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  “When the people of the world all know beauty as beauty,


  There arises the recognition of ugliness.


  When they all know the good as good,


  There arises the recognition of evil.”


  - Lao-tzu


  


  PROLOGUE


  “She hasn’t woken up yet.”


  “That’s one hell of a nap. And her brain is still functioning? You’re testing it regularly?


  “Yes, everything seems to be normal. But we don’t know what’s happening inside of her. Or why she’s been out so long, even without any medication.”


  “And her Hyde hasn’t shown up at all?”


  “You mean her Jekyll?”


  “Jekyll, Hyde, whatever you want to call it.”


  “There’s a big difference, sir.”


  “Do you know what I’m referring to?”


  “Of course.”


  “Well, since I’ll never talk to them, I can call them whatever the hell I want.”


  “You’re right. I’m sorry.”


  “How about you keep your apologies for the moment you screw up? Because something always gets screwed up with these things.”


  “Um…”


  “Just tell me what’s going on with her.”


  “Her Jek— Um…”


  “Are you a moron? Christ. I thought we were done hiring morons. I’d prayed that Cabot was the last one.”


  “I’m not a moron. It’s just…strange to be speaking with you.”


  “Yeah well, with the way this program has been going lately, I’m trying to be more hands-on…without actually having my hands on anything. So tell me what’s going on.”


  “Her Jekyll hasn’t appeared. In fact, since she arrived, there have been none of the dramatic physical changes we normally observe during a transformation, other than her heartbeat and sporadic changes in her brainwave patterns. Her heart rate reverted to a human beat only a few hours after she arrived. And despite her lack of activity, her muscle mass seems to have increased. But those are the only physiological changes we’ve seen since.”


  “So she wasn’t given anything to trigger it?”


  “Nothing. She went drug-free a few weeks before we brought her in. According to Carter Poole, her handl—”


  “I know who Poole is.”


  “Right. So once he stopped giving her the serum, she began to revert, but we have no idea why she’s still asleep. If it’s a transition, it’s one we’ve never seen before. But we’re hopef— No, we are ‘considering the possibility’ that her human-self and her Jekyll may have…merged.”


  Pause. “That’s great fucking news.”


  “Yes, sir. It is.”


  “Holy hell. That’s fantastic.” Pause. “What about her eyes?”


  “Again, no change since she came in. They haven’t gone back to their human color. That alone suggests she’s altered, but we won’t know how much her behavior has changed until—”


  “Yeah, I get it—we can’t move forward with her until she wakes up. If she wakes up.”


  “Assuming she does, what am I supposed to tell her? Whatever I say, she’ll think is a lie.”


  “Then tell her the truth. But don’t go overboard. Tell her what she is and why we need her. See what she does with that.”


  “And if she doesn’t believe me?”


  “Then tell her about Turner. She’ll want to protect him. Hopefully, she’ll do whatever she has to do to keep him alive. So give her a rough timeline. And if that doesn’t work, threaten her.”


  “Sir, with respect, that’s not was I was hired to do here.”


  “You should’ve read your contract more closely, Bertram. I’m sure there was something in there about DOING WHAT YOU’RE TOLD TO DO! Let me know when she’s conscious. Shit, she’d better wake up. She could be the answer to everything.”


  


  CHAPTER I


  Eden felt someone nudge her arm. Oh man, where’d she end up this time? Her head felt like it had been used as a battering ram, her body like it hadn’t been used in eons. Heavy, sore, feeble. She was lying down on something soft, that much she knew. So she wasn’t on Mitch’s front step again.


  “Eden, are you awake?” The voice was familiar. Vaguely. Definitely too feminine to be Mitch’s. Not to mention too nice. “Eden?”


  Cracking open her eyes was a task in itself, one she was almost too weak to do.


  A woman with black hair stepped backwards and leaned against the wall, the end of her ponytail hanging over one shoulder. And she was smiling.


  Don’t trust it. When death came for her, he’d be smiling too.


