in Logan’s eyes fueling the fire inside her. The corners of his mouth twitched, and a flush rose in his cheeks, creeping up his neck.

“Key? What are we doing?” His voice was low, edged with amusement, but there was a softness in his eyes, one that tugged at her heart even as her own desire surged.

“Playing,” she whispered, her lips brushing against his as she kissed him again, harder this time. He parted his lips for her, letting her take the lead, and the surge of control sent a thrilling spark through her veins. His hand grazed her shoulder, but she reached up and grabbed his wrist, pressing it down on the bed, her heart hammering against her ribs.

She pulled away, her smile shifting into something more devious as Logan narrowed his eyes. The hint of a smirk tugged at the corners of his mouth.

“Kienna…” he warned, though his voice was laced with a hint of laughter, a challenge.

“Should you have a safeword?” she asked, trying to keep her tone light, innocent even, though the heat swirling in her chest betrayed her.

Logan laughed, relaxing beneath her, his body easing into the moment. He shook his head, the flush deepening in his cheeks. “No. You can do whatever you want to me. Within reason.”

The deep rumble of his voice sent a ripple of excitement through her, tightening in her stomach. This was new territory, and it was exhilarating.

She shifted her grip, pinning both of his wrists against the pillow above his head. His forearms tensed under her touch, the tendons flexing beneath his skin, and the sensation sent a wave of heat rushing through her. The power of holding him there, of feeling his strength, flooded her with warmth, heightening her senses.

Leaning down, she pressed her lips to his neck, sucking gently at first, then harder, as she felt him strain beneath her, his muscles coiled with restraint. He tilted his head to the side, giving her more access, and the gesture—so willing, so full of trust—ignited something deeper in her core, a pulse of arousal that left her breathless.

She trailed her mouth lower, her lips leaving a hot trail along his skin, her fingers tightening around his wrists. Every small movement of his body beneath hers, every subtle shift, only fueled her desire, making her feel more alive, more powerful, and more connected to him than ever.

Moving her mouth back up to his face, she brushed her tongue across his lips and whispered, “Don’t move your hands.”

Logan murmured his agreement, the gentle vibrations filled with laughter and longing. She moved down, trailing soft kisses down his chest, avoiding the worst of his bruises as she moved lower, stopping at the waistband of his boxers.

He was rock hard, probably aching with need, and she smirked to herself as she ignored his erection for the moment, kissing up his stomach again. She hovered at his chest, a sharp spike of anxiety making her heart skip a beat before she went for it and pulled his nipple into her mouth.

“Jesus, Key,” Logan breathed, his voice rough with need as he inhaled sharply beneath her. His body was taut, coiled like a spring just waiting to be released. She could feel the raw strength in him, the restrained power just beneath the surface. He could stop this at any moment—throw her off, flip their positions, reclaim control in an instant. But he didn’t. He held back, his hands staying exactly where she’d left them, resting above his head.

The power she felt was intoxicating, filling her with a deep sense of control she’d never realized could feel so intimate, so loving. It wasn’t just the thrill of being in charge; it was knowing that Logan trusted her with this. That he would give himself over completely, leaving his strength at her mercy, just to see her smile.

It heightened everything—the connection between them, the love that pulsed beneath the surface of their playful teasing. Each small movement of his body against hers, each ragged breath he took, only deepened the intimacy of the moment. She ran her hands down his arms, over the muscles that tensed with each subtle shift.

She leaned down again, kissing him with a new intensity, letting the weight of her love, her power, pour into every touch. The softness of his lips, the way he responded to her, gave her a rush of pleasure that had nothing to do with dominance and everything to do with their bond. This wasn’t just a game—it was them, stripped of all pretense, vulnerable and safe in each other’s arms.

His chest heaved beneath her, his muscles flexing, but he still didn’t move as she scooted down and slipped her fingers into the waistband of his boxers. She pulled them down, freeing his straining erection, and glanced up.

He watched her—amusement and unrestrained affection dancing in his eyes. For once, neither of them smirked. There was no banter. Kienna swallowed, the intensity of the moment reflected in the desperate throbbing in her clit, and said, “Don’t move.”

Logan nodded, his eyes following her as she leaned down, took him into her mouth. Her jaw strained to fit him, as it always did, but she relished the feeling, eager to give him pleasure. She placed her hands on his hips, pressing him down into the bed as she bobbed her head up and down, her tongue flicking against the underside of his shaft.

She stopped quickly, grinning wickedly at the look he sent her. Leaning back, she got undressed, then straddled him, sliding down his length, eyeing his wrists, pleased when he left them above his head.

She started slow, her movements teasing and deliberate. Her hands roamed over his chest, savoring the way he responded to her touch. The control was hers, and she tested it, seeing how long he would let her push him to the edge, how much he would endure under her hands. Logan’s body was taut, his muscles contracting beneath her fingers, trembling with the effort of holding back. Every breath he took was shallow, strained, as he fought to keep himself in check.

A moan escaped his throat, a sound filled with both relief and ecstasy, as though surrendering to her was a release all its own. It sent a wave of warmth through her, and she grinned, loving how completely he trusted her in this moment. How he was giving her everything, without hesitation.

She moved faster now, her confidence swelling as she felt the power of his submission. Her hands drifted up and she leaned forward, adjusting the angle, placing her palms against his wrists with a light touch that made his breath catch. His whole body shuddered in response, a sharp spasm running through him that almost sent her off balance. But he held himself back, the tension in his muscles taut as he let her continue, fighting to stay still, to let her take him where she wanted.

His chest heaved, his control unraveling beneath her, but he still didn’t take over, still gave her the reins. The trust he offered was so pure, so absolute. Logan was hers in this moment, entirely, and the love she felt for him surged in her chest, fueling every movement, every touch.

He let out another strained breath, and she knew he was close, his body on the edge of losing control. But he wouldn’t take that step without her, wouldn’t do anything unless she let him. She grinned and moved to his mouth, kissing him deeply, feeling the familiar dance of dominance between their tongues.

But he didn’t put up much of a fight, as if he’d never really questioned who was in control. It sent a sharp, almost painful burst of arousal through her clit as she leaned back, pressing against his chest with both hands, moving herself more quickly.

“Use your hand. Make me come when you do,” she breathed, her voice ragged.

Logan sat up, adjusting the angle, pulling her onto his lap. His warm palm pressed against her shoulder blade while his other hand moved between them, his finger pressing against her clit, rubbing in the small circles he knew she loved.

She threw her head back, sparks of violet and blue bursting behind her eyes, sweat breaking out across her body as she shuddered. Logan’s hips moved underneath her, forcing himself in and out faster, more powerfully than she’d been able to manage on her own.

They moved against each other, his hand working her to the edge, his hard cock moving inside her, until finally, a sharp jolt ran through her body and she leaned forward, resting her forehead against his as wave after wave of pleasure ripped through her body, pulled from deep in her core. She bit her lip to suppress the moans vibrating up her throat until the last swell crested, leaving her breathless, her skin singing, her heart swooning.

Logan breathed against her, his dick jerking inside her as he rode out the last of his orgasm. She leaned back, catching the burning fire in his eyes, and released her lower lip, allowing it to spread into a wide, teasing smile.

“That was fun.”

He let out a low laugh, the vibrations echoing inside her. “I would do anything for you, Kienna. You want control? You’ve always had it. My strength, my heart, my soul… every part of me belongs to you.”


Chapter 25

It had been three days since Benny and his men had shattered the fragile peace of the Hawthorne estate. Three days since Logan had buried them in the woods behind Jack’s house. Thank God their estate was set far back from the rest of the community, their nearest neighbor over a mile away. No one had heard the screams.

Logan’s eyes were glued to the analog clock resting on the back wall of the living room, the thin hand ticking away each agonizing second. Nathan should be here sometime tonight. It was already ten o’clock, and Kienna sat beside him, gripping his hand, nearly as nervous as he was.

His leg bounced restlessly. Rebecca sat curled in the armchair with a book open on her lap, but she hadn’t turned a page in the last seventeen and a half minutes Logan had spent staring at the clock. Alex was doom scrolling on his phone, but his eyes were vacant, unfocused, as if he were trying to distance himself from the tension in the room.