  Eden looked around the room. It was sparse—the twin-size bed she was lying on, ugly gray walls, and…not a lot else. Door. There was a door. One she intended to walk through immediately. She jerked up painfully, but her wrists were strapped down.


  “Let me go!”


  “You need to stay calm.” The woman came forward hesitantly, as if she wasn’t sure what to do. So Eden told her.


  “Get these things off of me!”


  After a quick exhalation, the woman said, “We only used them so you wouldn’t hurt yourself.”


  Yeah, sure. As if straps would stop someone who was determined to hurt themselves. The woman should be more concerned with what Eden would do if she didn’t take them off.


  As soon as the teeth of the Velcro ripped apart, Eden swung her legs onto the floor, throwing her hands onto the mattress for balance as a wave of nausea hit her.


  “You shouldn’t move too quickly. Give your body a chance to get used to moving again.”


  “Where am I?” she asked. At least it wasn’t the morgue. Anything else she could deal with. Eventually. But right now, she was having trouble just sitting upright.


  Holding her hands out in front of her, the woman said, “You’re safe.”


  “Forgive me if I don’t take your word for it.” Even as disoriented as she was, Eden knew it was wrong to be here. Her instincts were screaming, ‘Get up, get out, and get free’.


  The woman nodded. “Fair enough. How can I convince you?”


  “Well, for starters you could show me the exit. Then we could go out sometime and get to know each other better. At least, I hear that’s how it’s done.” Where was Mitch? Where was Carter? Why couldn’t she remember anything?


  No. She’d worry about that later. Right now, she needed to focus on getting out of wherever she was. Because nothing was safe for her anymore. No one was safe for her either. Everything else was a blur, but that she knew. Trust no one, especially anyone who would keep me in cuffs.


  As Eden stumbled towards the door, the woman backed up, blocking her way. But the expression on her face—wariness with a little bit of panic—proved she knew she wouldn’t be able to even slow Eden done. Good, that was a good place to begin.


  “Wait! You’re in a clinic. You’re safe now. No one is going to hurt you.”


  A clinic? She looked down at what she was wearing—typical god-awful hospital gown. Considering how much Chastity hated clothing, the fact that Eden was wearing anything at all was a shock. She checked her wrists, turning her hands over multiple times, looking for signs of bindings stronger than the ones she’d woken up in.


  What she saw instead were countless pale lines of scar tissue up and down her arms, on the palms of both hands. Already healed, leaving only thin reminders of two fights, one of them ending in someone’s death. Whose? The memory flashed in her mind.


  She remembered getting those wounds. The fight. The fight with Jolie and…and Hyde. Then afterwards, a look of horror on Mitch’s face when he’d seen what he’d done to her. Followed by the look of defeat when he closed the door in her face, shutting her out of his life because he couldn’t deal with it anymore.


  Chastity had taken her innocence, and Mitch had stolen back the sense of safety she’d had when she’d been with him. Part of her wanted to lie back down on the bed, curl into a ball and weep for all she’d lost. How quickly she’d lost it.


  But another part of her wanted to shove the stranger up against the wall and scream at her until she told her what the hell was going on. How she got here, what had happened after Mitch had given up on them. And on her.


  Weakness can wait. Getting out can’t. “I want out of here now.” She spoke through her teeth, her hands in tight fists at her sides.


  “Okay,” the woman said nervously.


  As soon as she stepped out of the way, Eden was at the door, easily pushing it open despite its apparent heft. She peeked out to make sure she wasn’t going to walk into something even worse and then stepped into the hallway.


  The woman grunted as the door swung into her. “We had no intention of forcing you to stay.”


  “Golly, thanks.” Eden looked down the empty hallway, one way and then the other. There was nothing. No indication of which way to go. No signs that said, ‘Over here, Eden. Go this way to get out.’ Damn it. “Which way?” she shouted. “Which way to get the fuck out of here?”


  Eden flinched. Did I just say that? “Fuck,” she said again. The word felt smooth on her lips, but abrasive on her mind. How could that be? A rush of dizziness hit her head, forcing her back a step.


  Hyde…I killed Jolie…reading Carter’s letter in Landon’s unmarked police car…the tap of a gun on the car window…a fight. Little pieces of memories appeared, different than the flashbacks Chastity had given her. Less like a movie playing in her mind and more like the truth. Truth she knew and had lived. The part of her she’d never been able to understand or accept felt familiar, like a good friend. But Chastity wasn’t her friend or anyone else’s friend. Who’d want a friend with no impulse control, no moral compass?


  “What’s wrong with me?” she whimpered, her body starting to shake. She felt cold. Not because she was barefoot on the tile floor. Because she felt naked, exposed, all the way to her soul.


  “We don’t know.”


  Eden flipped around to face her, advancing.


  The woman rushed back into the room they’d just come out of, yelling, “Security!” into a small box on the wall. The sound of her fear echoed through the hallway, until it was overtaken by the sound of a door around the corner opening and multiple feet hitting the tile. Someone was coming.


  Two large men in black t-shirts and pants came around the corner, straight for her. Before she had a chance to comment on their matching attire, a fight-or-flight war started between her mind and her body. What were the chances she could outrun them? Down an unknown hallway that might lead anywhere—to a dead-end or more guards. Could she fight them? Could Chastity? Damn it. The weakness of her body wouldn’t allow either of them a chance. But she’d try. Hell yeah, she’d try. She wasn’t going to just lie down anymore. Not for anyone.


  There is no way this isn’t going to hurt.


  The men slowed when they got about ten feet away. They must have weighed at least 250 a piece. Great. Five hundred pounds of professional muscle against 125 of untrained and terrified girl. But she had a lot more to lose than they did. She hoped that would be enough.


  Her eyes widened as she looked down at her body. A lightness filled her chest, even as her muscles tensed and her legs spread for balance. As if it wasn’t hers at all. Overpowering her desire to run the hell away, a wave of calm—of control, of confidence—kept her feet planted firmly on the floor.


  “Oh shit.” As the word hit the air, Eden realized not even her mind was her own. This is so very, very not good.


  Unconsciously, she scanned their bodies, looking for weakness. They were heavy which meant they wouldn’t move as fast. But there were two of them which meant she’d need a miracle to get past them. Her mind raced, trying to find something she possessed that they didn’t. There wasn’t much, not that would help in a fight. But she was smart, and if the stereotype of henchmen was correct, they were not. It was a big leap, but sometimes the bottom of the cliff is preferable to what’s at the top.


  “Be careful with her,” the woman said, still hiding behind the door. “She’s still weak.”


  “Thanks a lot,” Eden grumbled. But it was true. She was weak.


  The larger of the two—by about an inch—caught the eye of his partner and nodded. Probably trying to corral her, they stepped forward confidently leaving a small space between them. But the smaller man grimaced each time his left foot hit the floor. She looked at his leg and saw an outline of a knee brace through his pants.


  Perfect. The word appeared in her mind as if someone else had thought it.


  There is nothing perfect about this! But she knew the man’s weakness. And that was perfect. Or as close to perfect as it was going to get.


  If it was going to hurt, she’d make sure it would hurt him just as much. She surrendered to instinct, hoping her body would know what to do.


  Bracing one arm with the other, she ran at him low, just long enough to gather some momentum before contracting her abs and sliding elbows-first into him. He tried to back-step, but like a bowling ball, she slammed into his legs. Strike! The sound of his knee snapping was immediately covered up by his scream as they both hit the floor.


  As she scrambled away, she felt the other guard’s thick arms wrap around her and lift her off her feet. He held her in a bear-hug, so her violent movements held no danger. She kicked backwards, hearing her screams and his grunts distantly, as if it was coming from somewhere far away. As if none of this was real.


  The more she struggled, the tighter his grip became. Until all she was fighting for was breath. She tried to find something to latch onto, something to hurt, to bite, to beat, but he was out of her reach. And the kicks that did connect didn’t seem to bother him as much as she needed them to.


  “That wasn’t nice.” His voice was gruff, his breath warm near her ear.