Suddenly, headlights cut through the darkness outside, the beams casting sharp shadows across the living room. Logan shot to his feet, moving to the window. An old, battered car pulled up the drive and parked. A moment later, Nathan stepped out and moved around to the passenger side, opening the door for Emma, who smiled up at him as she took his hand. Together, they walked toward the house.

Logan took a deep, shaky breath. Nathan looked different—his steps were more cautious, and the weight of the past few months was evident in his closed-off stance. They had all been through hell.

The front door creaked open, and before Nathan could even fully step inside, Rebecca shot out of the chair like a spring, crossing the room in an instant. She threw herself into his arms before he could say a word. Nathan dropped Emma’s hand instinctively, his arms wrapping around his little sister tightly. Rebecca’s face buried deep in his chest, her body trembling with quiet, jagged sobs.

Nathan kissed the top of her head, his arms locked around her, tense. “It’s okay, Becca. I’m here,” he whispered, his voice thick and strained. His eyes flickered to Alex and Logan, worry etched deeply into his face.

Logan’s stomach twisted, knotting with painful anxiety as the second ticked past. He stood still and tense, his jaw clenched. He should feel relieved that Nathan was home and everyone was safe, but all he could feel was the sharp sting of failure. Benny’s words still clung to him like a shadow, festering in the dark corners of his mind, reminding him that he should’ve done better. That Nathan would have done better.

Kienna’s hand tightened around his, anchoring him in the present. Her grip was strong, unyielding, but her thumb traced soothing circles against his skin. Her presence was the only thing keeping him together, the only thing stopping him from unraveling completely. Logan forced a breath into his lungs, but it felt shallow, insufficient.

Alex hesitated, shifting awkwardly, his eyes darting between Nathan and the floor. Finally, Alex stepped forward, every movement slow and uncertain, as though he also expected to be on the receiving end of his brother’s disappointment.

Rebecca pulled away, wiping at her tear-streaked face, her eyes red and swollen. She offered Alex a fragile smile, as if giving him permission to step into the space she’d just left.

“I missed you, Nate,” Alex muttered, his voice barely a whisper, thick with something between guilt and relief. He swallowed hard, his eyes flicking downward as if he didn’t dare look at Nathan, afraid of what he might see there.

Nathan exhaled deeply, the sound full of weariness. His face softened, the hard edges of worry blurring as he reached for Alex, pulling him into a hug. “I missed you too, kid,” Nathan murmured, his hand resting protectively on the back of Alex’s head, fingers weaving into his hair like he used to when Alex was young.

Logan watched from the sidelines, his heart pounding in his chest, each beat heavy with shame. He didn’t deserve this. He didn’t deserve any of it. Not Nathan’s concern, not Kienna’s quiet strength. His hands clenched into fists at his sides, nails biting into his palms, the physical pain barely a distraction from the whirlwind inside. He’d failed. Failed them all. Benny should never have gotten close, should never have laid a hand on any of them.

They were bruised and broken because of him.

Nathan’s eyes drifted to Logan, finally, and Logan felt the air leave his lungs. His pulse thudded in his ears as Nathan’s gaze swept over him, taking in the fading bruises, the weariness etched deep into his skin. Logan braced himself for the disappointment, the anger—anything to mirror the guilt he felt seething inside. But Nathan’s expression was unreadable.

Alex pulled back and Nathan turned his attention back to his youngest brother. He placed a hand on the side of Alex’s face, the touch gentle and calming. Alex nodded, something unspoken passing between them.

Nathan dropped his hand and moved across the room with several quick steps. He locked his arms around Logan, and the force of it nearly knocked the breath from his lungs. The hug was fierce, wordless, and crushing, like Nathan was trying to absorb every ounce of pain Logan carried. The embrace hit harder than any punch ever could.

Logan’s breath hitched, his heart hammering against his ribs. He could feel Nathan’s pulse—steady and strong—against his chest, and the familiarity of it shattered something inside him. His hands gripped his brother’s shirt, desperate to hold on. He squeezed his eyes shut, fighting against the tears that threatened to spill over. He didn’t deserve this, didn’t deserve Nathan’s comfort or his loyalty.

Nathan pulled back after a moment and looked at Logan, studying his face. Logan tried to straighten, to appear confident, but his heart raced as his brother assessed him. Nathan nodded toward the kitchen and said, “Let’s talk alone for a minute.”

His siblings exchanged a look, and Logan’s heart sank, pressure building behind his eyes again. Benny’s voice echoed in his mind, whispering that Nathan didn’t love or respect him. That Nathan only pitied him. But Logan just nodded, pushing back the rising anxiety. He turned to Kienna, kissed her briefly, and followed Nathan into the kitchen, tense and silent.

Nathan moved toward the cabinet above the stove, pulling out two glasses and the bottle of vodka that had a permanent home there. He poured a few fingers into each glass, his movements slow, deliberate. He set the glasses on the table, the silence between them growing heavier with every second.

Logan stood in the center of the room, his heart racing, anxiety burning in his chest. The quiet was suffocating, his nerves fraying with each passing moment. Finally, he couldn’t take it anymore. “Nathan, I’m really sorry,” Logan blurted, the words tumbling out of him, raw and unfiltered.

Nathan paused, setting the bottle down, his gaze flicking up to meet Logan’s. The deep frown on his face made Logan’s stomach twist even tighter. His hands trembled as he stepped closer, struggling to explain himself, the shame rising up in his throat like bile.

“I know I didn’t handle things the way I should have after you left. I know Alex filled you in, and it probably wasn’t a great picture, but I was trying to hold it all together. I worked with Jack—”

“Stop.” Nathan’s voice was sharp, cutting through Logan’s ramble like a knife. Logan froze, his muscles tightening, unsure if he wanted to flee or beg for forgiveness. The guilt clawed at him, demanding something—anything—from Nathan.

Nathan shook his head and walked over, placing a firm hand on Logan’s shoulder. His grip was steady, grounding. When their eyes met, Nathan held Logan’s gaze, waiting for a beat before he spoke. “I’m really fucking proud of you, Logan.”

Logan froze, stunned. His mouth opened, but no sound came out. “What?” he finally muttered, completely thrown off guard.

Nathan’s smile was tired, worn down by everything they’d both been through. “When I started all this, I never wanted you involved.” Logan’s eyes dropped, the weight of guilt and shame pressing down on him. But Nathan’s grip on his shoulder tightened. “Hey, look at me.”

Logan’s gaze slowly lifted, his chest tight as Nathan’s expression softened, filled with something Logan hadn’t expected—pride. “I didn’t want you involved because I wanted to protect you. Not because I thought you couldn’t handle it. You stepped up. You did what needed to be done. Yeah, Alex told me everything. You did good.”

Tears stung at the edges of Logan’s eyes, but he blinked them back, biting down on his lip to stop it from trembling. “Thanks.” His voice cracked, thick with emotion. He glanced toward the kitchen island, where the memories of what he did to Benny flooded back in waves, tightening his throat. He squeezed his eyes shut, forcing the images away.

Nathan pulled him into a hug, tighter this time, pressing a kiss to the top of Logan’s head. “You did what you had to do. You kept them safe. That’s all that matters.”

Logan’s breath hitched, his arms tightening around Nathan as he clung to him, feeling the tension in his chest slowly begin to release. His brother was here. He was home. For the first time in weeks, Logan felt like he wasn’t carrying the weight of the world alone.

When Logan finally pulled back, he couldn’t bring himself to meet Nathan’s eyes. He stared at the floor as Nathan moved to the table and sat down, pulling out the chair beside him.

Logan walked over, sitting beside him, and took the glass Nathan offered. “Trust me,” Nathan said, his voice a bit softer. “It helps dull emotional pain, too.”

Logan let out a soft chuckle, knocking back the vodka in one go. The warmth spread through his chest, easing some of the lingering tension.

Nathan followed suit, setting his glass down with a quiet thud. His eyes flickered with something unspoken, something gentler. “So… you went to Jack.”

Logan nodded, a wave of embarrassment rising inside him. He knew Nathan had seen the video—had watched him broken and humiliated at Benny’s hands. “Yeah. I didn’t have a choice.”

Nathan’s expression softened further, his gaze studying Logan carefully. “Jack’s fucking crazy, but he’s good at what he does. He didn’t break anything, right? I called him on the way here, told him I’d kill him if he did.”