  “Okay, okay. I give up.” She relaxed in his arms and dropped her head forward. As soon as she felt him stop squeezing, she threw her head back into his chin. Bone hit bone. And if the pain he felt was half of what she did, he’d be hurting for a while.


  “Christ!” he yelled, the sound muffled. Hopefully by a broken jaw. But he didn’t let go.


  The woman came out of the room “Be careful with her!”


  “Are you kidding?” he asked angrily. “She almost broke my nose!”


  Damn it. Almost.


  He shifted his grip, wrapping one arm around her waist and sandwiching her neck in between his chest and his elbow.


  She couldn’t move. She couldn’t breathe. But she could die.


  “I could kill you right now,” he whispered. “Do you understand?”


  Her nod was only a shiver.


  “What are you doing?” the woman shouted. “Let her go!”


  “I’m not going to,” he continued quietly as if only he and Eden existed. “Because that’s not what we do here, and I want you to trust me. But you need to know that I could have, and that I chose not to. Understand?” On his last word, he released the pressure around her neck.


  “Stop it! Let her go!” The woman’s panicked voice mixed with the whimpers of the guard holding his knee and slowly getting to his feet.


  Eden’s chest expanded as she took a deep breath, letting her lungs suck in as much air as they could. Then she nodded slowly. “I understand.” She did. Despite the pain she was feeling, she understood him, the truth he spoke. Life and death was a simple concept—you either had it or you didn’t. And whatever was going on here, she wanted to live through it.


  As soon as her feet touched the ground, she pulled against him, planning on getting just far enough away from him to kick him in the balls. But he knew what he was doing. He held her in front of him—close, like an enemy should be kept—until the other guard limped to her side.


  “You don’t give up, do you?” the guard whose jaw she’d tried to crack asked.


  She didn’t like her answer, her frustration only making her struggle more. Of course I give up. She gave up all the time! On everything. And everybody. So what the hell was so different now? Why wasn’t she playing dead or rolling over? It didn’t make sense.


  The woman approached, eyes leery, face flushed. “Well, that isn’t what I expected. I guess you have changed.”


  Eden squirmed in their arms. “Let me go!” Sure, like that’ll convince him. “You said you weren’t going to hurt me!”


  “We’re not,” she said calmly, running her hands down her shirt. “If you get hurt, it will be your own fault. Stop fighting.”


  “Never. I will never stop fighting.” Never. As tears crested her eyelids, she knew she was weak. She wanted to be stronger. Needed to be stronger. “Never.” But it didn’t matter what her mind wanted—her body just wasn’t up to the challenge.


  “You are the ones responsible for this, aren’t you?” At least her voice wasn’t defeated. “This is The Clinic, isn’t it? Isn’t it?” The Clinic that Hyde had growled, that Carter’s confession had outed. The Clinic that had been drugging her for years, drugging Mitch for a decade and a half. That Jolie had worked for, that Carter had…betrayed her for.


  “This is The Clinic.” The woman shook her head. “But we aren’t responsible for your condition. Please, calm down. If you stop struggling, they will let you go and we can talk about it.”


  When the devil tells you to stop struggling, do you? “No.”


  “If you can’t calm yourself, or calm your Jekyll—”


  “My what?”


  The woman quickly glanced at the guard before refocusing on Eden. “We have a lot to discuss. But only if you are calm. If you can’t do that, then we’ll have to strap you down so you can’t hurt yourself or anyone else.” She took a step forward. “Don’t make us have to tie you up.”


  The men’s hands dug deep into Eden’s skin. She’d have bruises. Matching, angry bruises to prove just how weak she was. There was no way out. Not yet.


  She took a deep breath and willed her muscles to relax. Her body slumped, as if it had heard her command and let go of everything at once. Complete shut-down. Or death. She hung in their arms, her legs crumpled underneath her, holding none of her body weight.


  The guards grunted as they shifted their grips—holding her up instead of holding her still.


  “That’s…better,” the woman said, her head tilted. “I think.” She came closer and lowered her head. “Are you alright?”


  When she brought her hand towards Eden’s face, Eden jerked away. “I’m just fine. Thanks for asking.” Her legs felt like they weighed a hundred pounds each, but she pulled them underneath herself and stood slowly, glaring.


  “Good.” The woman smiled politely.


  Eden wanted to smack her. She squinted, trying to remember where she’d seen the woman’s face before. Not knowing if she was someone she’d met or Chastity had known. “I know you,” she said. “How do I know you?”


  “I was the psychologist you spoke with at the police station.”


  Vaguely, she remembered their conversation—the woman she’d thought was a police-shrink trying to lead her into a story about what had happened with Carter. A story that wasn’t true.


  Lies. Damn it, there were always lies.


  “Do you remember meeting me, Eden?” She looked at her quizzically. “After that unfortunate situation with Carter Poole?”


  “Unfortunate situation? You mean when Jolie tried to kill him?” Her words shot out like weapons, the only weapon she had at the moment. “Before she tried to kill me? That unfortunate situation?”


  “That’s the one,” she said nodding as if it hadn’t been the worst day of Eden’s life. As if her picnic-of-a-life had been ruined by ants instead of a psychotic bitch. As if her life had been a picnic to begin with. “My name is Alexandra Bertram, and I’m the facility’s clinical behaviorist-slash-administrator. You can call me Alex.”


  “Gee, thanks. You can call me ‘Kiss My Ass’.” She blinked. It was as if Mitch had replaced her tongue with his. And it had happened like it was a habit. Which it wasn’t.


  “I think I’ll stick to Eden.” She stretched her neck and sighed. “Are you ready to talk now?”


  Eden turned her head to the goons holding her still. “Are your dogs ready to heel?”


  After a pause, Alex said, “You can let her go.” She cocked her head, staring straight at Eden. “But stay close until she proves that she can behave like a normal human being.”


  That was the problem. “Am I?” Eden asked softly. “Am I a normal human being?” Even quiet, her voice held more power, more confidence. But it wasn’t hers. Not exactly. It felt foreign. Somehow she knew that the minute she let her guard down, Chastity would take control. But it also felt comfortable, empowering, and safe. No, Eden was many things, but being a ‘normal human being’ wasn’t one of them.


  Alex’s lips tightened and sadness danced around her face before being outmaneuvered by a more business-like expression. “That’s one of the many things we need to discuss. Come on.” She turned and walked in the opposite direction the guards had come from, quickly telling the guard whose knee Eden had bashed in that he could see to his injury.


  “Don’t piss me off anymore,” the bigger guard said as he slowly released her. “You walk, you talk, and we’ll have no more problems. Got it?”


  “Yeah, I got it.” What other choice did she have?


  The men stayed a half-step behind her as Alex led her past a bunch of doors that all looked exactly the same. The only light was from the overhead fluorescents, and the stale air was suffocating.


  “Doesn’t The Clinic believe in windows? This place could use some airing-out.”


  “I’ll put a note in the suggestion box,” Alex said without turning.


  This was something out of a movie. Not real. None of this was real. Maybe she was in a coma, in the hospital room next to Carter’s, and all of this was part of a terrible psychotic break-down. Yeah, right. She wasn’t that lucky.


  Eden coveted the keycard Alex pulled out of her pocket. One keycard for a place with so many doors, and one of those doors must lead outside. Which meant that keycard was her way out. If she could—


  “We can talk in here.” Alex stood to the side after opening the door, waving her hand and expecting Eden to go in first. “Then I’ll show you around a bit.”


  Please. I’m not that stupid, not that trusting…anymore. Without taking another step, Eden peered into the room. It was just like the one she’d woken up in, except instead of a bed, there were a table and a few chairs. Same wall-color, same floor.


  “Some pillows would really warm this place up, you know,” Eden snapped. “Make it more home-y.”


  “Great idea. I’ll get right on it.” She waved her hand again.


  “You first,” Eden said, glancing at the guard out of the corner of her eye.


  Alex sighed. “Fine. But if you try to run, he’ll just stop you again. And after that dog comment back there, I can’t guarantee he’ll be gentle.” She went into the room, holding her arms out and swinging them around. “See? No booby-traps. Are you convinced?”