Logan smirked faintly. “No offense, Nate, but I think Jack could take you.”

Nathan scoffed. “Not for much longer. He’s getting old.”

Logan chuckled, the familiar banter easing the weight on his chest for a moment, bringing a sense of normalcy. “So are you.”

“Thirty isn’t old,” Nathan shot back, his eyes gleaming with amusement.

But the smile faded from Logan’s face as the tension crept back in. He shifted in his seat, clearing his throat. “Nate, I need to ask you something,” he muttered, heat rising to his face as the words clawed their way out. He couldn’t let it go.

Nathan’s brow furrowed, his voice edged with caution. “Okay.”

Logan clenched his fists, hating that he even had to bring this up. Hating that Benny’s voice still echoed in his mind, making him feel small. “When they had Kienna and me, Benny said—” He cut himself off, shaking his head. This was stupid. He should just let it go.

Nathan’s sharp gaze landed on him, seeing too much. “What is it, Logan?”

Logan exhaled slowly, swallowing the knot of shame in his throat. “It’s stupid. Forget it.”

Nathan’s voice hardened, his hand landing heavily on Logan’s shoulder. “No. Tell me.”

Logan’s hands clenched into fists. He didn’t want to say it out loud, give Benny that last bit of power over him, but the words burned in his chest. He had to know. “Benny said you don’t love me. That you don’t respect me. That you just pity me.”

Nathan froze, his eyes widening in shock. “You believed that shit?”

The hurt in Nathan’s voice only made Logan feel worse. He dropped his gaze, his fingers twisting together. “I don’t know. You treat me differently than Alex and Rebecca.”

Silence fell over the room, heavy and suffocating. Logan wished he could take the words back, wished he’d just kept them inside. Nathan sighed, squeezing Logan’s shoulder before speaking.

“Of course, I treat you differently,” Nathan said, his voice steady. “They’re the babies of the family. Rebecca’s so young. And Alex…” He smiled softly. “Alex is sensitive.”

Logan blinked, caught off guard. “What?”

Nathan poured another shot of vodka for them both, passing a glass to Logan before taking his own. “I rely on you, Logan. I expect more from you. That’s why I’m harder on you. Not because I think less of you.”

Logan’s breath caught as he processed his brother’s words. Nathan never talked like this. He wasn’t one for heart-to-hearts. He knocked back the vodka, letting the warmth spread through him, but his mind still raced.

“You’re a lot like me,” Nathan continued, quieter now. “When things fell apart… when Mom died and Dad checked out, you were old enough to understand. I needed you to step up, and you did.”

Logan tensed at the mention of their parents. “We don’t talk about them.”

“Do you want to?” Nathan asked.

“No,” Logan muttered. “Not really.”

“Then stop doubting yourself,” Nathan said firmly. “I didn’t want you involved in this mess because I wanted to keep you safe. Benny was a fucking psychopath. He just wanted to break you.”

Logan’s chest tightened. “I’m sorry. I let him get in my head. You never would’ve let that happen.”

Nathan’s eyes darkened. He reached out and cuffed Logan lightly on the back of the head. “Cut that shit out. Of course, I love you. I don’t always get things right, either.” Nathan looked away, shaking his head, and muttered, “Benny’s fucking lucky you killed him. I would’ve made what I did to his messenger look like a goddamn joke.”

Logan met Nathan’s haunted gaze, goosebumps rising on his arms. “What did you do to him?”

Nathan’s expression darkened. “Things that made Emma look at me differently.”

Logan swallowed hard, the relief of their conversation finally starting to chip away at the guilt weighing him down. He shifted, turning to face Nathan more directly, a small smile creeping onto his face. “So… just to be clear,” he began, unable to resist. “You’re saying I’m your favorite sibling. Right?”

Nathan sighed, running a hand over his face, but a smirk tugged at the corner of his mouth. “Jesus Christ, Logan.”

“Come on, Nate. Just admit it.” Logan’s smile widened, his voice laced with teasing, the tension between them slowly fading.

Nathan shook his head, but the warmth in his eyes betrayed him. “Don’t fucking tease them about this, Logan. I swear, I’ll beat the shit out of you if Rebecca or Alex hears about this.”

“So that’s a yes, then?” Logan pressed, his grin turning mischievous.

Nathan’s smirk deepened, and he gave Logan a light shove on the shoulder. “You’re a smartass,” he muttered, but there was a softness in his voice now, the weight of their earlier conversation easing. He gave Logan a firm pat on the back, more affectionate than before, as if the humor had cracked the last bit of lingering tension.

“I’ll take that as confirmation,” Logan grinned.

Nathan rolled his eyes but finally let out a small laugh. “You’re lucky I love you, kid.”

But there was still something nagging at him. “Listen, Nate, everything I went through while you were gone… it changed me. I’m not the same person anymore.”

Nathan studied him, his face unreadable. After a moment, he nodded. “Yeah. I figured.”

Logan took a deep breath. “I don’t want things to go back to the way they were. I want equal responsibility with the company. And with everything else.”

Nathan raised an eyebrow, his gaze thoughtful. There was a long pause before he nodded. “Okay. I think you’ve earned that. But equal responsibility doesn’t mean equal authority. When push comes to shove, I still have the final say. Got it?”

Logan rolled his eyes. “Yeah.”

“Good,” Nathan said, but the conversation clearly wasn’t over. Logan shifted, sensing the tension.

“There’s just one more thing,” Logan added carefully. “It’s about Kienna. She’s changed too. She’s going to want to help with… everything.”

Nathan sighed deeply, scrubbing a hand over his face. “Fine. But she’s your responsibility. She follows the same rules as the rest of you.”

“We’ve already had that talk,” Logan said, relief washing over him.

Nathan smirked, shaking his head. “Good. Anything else?”

Logan shook his head, his chest feeling significantly lighter. “No. That’s it.”

“Then let’s get back out there before they come looking for us.”


Chapter 26

“I’ve never seen him that angry before,” Emma whispered, her eyes still locked on the doorway Nathan and Logan had just disappeared through. “He didn’t let me see the video, but he said it was bad. The messenger tried to be smart. Drop the video and run. But Nathan…” she trailed off, swallowing hard.

Kienna’s face flushed with heat as the memories flickered through her mind—Benny’s twisted grin, the suffocating weight of the yellow light, the look on Logan’s face as he’d been forced to kneel. She shuddered, pushing it all down, trying to keep herself from spiraling back into that basement.

“Are you okay?” Emma asked softly, her warm hand finding Kienna’s arm.

“I’m fine,” Kienna muttered, her voice tight. She turned her attention to the doorway, willing Logan to return. The distance between them gnawed at her insides, a hollow ache that had persisted since they’d escaped. She’d been glued to his side the last few days, needing the reassurance of his touch, his presence. She couldn’t seem to settle unless she was with him.

“They’ve been through a lot,” Alex whispered, glancing at her with concern.

“We all have,” Rebecca added quietly.

At that moment, Nathan and Logan walked back into the room, and Kienna wasted no time getting to Logan’s side. She slipped her hand into his, the simple contact easing her frayed nerves. Logan lifted her hand to his lips, kissing the back of it before guiding her back to the couch. They sat down together, Logan’s solid warmth pressing into her, grounding her.

Across the room, Emma wrapped her arms around Nathan, leaning into his side. “What do we do now?” she asked, her voice filled with the weight of uncertainty.

Nathan heaved a heavy sigh, his face lined with fatigue. “The warrant’s still active. Until it’s cleared, we can’t fully move forward.”

“I actually had an idea about that,” Kienna said, her heart speeding up as she glanced at Logan. She rubbed her thumb over his knuckles slowly, smiling at the way his eyes narrowed, already sensing she was about to suggest something reckless.

“Kienna…” Logan’s tone held a warning.

“I have access to the courthouse records,” she began, ignoring the look he gave her. “We know some of the judges are on the Reapers’ payroll thanks to the flash drive. We pick one with vulnerabilities—someone with people they love. I pull up cases they’ve dismissed unjustly, take that and the record of them accepting bribes from the Reapers, bring it to them, and tell them I’ll turn them into the FBI if they don’t drop the warrant.”

Nathan laughed from across the room, drawing her attention sharply. He smirked, his amusement only growing when she glared at him. “Your responsibility,” Nathan said, giving Logan a knowing look. Kienna narrowed her eyes at him. He turned to Alex and Rebecca, nodding toward the kitchen. “Let’s give them the room.”