  “You’re going to have to do a lot more dancing to convince me of anything.” But Eden went in, her eyes everywhere at once, looking for the next trap. Like she was surrounded by predators and seemed to be everyone’s prey-of-choice. Which was nothing new—that’s all she’d ever been.


  After Alex sat down, Eden pulled out the chair across the table from her. She stopped when the guard came in and stood behind her. “I thought we were going to talk. Why does he need to be here?”


  “Because…I made a mistake that I don’t intend to repeat—trying to wake you without someone else being there. Lesson learned. I should’ve been more prepared, since I didn’t know which side of you would be present.”


  “Which side of me?” Like a coin—one side’s the winner, the other’s not. Ever since she’d learned about Chastity, she’d seen it that way. But now she wasn’t so sure. Things were different, as if the coin had become a sphere and both ‘sides’ of her were swirling within it, bumping into each other, fighting for supremacy in her mind and her body.


  “Yes. I assumed you would be Eden because of your hair.”


  Eden ran her fingers through her hair, bringing it forward so she could look at the color. It was brown, straight, and just over shoulder-length, not Chastity-red, long and curly. Thank God.


  “But I should’ve known better,” Alex said. “You’re different now.”


  She felt different. For one, she should be crying in pain from the fight in the hallway. But it felt like her body was already healing, or maybe all of her pain receptors had suddenly gone on the fritz. And if the fight had proven nothing else, Chastity’s ability to fight was now Eden’s. Because Eden had always been more of a cowerin-the-corner-until-the-fire’s-out kind of gal.


  “That’s the understatement of the fuckin—” Eden slammed her mouth shut. What other parts of Chastity could Eden access now? The part of her brain that controlled language was definitely screwy, because every other word was one Eden had never used before.


  Alex smiled, nodding. “Yes, it is.”


  “What did you do to me while I was asleep?”


  “Nothing.”


  Her laugh was bitter. “Liar.” She felt like a different person—they’d given her something. “Was it the same crap Carter gave me, but in a higher dose?”


  “That’s the most amazing part, Eden.” Her eyes flashed. “We haven’t given you anything, and yet, you’ve changed.” She leaned forward. “Would you like to know what you are?”


  She rolled her eyes. “Are you kidding me? Of course, I want to know.” But she didn’t. Not really. What she wanted was for Alex to tell her this was all a cruel joke, that they were just messing with her, that she could be the same person she’d thought she was. Before. When her pain had only been the result of a terrible childhood, and not from being a monster whose terrible childhood might be the happiest time of her life. Before she’d been betrayed, fallen in love, and then been dumped faster than week-old take-out. But that wasn’t likely, was it? “So…Alex. What am I?”


  “You’ll be happy to know that the majority of you is human.”


  Eden flinched. “That’s supposed to make me happy? I don’t know what world you’re living in, Alex. But in mine, when someone tells you that you are mostly human, it isn’t good news.”


  Alex fidgeted uncomfortably. “You’re right, and I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have started off with that.”


  “Ya think?”


  “You are human in all things but one. One we—The Clinic—are trying to understand more fully. There are so many unknowns because each case is so different.”


  Eden swallowed. “How many cases are there?” She only knew of three—herself, Mitch, and Mitch’s father. Mitch had suggested that her mother might also be one, but since she’d died long ago, Eden would never know.


  “Many. A few. It depends on how you look at it.” She shrugged.


  “How about we look at it on a factual basis? I want a number. And stop being so fff—” She stopped the word just before it came out and tried to control it, make it a bit more her own. “—fricking vague. You’re the one who wants to talk. I’m the one who wants to leave.”


  “You can to leave whenever you’d like.”


  She rocked back in her seat. They would just let her walk out? Yeah, right. But easy enough to test. “Well then, let me go. I want to leave now.” She stood, pushing her chair backwards into the guard’s legs. He caught it incredibly fast, scooted it to the side, and stepped closer. “I thought you said I could go. How about you explain it to him?”


  “He’s only here for my protection. And yours. You can go now, if you wish. But I assumed you’d want to know a bit more about your condition. Mitchell Turner’s condition.”


  “Nah. Thanks, but I’m good.” She took one step.


  “He’s going to die, you know.”


  Eden felt a stabbing pain in her gut. This place was so full of lies, she could practically smell them in the air. Why would she believe this one was truth?


  But she couldn’t stop herself from turning. “What do you mean?”


  “Without our help—yours and The Clinic’s—he will die. And it won’t be pleasant.”


  “You’d kill him?” she asked, her voice steady, her mind shrieking.


  “No. We don’t kill people.”


  She laughed. “Except to cover things up, right? Mitch’s sister, a few witnesses, Carter?” For all she knew, Carter was already dead. That’s what being kidnapped will do to someone—leave them a bit out of the loop. But, in this instance, she wasn’t sure if she cared. She didn’t want anyone else to die, but asking if Carter had come out of his coma and was able to live a normal life after everything he’d done to her meant that she might get an answer. And Eden really didn’t want to imagine him living it up someplace far from here, with a beer in his hand and a frigging song in his heart.


  “You must believe that we had nothing to do with those people’s deaths or Carter’s attack. That was all Jolie Cabot’s fault. She acted without our knowledge or permission. We don’t kill people.”


  Eden remembered Jolie confessing what she’d done, right before she died. Before Eden had killed her. It didn’t matter that they’d been fighting for their lives, that Eden had tried to inject Hyde with enough narcotic to subdue him and had missed, injecting it all into Jolie instead. And it didn’t lift the weight on Eden’s chest or make her sin easier to carry. She’d killed someone. And despite the fact that Jolie had killed three people and tried to blame it on her, Eden would wear the death she’d caused around her neck for as long as she lived. Jolie had confessed, but she’d never know for sure if The Clinic had ordered the murders or not.


  Lies on top of lies on top of dead bodies. How could she tell what was true anymore?


  “Then why did you say that Mitch will die?”


  “Did you change your mind about leaving right away? Sit down and I’ll tell you.” Alex was waving a carrot in front of her—‘You play along and I’ll tell you what I want to tell you.’ And what anyone working for The Clinic told her had nothing to do with what Eden needed to know.


  Eden could leave, supposedly. But she’d never get another chance like this one. She knew better than to take everything as gospel. But the truth is often hidden in even the most well thought-out lies. And though The Clinic was good at it, there was a chance Eden could pick through the bullshit and discover some small bits of fact.


  Fine, she’d play the good-girl. “I want a soda,” she said to the guard, her tone sickeningly sweet. “And a snack. Would you be a dear and go get me something?”


  “It would be a pleasure.” He nodded deeply, showing his disdain, and brought her chair back to its original spot. “Just keep your ass firmly planted on this chair, and your wish is my command.” Unfortunately, instead of leaving her alone in the room with Alex, he only went to the door, opening it and telling someone outside to get her some food. “Regular or diet, my love?” he asked her.


  “Whichever,” she said, smiling. “I don’t want to be a pain-in-your-ass.”


  “Just get her something,” he grumbled to whoever he was talking to.


  “And can I have some clothing so my ass doesn’t freeze to the metal chair?” she shouted out the door. “If not, you’ll have to come back and peeled me off of it.”


  “There are some scrubs in the linen closet,” he said before shutting the door and resuming his position behind her.


  Eden hated feeling his stare on the back of her head, not knowing exactly where he was or being able to see his body language. You know, like if he pulled a wire out of his pocket and stretched it taut, prepping to wrap it around her neck.


  “Does he know the command for sit?” she asked Alex, patting the chair to her side.


  “Why are you making this so hard, Eden? It doesn’t have to be.”


  “The next time you’re almost killed, kidnapped by armed men, and then wake up in the enemy’s extra bedroom, let me know how you feel.”


  Alex waved her hands in front of her. “Never mind. Let’s just get this over with. Mitchell Turner. We were talking about Mitchell. You call him ‘Mitch’ though, don’t you?”