Kienna watched as they left, her heart still racing, knowing the real argument was about to start. Logan was silent beside her, his jaw tight. He didn’t speak until the others were out of earshot.

“No,” Logan said flatly.

She sighed, shifting closer to him, her hand still wrapped around his. “Logan, we have to do something.”

“You’re not doing this.” His voice was firm, leaving no room for argument—or so he thought.

“Logan.” She angled her body toward him, her eyes pleading but fierce. “It’s not like I can just blend back into the crowd and pretend nothing happened. They tortured us. They made me—” Her voice wavered, the memories still too raw. She took a deep breath, steadying herself. “I have to fight back. And this is the only way I can.”

Logan’s jaw clenched, his eyes hard as he looked away from her, his frustration clear. “It’s too risky. If the Reapers regroup, they’ll come after you the second they know you’re actively working against them. You’d be putting a target on your back.”

“There’s already a target on my back,” she argued softly. “We’re past the point of playing it safe. You know that. You’ve seen what they’re willing to do.”

Logan’s fists tightened in his lap, his body practically vibrating with the tension of wanting to protect her, but Kienna wasn’t about to let him shut her out. She leaned in, her free hand trailing up his arm, her touch light, coaxing. His eyes flicked to hers, filled with frustration, but underneath that was something else—something softer.

“Logan,” she whispered, her lips brushing against his ear, her voice a mixture of desperation and love. “I have to do this. Let me help. Trust me, like I trust you.”

He closed his eyes, his breath heavy. She could feel him wavering, knew she only had to push a little further. Kienna moved her head down, placing light kisses against his neck, smirking when leaned into her touch.

She leaned back, smiling widely at him. Slowly, he turned his head, his lips brushing against hers as he murmured, “You’re insanely stubborn. You know that?”

She smiled against his mouth, feeling the slow surrender in his body. “But you love me anyway.”

“Yeah,” Logan whispered, his voice thick with emotion. “I love you.”

Kienna kissed him then, her lips soft but insistent, coaxing the last bit of resistance out of him. She felt him melt into the kiss, his defenses slipping away, his love for her overriding the fear that had been holding him back. When they finally pulled apart, his eyes were softer, more open.

“Fine,” he muttered, shaking his head as if he couldn’t believe he was agreeing. “But we do this my way. We plan everything out, and you don’t take any risks without me.”

Kienna’s heart swelled with relief, a victorious smile spreading across her face as she kissed him again, softer this time, whispering, “Thank you.”

* * *

The familiar hum of the office surrounded Kienna as she made her way through the maze of cubicles. She reached her desk, taking a slow, deep breath. Losing her trust in the judicial system had altered the way she saw things. All the secrets the professor had kept—that he knew about the Reapers’ involvement in the corruption and hid it from her—still flayed her heart open, leaving a festering wound that would take a while to close.

But she was glad he knew. She understood now that it was sometimes necessary to go outside of the law to get true justice. Her eyes flickered over the computer screen as she dug deep into the courts case records, searing for cases that the judge who’d issued Nathan’s arrest warrant had thrown out, despite the solid evidence presented. Cases that reeked of corruption.

After a while, she had the evidence she needed, neatly organized, ready to be presented. Kienna hit print, listening to the quiet whir of the printer as it spat out page after page, each sheet of paper feeling like a weapon she was uniquely qualified to use. Logan and his siblings couldn’t fight the corruption in the courthouse. But Kienna could.

She gathered the documents, her mind flashing back to the basement, the fear that had gripped her, the terror of wondering if she and Logan would survive. This wasn’t just about Nathan’s warrant—it was about everything she’d been through, everything she’d witnessed. It was about fighting back and taking control.

With the papers in hand, Kienna stood, her heart beating a little faster as she made her way to Judge Rourke’s chambers. The corridors of the courthouse felt both familiar and alien. In the grand scheme of things, little time had passed, but it’d been enough to change her entire outlook on life and the justice system. She had spent years believing in the system, in the law, in the idea that the honesty and integrity of the system needed to be recognized and protected.

But now, she knew better. And she was ready to confront the harsh reality.

She reached the judge’s office and knocked, her pulse quickening as a voice called out. She put her hand against the door, stepped into the large room, and met the judge’s eyes. Judge Rourke was seated behind her massive desk, her expression cool and unreadable as she looked up from a stack of papers.

“Ms. Reyes,” the judge said, her tone clipped. “I wasn’t expecting you. What can I do for you today?”

Kienna didn’t waste time on pleasantries. She stepped forward, dropping the stack of papers onto the judge’s desk with a loud thud. “I’m here about the arrest warrant for Nathan Hawthorne,” she said, her voice steady, though her heart was racing. “And about the dozens of cases you’ve dismissed without just cause.”

Judge Rourke’s eyes flicked down to the papers, her brow furrowing slightly as she skimmed the top sheet. “What is this?”

Kienna took a deep breath. Once she did this, there was no going back. A flash of the basement–damp, disgusting, reeking of the unique scent of the fear of death–surged through her mind, urging her on. “This is evidence that you’ve been complicit in the corruption plaguing this city. You’ve thrown out cases with solid evidence, letting criminals walk free. And you issued a warrant for Nathan Hawthorne based on a single, dubious witness whose identity was redacted.”

The judge’s eyes narrowed, a flicker of something—fear, Kienna realized with a jolt—crossing her face before she masked it with cool indifference. “You’re making a very serious accusation, Ms. Reyes.”

“There’s more,” Kienna said curtly. She slapped another piece of paper on the desk, the one she’d had Alex take from the flash drive. “This is evidence showing you received bribes from the Reapers to dismiss certain cases. The dates of the transactions align with the dates of the dismissed cases. If you don’t dismiss the warrant for Nathan’s arrest, I will take this information to the FBI.”

There was a pause as the judge studied her, but Kienna noted the way her hands started to shake as she linked her fingers together. “Do you have any idea what the penalty is for blackmailing a judge?”

Kienna didn’t flinch. “I do. Just as I know what the penalty will be for your family if the Reapers discover this information was leaked.”

The tension in the room thickened, the air crackling with unspoken threats. For a moment, the judge just stared at her, weighing her options, the clock on the wall ticking away the seconds in deafening silence.

Finally, Judge Rourke leaned back in her chair, her expression shifting to something more calculating, almost impressed. “You’ve got nerve, I’ll give you that,” she said quietly. “But you’re playing a dangerous game.”

“I’m just trying to restore some semblance of justice,” Kienna replied, her voice firm. “Drop the warrant against Nathan. And don’t ever pursue it again. Otherwise, I’ll take this to the FBI, and you’ll be the one facing charges.”

The judge stared at her for a long moment, the tension in the room so thick it was suffocating. Then, slowly, she nodded. “I’ll have the warrant dismissed tomorrow,” she said, her voice low, almost begrudging.

A wave of relief and satisfaction washed over her as she nodded at the judge.

The judge’s eyes lingered on her, an almost imperceptible tremor in her voice as she said, “I believe our business here has concluded.”

Kienna nodded, her throat tight as she gathered the papers and turned to leave. Underneath the warmth of this victory, there was a small part of her that cracked under the strain of everything she’d been through, of what she’d just done.

She had crossed a line, one that couldn’t be uncrossed. But even as a chill settled over her at the thought, she couldn’t help but smile. The protests, her work as a paralegal—none of it had mattered. Finally, she could make a real difference.

* * *

The tension in the dining room felt like it could snap any second. The dim lighting from the chandelier overhead illuminated the space, its soft glow unable to ease the mounting pressure among them. The long oak table stretched between them, the once-gleaming surface now covered with papers, files, and hastily scribbled notes about the Reapers.

“I want him dead,” Kienna hissed, her voice cutting through the thick air, her eyes never leaving Nathan’s. She ignored the fact that everyone else in the room watched them nervously, that the focus had shifted entirely to the two of them.

Nathan’s jaw tightened as he stared back at her, clearly not used to being challenged this directly. “I get that,” he said, his tone controlled but cold, “but we can’t just kill him.” His gaze flicked toward Logan for a brief second, as though expecting backup, before returning to Kienna. His posture remained stiff, his arms crossed. The tension between them felt like the sharp edge of a blade, dangerous and waiting to draw blood.

Kienna leaned forward, gripping the table. She’d come too far, lost too much, to back down. “Why not? He’s just as responsible for the professor’s death as Benny was. He deserves to die, too,” she pressed, her voice hard with grief and fury. The relentless ache for justice for the professor clawed at her insides. She couldn’t breathe until this was done, until every thread of the Reapers had been unraveled.

“He can give us names,” Nathan said, his eyes narrowing. “Addresses, information on anyone still loyal to the Reapers. We use him. We take them down.”

She crossed her arms, digging her nails into her skin. “Great. He gives us what we want, and then we kill him. Problem solved.”

“Jesus, Kienna,” Alex muttered from the corner, his voice soft but tense. Kienna shot him a glare, her chest burning with frustration. He didn’t meet her eyes, opting to stare down at the table, clearly hoping to stay out of the crossfire.

Emma leaned forward, her calm demeanor only frustrating Kienna more. “Kienna, sometimes trauma—”

“I don’t need your psychological rationalizations,” Kienna snapped, cutting Emma off before she could finish her thought.

The sharp tone of her voice echoed in the room, causing a visible shift in everyone’s posture. Rebecca gave her a reproachful look, but Kienna ignored it. Her emotions were boiling over, pushing her past her usual limits.

“Hey!” Nathan’s voice boomed across the room. The command in his tone stilled everyone immediately and Kienna’s chest tightened. “Arguing is one thing,” Nathan said, his eyes hard on her, “but we don’t disrespect each other here.”

The reprimand stung. Kienna’s face flushed as she bit down her retort, the weight of his disapproval heavy on her shoulders. She swallowed hard and muttered, “Sorry, Emma.”

Emma offered a quick, forgiving smile. “It’s okay.”

Logan, who had been watching the exchange quietly, finally leaned forward, rubbing his hand over his face as though trying to wipe away the weight of everything they’d been through. “Look, Key,” he said, his voice tired but firm. “We can’t kill him. It wouldn’t be right.”

Kienna’s eyes widened, her pulse spiking with frustration. “Why not?” she demanded, the outrage clear in her voice. The idea of letting someone like Anthony Fontaine walk away alive after everything felt like betrayal.

Logan met her gaze, his eyes filled with exhaustion and something that looked like guilt. “Because the Reapers have been threatening his family for decades,” Logan said, his voice steady but low. “That’s the only reason he worked for them. He wasn’t loyal to them like Benny made us think. Benny was just messing with us, trying to make us turn on anyone he could.”

Kienna stared at him, her mind racing, but she didn’t respond immediately. She could feel the logic in Logan’s words gnawing at the edges of her fury, but the fire in her chest wouldn’t be extinguished so easily. How could Logan be so calm about this?

“So, what?” she shot back, her voice sharp. “We just let him walk?”

“No,” Logan said, his gaze never wavering from hers. “We use him. We squeeze every bit of information out of him, and when we’re sure he’s told us everything, we make sure he’s not a threat. But we don’t kill him out of revenge. That’s not justice.”

Kienna clenched her fists, every part of her wanting to argue, but Logan’s words carried a truth she couldn’t ignore. She could feel her anger starting to crack under the weight of it, leaving behind the raw, painful reality of grief. The professor was dead. Benny was dead. Fontaine… killing him wouldn’t bring anyone back.

Nathan, sensing the shift, stood up and placed his hands flat on the table. “We’re not executioners, Kienna. We need to stop the Reapers from ever regaining power. That’s our goal.” His voice softened slightly, though it still held a firm edge. “We do this smart. We do this right.”

The room fell into a thick silence again. Kienna’s heart hammered against her ribs, her mind swirling with everything she wanted to say. But she couldn’t bring herself to fight anymore. Not now.

She let out a shaky breath, staring down at the table. “Fine,” she muttered.

Logan reached out, resting a hand on her arm. She glanced over at him, the warmth of her grief and anger fading as she met his eyes. There was an unspoken devotion there, the same look he always wore when he looked at her, as though no matter how chaotic or dark things became, his love for her never wavered. Her heart fluttered, a small spark of comfort breaking through the tension in the room.

“So… when we get these addresses—” Rebecca began, but Nathan’s sharp voice cut her off.

“You are not getting involved,” Nathan growled, his eyes hard as he stared down his youngest sister.

Rebecca rolled her eyes, crossing her arms over her chest. “I’m an adult, Nathan.”

“You’re barely eighteen and you’re my baby sister,” Nathan shot back, his voice tight with authority. His gaze flicked briefly to Logan, and there was a flash of tension between the brothers. “Logan agreed to keep you in the loop,” he added with a pointed glare, “but that’s it. You need to focus on school—”

“I don’t care about school! I want to help!” Rebecca snapped, her voice rising with frustration. The room seemed to pulse with the sudden surge of emotions, the clashing of desires, the struggle for control.

Nathan took a deep breath, his patience wearing thin. “Find a way to help that doesn’t involve putting your life in danger.”

Rebecca’s eyes flashed with indignation as she leaned forward, her cheeks flushed with anger. “Why, because I’m so much weaker than the rest of you?”

The room fell silent, the tension thickening again. Kienna exchanged a look with Logan, her lips pressed into a thin line. She could sense the impending storm, the clash between Nathan’s overprotective instincts and Rebecca’s need to assert her independence. But Logan just sighed, shaking his head, clearly as exhausted by the argument as Kienna was.

Nathan’s expression softened slightly, but his voice remained firm. “You’re not weak, Rebecca. But you’re not getting involved. This conversation is over.”

Rebecca opened her mouth as if to argue again and Alex reached out, placing a calming hand on Rebecca’s arm. Something unspoken passed between them, a bond created from the time they had to rely only on each other when Logan and Kienna were gone.

She nodded sharply at Alex, then turned her eyes back to Nathan and said, “This conversation is not over. But I’ll let it go. For now.”

Nathan closed his eyes, inhaling deeply, while Emma smirked and gave Rebecca a knowing look.

“Alright, let’s take a break from this,” Nathan said suddenly. “We’ll talk about this more another time.”

Logan stood and pulled Kienna up with him, kissing her deeply. The noise from the rest of the house faded, leaving just the two of them in the middle of the room. As they pulled back from their kiss, Kienna couldn’t help but grin, noting the hunger in Logan’s eyes. That look—the way it made her feel like she was the only thing in his world—sent a familiar warmth rushing through her.

“What do you want to do?” he asked, his voice low, thick with amusement.

Kienna bit her lip, trying to suppress a smile as her fingers brushed his neck. “I had a lot of fun the other night,” she said, throwing him a teasing glance. She wrapped her arms around his neck, her pulse quickening as she leaned closer. “But I think it’s your turn.”

Logan’s lips quirked into a smirk, his eyes lighting up with that mischievous glint that always set her on nerves on fire. “Oh, I have your permission?” he asked, his voice a touch deeper, the amusement sharpening his words. It only made him more irresistible.

“I guess,” she shrugged, aiming for nonchalance, but the grin pulling at her lips gave her away.

Without missing a beat, Logan smirked and scooped her up effortlessly, her legs instinctively wrapping around his waist. “Oh, you guess?” His voice was laced with mock offense. “Such generosity.”

Kienna giggled, her fingers tangling in his hair, the familiar touch grounding her in this easy, playful moment. She loved how effortlessly they could shift from intensity to lightness. “What can I say?” she teased. “I’m feeling generous today.”

Logan carried her toward the couch, his eyes never leaving hers. She could feel the heat between them, simmering, undeniable. “Generous, huh?” he said, as he gently tossed her onto the cushions. He leaned over her, hands braced on either side of her head, his grin wicked. “Well, I guess it’s my lucky day.”

“Lucky doesn’t even begin to cover it,” she teased, her voice softening.

The wicked glint never left his eyes as he leaned down and pressed a kiss against the side of her throat. “But if you want to talk about luck…” He paused, narrowing his eyes mischievously. “I seem to remember you losing our last bet.”

Kienna’s eyes widened in mock outrage as the memory hit her—sophomore year, some stupid bet about who could drink more shots without breaking a sweat. She had lost miserably. “That wasn’t a fair bet!” she shot back, giving him a playful glare.

“Says the sore loser,” Logan quipped, grabbing her wrists and sitting. He pulled her into his lap with an easy, practiced motion. Her legs draped over his, the intimacy between them heating the air. “But I’ll give you another chance to win.”

Kienna tilted her head, intrigued despite herself. “Oh? And what’s the catch this time?”

“No catch,” Logan grinned wickedly, his fingers brushing over her spine, sending a rush of warmth through her. “Just a simple question.” He leaned in closer, his lips ghosting over hers as he whispered, “Who’s in charge tonight?”

Kienna rolled her eyes, biting back a smile. “Oh, is that what we’re playing for now?”

“That’s what we’ve always played for,” he said, his voice low and teasing, the glint in his eyes making her heart skip a beat.

She let out a small laugh, her fingers trailing down the back of his neck. “I think we should take this upstairs.”

“I think you’re right.”

“I’m always right,” she shot back, her smile widening as she saw the playful spark in his gaze.

Logan tilted his head, his grin stretching wider as he stood up, keeping her pressed against him. Effortlessly, he started carrying her toward the stairs, the heat between them building.

“Are we really going to have the conversation about you carrying me again?” Kienna asked, arching an eyebrow but tightening her legs around his waist.

“No. I already won that debate,” Logan replied, smirking as he navigated the stairs.

“You’re impossible,” she laughed, burying her face against his neck as he carried her through the door to his room. He kicked it open with ease, stepping inside.

“Yeah,” he whispered, pausing for a moment before kicking the door shut behind them with a solid thud, “And you wouldn’t have me any other way.”


Epilogue

Logan crouched behind the rusted metal container, his eyes locked on the two guards pacing by the entrance to the safe house. The night was too quiet, a thick tension hanging in the air as he whispered into his earpiece, “Alex, we’re in position.”

Alex’s voice crackled in his ear. “Copy. I’m shutting down the external cameras now. You’ve got a small window to make it past the front gate. Don’t rush it.”

Logan nodded, glancing at Kienna beside him, her eyes blazing with adrenaline. Nathan was somewhere around the back, waiting for his cue. Emma’s voice came over the comms, soft and controlled. “Logan, remember what I told you. Get inside his head. Sow doubt. You know what to say.”

Logan took a breath, pushing down the knot of nerves in his stomach. “Got it,” he muttered.

He gestured to Kienna, and they moved in sync, creeping toward the guards. Nathan circled the building, ready to take out the reinforcements from the rear. Urgency coiled in Logan’s legs, ready to burst forward. He had one shot.

Logan darted forward, a blur of movement as he closed the gap. The first guard barely had time to react before Logan smashed his fist into the man’s face, then grabbed his head and smashed it onto the ground, knocking him unconscious.

The second guard spun, reaching for his gun, but Kienna was already on him, whipping the baton across his head, just as Logan had taught her. A rush of pride ran through Logan’s chest as Kienna followed it up with a blow to the stomach. The guard wheezed, doubling over, and Logan dropped him with a swift kick to the head.

“Kienna, go. Find the door,” Logan ordered. She nodded and slipped ahead, her eyes scanning for the entrance to the underground bunker.

Logan grabbed the downed guard and dragged him into the shadows. The guard groaned, his eyes fluttering open. Logan grabbed his shoulders roughly and leaned in close. “Your boss… he’s leaving you behind,” Logan whispered, his voice low and lethal. “You’re just a pawn to him. The moment we get inside, he’s going to bolt. So I suggest you do exactly as I say”

The guard blinked, confusion and fear battling in his eyes. Logan could see the cracks forming in his resolve.

Logan pressed on. “I’ve been inside this game longer than you know. I’ve seen guys like you get left in the dirt when the heat gets too much. You think Sean’s any different? He’ll cut and run the second we get in there. He knows what happens to people who try to lead the Reapers in my city. Where do you think that leaves you?”

For a moment, the guard’s face paled, doubt creeping in. “He… he wouldn’t…”

“You sure about that?” Logan’s voice dropped to a whisper, sharp and dangerous. “If you want to live, you’ll tell me how to get inside. Or I swear, you won’t leave here breathing.”

The guard hesitated, but Logan saw the flicker of recognition that ran over his face, quickly transforming into fear. The Hawthornes had made a name for themselves against the Reapers over the past couple of months. Logan nodded, tightening his grip, and the man muttered, “It’s the code… there’s a code… 3498. It unlocks the main door.”

Logan smiled grimly, dropping the guard like dead weight. “Good choice.” A swift punch knocked him unconscious, and Logan stood, whispering into his earpiece, “We’ve got the code. Moving in.”

He found Kienna at the entrance, her fingers dancing over the keypad as she entered the code. The heavy door clicked open, and Logan motioned her inside.

They stepped into the dimly lit bunker, the metallic scent of oil and grime hanging in the air. Logan’s heart raced, adrenaline firing through his veins as they moved down the narrow hallway. His hand hovered over the butt of his gun, holstered at his waist, every step making the tension coil tighter in his chest.

“Two guards by the door up ahead,” Alex’s voice crackled in his ear. “Nathan, you’re up.”

There was a low grunt over the comms, and then a crash. Logan smirked, hearing the sound of Nathan’s brute strength crashing through a barricade. A second later, Nathan’s voice came through, gruff but satisfied. “Clear.”

Logan and Kienna reached the door and pushed it open. The room beyond was large, a makeshift office filled with screens and equipment. And there he was—the Reaper lieutenant, pale-faced and sweating, his built frame appearing small as he hunched over a desk and frantically typed into his computer, no doubt trying to erase evidence before they got to him.

Kienna took a step forward, but Logan held up a hand. “Let me handle this.”

The lieutenant looked up, his eyes wide with panic. “You people are insane. The Reapers have been in control of this city for—”

Logan crossed the room in three swift steps, grabbing the man by his throat and slamming him into the wall. “Shut up,” Logan growled. “Your hold on my city is over. You are going to tell us where the rest of the Reapers are hiding, or I’ll let my brother finish what he started.”

Sean’s breath hitched, his eyes darting wildly. “I’m not telling you shit.”

Kienna moved beside Logan, her voice cold and resolute. “You’re going to tell us. Or we’re going to make you.”

Logan’s earpiece crackled. “Logan,” Alex’s voice cut through, calm and focused, “I’ve got it. I’m already hacking into his system. He didn’t have a chance to delete the records. Just stall him.”

Logan leaned in, tightening his grip on the man’s throat. “Stall him? Easy.”

But before he could finish, the door behind them crashed open, and two more guards rushed in. Logan barely had time to react before the first one lunged at him, sending them both crashing into the wall.

Logan grunted, his body slamming into the concrete, but his instincts kicked in. He grabbed the guard’s arm, twisting it behind his back with a sickening crack. The guard screamed, but Logan silenced him with a knee to the ribs, dropping him to the floor.

Nathan barreled in, taking down the second guard with a single punch that sent him sprawling. Logan straightened, wiping blood from his mouth, and turned to the lieutenant, who was now unconscious in the corner. Kienna stood over him with her baton, grinning wickedly. She was enjoying this way too much.

Alex’s voice crackled in his ear. “I’ve got the data. Get the hell out of here.”

Logan smiled at Kienna. A smirk tugged at her lips. “Told you we’d make a good team.”

Logan sighed, but despite the chaos, his chest swelled with affection. He moved toward her, thinking of kissing her, when a sharp, ringing crack echoed through the room.

Logan flinched, eyes wide as Nathan dropped one of the Reapers’ bodies and moved on to the next. His heart slammed against his chest as he rushed forward, grabbing his brother’s arm. “What are you doing?” he hissed. “We got what we came for.”

“We can’t let them live, Logan. They saw our faces.” Nathan’s voice was hard and cold. He pushed Logan back and reached down, snapping the second gang member’s neck with a sickening crunch.

“They’re low-level,” Logan muttered. “We have the addresses of anyone that might try to step up. These guys aren’t a threat.”

“I’m not taking that risk,” Nathan said, his eyes on the unconscious guard in the corner.

Kienna’s sharp gasp echoed in the room. “Nathan—”

“I’ll finish this. Get out.”

Logan’s stomach twisted, his instincts screaming, but he turned to Kienna, forcing himself to meet the reproach in her eyes. Without a word, he took her hand and led her out of the bunker, his pulse hammering in his ears.

“You’re just going to let him kill them?” Kienna’s voice was a fierce whisper, her breath ragged as they moved away from the building and toward the car hidden down the street.

Logan stopped, turning to face her. “He’s not wrong, Key. They saw our faces. Want a repeat of what happened a few months ago?”

Kienna’s expression shifted, her eyes widening in realization. Logan nodded grimly. “Exactly. Let’s go.”

They walked back to the car in tense silence. Logan opened the car door for Kienna, and they climbed into the back seat, waiting, their eyes locked on each other, drawing strength. A few minutes later, Nathan returned, his face shadowed and his eyes dark. He slid into the driver’s seat, not saying a word, and started the car.

They drove back to the small, unassuming house across Port City, the base Logan and Alex had set up after Nathan left town. The air was thick with unspoken tension, every bump in the road jarring Logan’s already frayed nerves.

When they got to the house, they moved down into the basement together. Alex and Emma’s whispered conversation stopped the moment they saw Nathan’s face. Emma rushed to Nathan’s side, pulling him close and kissing him deeply, as if she could somehow wash away the brutality they all knew he was capable of.

“Well… that went well,” Alex muttered quietly, the tension still hanging heavy in the air.

Logan managed a half-smile, turning to Kienna. He kissed her gently, then rested his forehead against hers, feeling the warmth of her skin and the steady beat of her heart. She smoothed her hand over his chest, her fingers curling into the fabric of his shirt as she closed her eyes, breathing to the rhythm of his heartbeat.

After a moment, Nathan cleared his throat, his eyes finding Kienna. “I’m sorry you had to see that,” he said, his voice softer now, almost apologetic. “But this is what it takes.”

Kienna straightened, her jaw tight. “I’m fine. A heads up that you plan on killing people next time might be nice, though.”

Nathan smirked, a flicker of amusement at her subtle reprimand breaking through the darkness in his eyes. “Noted,” he replied.

Logan squeezed Kienna’s hands, smiling when she turned to him. “Now that that’s over, you and I are going on a date tomorrow.”

She laughed, shaking her head. “Logan—”

“I’m serious, Key. We’ve spent two months hunting down the last of the Reapers, destroying everything. We deserve a day off.”

Her lips curved into a smile, a glimmer of light breaking through the heaviness of the night. “Raven’s Point?” she asked, her eyes softening.

Logan nodded, kissing her again, a thrill of anxiety mixing with love as he whispered, “Yeah. Raven’s Point.”

* * *

Logan led Kienna through the woods, his hand clutching hers, the warm spring air soothing against his face. She glanced at him, smiling, then moved her eyes back down, watching her step as they navigated the narrow trail of tree roots and prickers.

He’d always known she was strong—stubborn—resourceful, but he was constantly amazed by her ability to adapt. She’d thrown herself into training with him, pushing past her limits until Nathan finally agreed to let her into the field. She’d stayed dedicated to her work as a paralegal, more passionate than ever now that she truly understood how flawed the system could be. And she’d started leading protests again, more empowered than ever to fight for real change now that the Reapers’ grip on Port City had been shattered.

Her resilience, her fire, made him love her more deeply than he’d thought possible. And today—today was the day he’d waited for.

He led her into their usual clearing, the place they always came to when they needed a break from the chaos. The grass was more yellow than green from the long, dry season, but it was still beautiful. Still theirs. Logan brought her to the tall white pine tree, the one that had witnessed so many moments between them. Kienna smiled, pressing a hand against its bark like greeting an old friend.

Logan’s heart pounded against his chest, the small box burning a hole in his pocket. He swallowed hard, nerves and excitement battling inside him. Taking Kienna’s hand, he brought it to his lips, and kissed her soft skin.

“Kienna,” he began, his voice low and steady. “You know how much I love you, right?”

She turned to him, her eyes wide and playful, a knowing smile tugging at the corners of her lips. “Even though I’m stubborn?” she teased, her voice light but full of affection.

Logan huffed out a breath, his chest tightening with love. “I’m trying to be serious, Key.”

Her smile softened, and she looked up at him, her expression gentle, knowing.

Logan took a deep breath, his thumb brushing over her knuckles. “You’ve been through hell. We both have. But you—” his voice cracked, and he cleared his throat, emotion rising like a tide. “You are the strongest person I’ve ever met in my entire life. I didn’t think it was possible to love you more than I already did, but I love you more every single day. And I want to spend the rest of our lives together.”

He reached into his pocket, pulling out the small box that had been pressing against his thigh. Kienna’s eyes widened, her breath catching as she realized what was happening. Logan dropped to one knee, the world around them disappearing as he held the box up to her, his heart hammering in his chest.

“Kienna, will you marry me?”

Tears welled up in her eyes, and for a moment, neither of them moved, both frozen in the enormity of the moment. Then, slowly, a brilliant smile spread across her face, and she nodded, her voice thick with emotion as she whispered, “Yes.”

Logan’s breath left him in a rush of relief and joy. He stood, pulling her into his arms, kissing her deeply, his heart racing with love and the certainty that this was exactly where he was meant to be.
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The Vigilante’s Fears: Sneak Peek

The dull thud of the door closing forced Alex’s eyes away from his laptop and he blinked. The conference room at Hawthorne Shipping Co. was empty, aside from himself and Eli. His eyes darted to the clock above the door. It was already after nine in the evening. When had that happened?

Eli sat at the other end of the conference table, his brows furrowed in concentration, eyes sharp as they skimmed the latest market projections.

There was tension in Eli’s shoulders. He was nervous. They’d been working on this joint venture for several weeks now, and being in Eli’s presence was intoxicating.

There was a natural aura of power around him—one that didn’t stem from aggressive words or actions, as Alex had seen in other men. Eli’s authority came from something far more refined. It was in the way he controlled a conversation with ease, guiding others to his point of view with nothing more than a glance or a shift in tone. There was no need for raised voices or underhanded tactics. A simple quirk of his eyebrow, a subtle tilt of his head, and the room bent to his will.

The muscles bulging beneath his suit jacket certainly didn’t hurt, either. The toned lines of his shoulders, the hard ridges of his arms, all of it added to the quiet dominance Eli seemed to exude effortlessly.

Alex’s gaze lingered, tracing the way Eli’s suit clung to him, accentuating every hard edge and curve. He hadn’t meant to stare, but it was hard not to, especially in moments like this, when Eli seemed so completely in control.

Eli’s eyes flickered up, meeting Alex’s. Heat surged into Alex’s cheeks, and he quickly looked back down at his laptop, the screen blurring as embarrassment clouded his vision. Had Eli noticed? Did he know Alex had been staring at the broad stretch of his shoulders, the strength that seemed to radiate from him?

Alex swallowed hard, hoping Eli hadn’t caught on, a knot of nervousness twisting in his gut. He had a feeling Eli wouldn’t appreciate being the object of Alex’s attention.

A few of the women on their team would watch Eli when he wasn’t looking, their gazes lingering on him in quiet admiration. It made Alex’s stomach twist with an irrational pang of jealousy, though he knew it was stupid. There was little chance Eli would ever be interested in him. How could he be? Eli was everything Alex wasn’t—confident, commanding, with a presence that filled every room he walked into. Eli had a way of moving through the world like he was in control of it, while Alex was constantly second-guessing himself, trying to keep up.

And yet, Eli had never treated him like he was incapable. He never dismissed Alex’s ideas, never made him feel like he was out of his depth, even though Alex sometimes felt like he was drowning in the magnitude of this project.

“Alex?”

Eli’s smooth voice cut through his thoughts, making his heart stutter in his chest. Alex glanced up, suddenly hyper-aware of the heat creeping up his neck, his face feeling too tight, too warm. Eli’s mouth curved into a knowing smirk, his head tilting slightly as his eyes roamed over Alex’s face, as though studying every detail.

“Can I help you with something?” Eli’s tone was light, teasing, but there was an undercurrent that sent a jolt of tension through Alex’s body. He swallowed hard, his throat dry as he desperately tried to think of something—anything—to say.

“Um… no. I’m good,” Alex managed, cringing inwardly at the awkwardness in his voice. He felt exposed, like Eli could see right through him, past the surface and into the mess of emotions he didn’t quite understand himself.

He’d never been in a situation like this. Before meeting Eli, he’d rarely felt attraction toward anyone—he’d never dated, never kissed anyone. Sometimes he wondered if there was something wrong with him. But now, sitting across from Eli, he realized it wasn’t that he couldn’t feel attraction. He just hadn’t met someone who could make his pulse race like this, make his lungs tighten with anticipation, or make the very air feel somehow heavier and thinner when they were in the same room.

Eli’s gaze lingered a second too long, and Alex had to force himself to look away, his heart thudding loudly in his chest. There was never enough air when Eli was close, never enough space between them, and that awareness left Alex feeling raw in ways he didn’t know how to handle.

“It’s late,” Eli said, his voice carrying an edge that drove a spike of anxiety through Alex’s chest.

“Yeah. I’m still working on getting the new features online. It’s taking more time than I expected, but I’ll make sure we meet your deadline.”

“Our deadline,” Eli corrected, his tone firm but calm.

Alex flushed, the reminder hitting him hard. It was so easy to forget he was supposed to be an equal on this project.

“Right,” he muttered, feeling the weight of Eli’s gaze on him. His skin tingled with an unexplainable anticipation. Eli’s eyes lingered on Alex, making his pulse quicken, and for a moment, the silence stretched, electric.

Then Eli sighed, closing his laptop with a deliberate snap. He leaned back in his chair, threading his fingers together in his lap, the movement unhurried. “Are you hungry?”

Alex’s head snapped up. “What?”

Eli quirked an eyebrow, amusement softening his usually stern expression. “I haven’t seen you eat today.”

“Oh. Right. I forgot.” A strange flutter tightened in Alex’s chest, making it hard to respond smoothly. His fingers drummed nervously against the table as he shifted in his seat, trying to focus on anything but the way Eli’s gaze lingered, clearly noticing his reaction. Alex had never felt so flustered, so out of control.

“I’ll order something for us,” Eli said, pulling out his phone with the same easy confidence he brought to everything. His fingers moved across the screen, and Alex found himself watching, fascinated by the smallest movements, by the way Eli took charge of the moment without hesitation.

Alex waited, his heart beating a little faster as Eli’s eyes scanned the screen before tapping and lifting the phone to his ear. The room felt smaller, quieter, the tension humming just beneath the surface, and Alex had no idea how to control the storm of emotions swirling inside him.

Eli’s eyes rested on Alex’s face as the phone rang. Alex tried not to squirm under the scrutiny, but every second felt like a test, the air between them thick with unspoken tension. Strangely, it was comforting that Eli hadn’t even bothered to ask what Alex wanted. The small, deliberate act of control stirred something deep inside him, a warmth pooling in his stomach that Alex had a hard time explaining to himself.

After a moment, someone must have answered, because the cool, composed expression Eli wore around the team—the one that only seemed to melt away when it was just the two of them late at night—slipped back into place.

“Yes, I’d like to place an order for delivery at Hawthorne Shipping Co.,” Eli said smoothly, his voice a contrast to the heat simmering in the room. “A bacon cheeseburger and a chicken and lentil salad, please. Yes, that’s fine. Thank you.”

He hung up, and Alex’s heart skipped a beat as Eli’s eyes returned to him. “Was that Marcy’s Diner?” Alex asked.

Eli nodded, his smirk widening.

“How did you know I liked their bacon cheeseburgers?”

“You’ve brought it for lunch five times.”

Eli had noticed that? Alex’s mind raced, and in a moment of clarity, he realized how much he had noticed about Eli, too. The subtle flecks of brown in his blue eyes that became more pronounced when he was tired. The small white scars on the backs of his hands, scars that Alex had always been too shy to ask about. And the way Eli only ever wore blue ties—never black or red or green—just blue, to match his eyes.

Alex swallowed hard. “You eat a lot of salads,” he blurted, then immediately looked away, mentally cursing himself. When had he become so tongue-tied? Being around Eli was both exhausting and exhilarating. The moment their conversations drifted away from work, Alex felt like he couldn’t think straight, like the dynamic between them shifted in a way he couldn’t quite grasp.

But when he glanced up again, Eli was smiling at him. And this time, it wasn’t the usual smirk—the one he wore after steering Alex into decisions he’d tried to resist. It was softer, more genuine, as if Eli found Alex’s flustered state endearing rather than irritating.

“I like to stay in shape,” Eli replied, the amusement still playing at the edges of his smile.

“I’ve noticed.”

Eli’s eyebrows shot up, and Alex let out a nervous laugh, heat rising to his cheeks again.

Eli chuckled, the sound low and rich, his blue eyes darkening as a flicker of heat passed through them. The moment stretched, thick with unspoken meaning, before Eli stood and moved around the table. As he leaned casually against the edge, Alex’s eyes flicking down to Eli’s ass, the fabric of his pants stretching over the firm muscle. Eli crossed his arms over his chest, the movement drawing Alex’s attention to the way the muscles in his biceps flexed under his shirt. The thick black watch band around Eli’s wrist framed his strong, well-defined forearms, and Alex couldn’t help but stare for a moment too long.

Heat and the spice of cologne radiated from Eli, the space between them suddenly feeling smaller, more intimate. His proximity was overwhelming, and Alex’s heart raced, a hot flush of awareness creeping through him.

“Alex.”

The way Eli said his name—smooth, deliberate—sent a flutter straight through Alex’s stomach. He glanced up, blinking hard as he tried to hold on to his composure. But Eli’s eyes, dark with amusement, seemed to see right through him.

“Are you attracted to me?”

“No.” The denial came out too fast, too forced, and Alex instantly regretted it as heat rushed to his face in the worst blush of his life. Eli’s eyebrow quirked, his gaze shifting from amused to piercing, and Alex squeezed his eyes shut, mortified.

“I mean, you’re obviously attractive,” Alex muttered, his voice barely above a whisper. “But me? No. Of course not.” His heart pounded against his chest as Eli’s eyes bored into the side of his head, the weight of his gaze making it impossible to think. “I’d really like to stop talking now,” Alex added, desperate for the moment to end.

Eli didn’t respond right away, and the silence stretched painfully between them. Alex’s nerves were frayed, his whole body buzzing with an anticipation he couldn’t quite name. The room felt electrified, every second ticking by with a tension that made it hard to breathe.

Finally, after what felt like an eternity, Eli nodded—slowly, deliberately. Without a word, he stepped away from where he had been leaning and returned to his seat across the table, his movement calm, controlled.

Alex reached for his water bottle, his hand trembling as he took several deep swallows. It did little to cool the heat burning in his face, but at least it gave him something to focus on. Anything was better than looking at Eli right now, where he knew that intense expression would be watching him—dark eyes, lips curved in that knowing way, like Eli had seen right through him.

The air between them remained thick with unresolved tension, neither of them saying a word. Alex took deep, measured breaths, silently begging his heart to slow down. Even when it finally did, the burn in his cheeks remained, leaving him uncomfortably warm, acutely aware of every movement Eli made.

He tried to refocus on his work, but the tremble in his hands made it almost impossible to type. Why would Eli ask that? Did he like Alex too? Or was he calling out this hopeless crush to shut Alex down? What was happening?

A knock on the door shattered the tense silence between them. Eli stood, his movements smooth and composed as he greeted the security guard who had taken their food from the delivery person. He closed the door quietly after accepting the bags and placed them on the table. Eli pulled out Alex’s burger, then walked it over to him.

Alex reached for it, and as his fingers grazed Eli’s, a fresh surge of heat rushed through his body, hitting him hard. Eli’s touch was brief but electric. The texture of Eli’s skin against his own sent a jolt straight through Alex, intensifying the pressure building low in his stomach, creating an unmistakable strain in his pants that made standing up anytime soon out of the question.

He looked up to thank Eli, but the words died on his lips when he caught the flush creeping up Eli’s neck, spreading across his cheeks. Eli—always in control—was rattled. Alex’s breath caught at the sight, and for a moment, all he could do was stare.

Eli cleared his throat, taking a small but deliberate step back, his expression shifting. He tilted his head, narrowing his eyes, the heat and warning in his gaze unmistakable. It was a look that sent Alex’s heart into overdrive, the air between them growing heavy once more.

“Let’s get back to work,” Eli said, his voice low, commanding, as if grounding them both after the electric current that had passed between them.
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