  Mitch. Even hearing his name hurt. He was a part of her, even more than Chastity. He’d reached a place inside her that she had never known existed. Reached it, caressed it, loved it, until she’d been reborn with a feeling of worth and love. And then he’d tossed that part of her like a dirty sock, shut her out, just when she’d realized that she never wanted to live without it. Because of fear. Fear of himself—of what he was, of who he was.


  Sitting in the house of the enemy, Eden shared some of that fear. But it was subdued. Controlled by a part of her that seemed more present than it had ever been—Chastity. The sister she’d never wanted, the world’s worst best friend, the woman men wanted and women wanted to murder.


  Chastity was not only in the room, the bitch was in Eden’s mind and body, occupying space that wasn’t hers. Not while Eden was awake. And she couldn’t have it. Not if Eden could stop her.


  


  CHAPTER II


  Mitch was stewing in his cage. A slow simmer of pain, disappointment, and—hell, why not—a huge motherfucking dash of plain, old anger. When he’d told Eden to go away, that they could never be together, he hadn’t expected this. Someone taking her was not acceptable. It was— Shit. Unimaginable torture. Except he was living it, not imagining it.


  Hyde was doing a constant push-pull inside of him, allowing Mitch to venture out of his house, away from the cage and the morphine. But only in short spurts. He couldn’t afford to be caught in public whenever Hyde gnawed his way out. Because he knew exactly what would happen. And while he pretended not to give a shit about anyone, he did. If anyone was going to die, it should be him. And it would be. But only after she was safe.


  “Give the floor a break,” Landon said, watching Mitch pace. “The wood will probably give any minute. You’re gonna end up downstairs pretty soon, and I’m not leaving my drink to go rescue you.” He took another swig of his whiskey and set it down on the table. Right next to a big-ass syringe and the key to the cage.


  Mitch stopped. “Let me out. He’s gone.” For now.


  “You sure?”


  “Of course I’m sure,” he grumbled. “Why would I tell you to open the goddamned cage if I wasn’t?”


  “Because you have a shitload of drugs in your system that might impair your judgment? Not that your judgment would be any good without the drugs. At least not when it comes to her.”


  Mitch clenched his jaw, but didn’t reply. What could he say? The cop was right—his judgment had been impaired from the moment he’d met her. And in the last two weeks nothing had improved. Hyde was so fucking unpredictable now, Mitch spent at least half of each day in the cage. The other half was spent searching for her, cursing the motherfucking world, and fighting off Hyde’s tugs until he couldn’t do it anymore. Then he got to hurry back to his prison cell or shoot himself up again, depending on how bad-off he was. Good times, good times.


  For now, Mitch wasn’t all that concerned about addiction. He only shot up when the pain and the pull got to be too much. The rest of the time, he relied on the trusty steel of his cage and his cuffs. Nice things to have faith in—metal needles and metal bars.


  Landon scratched his cheek before easing out of the chair, grabbing the key, and unlocking the door. As soon as he heard the click, Mitch pushed the door open, taking a quick breath of freedom before heading downstairs.


  Landon trailed after him. “Where are you going?”


  “Back to the hospital. I’m going to ask around again.” He pushed mail and take-out ads around the side table in the foyer. If he never ate another spring roll, it would be too fucking soon. With his luck, hell was probably lined with the goddamned things. “Where are my fucking car keys?”


  Landon shrugged. “The war room, maybe?”


  “Damn, man.” Between the morphine Mitch was injecting and the amount of liquor Landon was pouring down his throat, the place had turned into a fraternity house. Without the half-naked girls and the fun of puking. Two weeks of complete dysfunction. Searching for a woman who’d been wiped off the planet by an organization that was already nowhere to be found. No signs. They’d had no signs, no leads, nothing.


  Carter’s confession letter was a day late and about fourteen million dollars short. So the guy had admitted to dosing Eden with something while Jolie had been dosing him. Hurray for the outdated intel. And there was some place called ‘The Clinic’ that had put them up to it, but the kid didn’t know anything else. Or, if he had, he didn’t write it down. So basically, they had squat.


  And Eden’s apartment had been a total bust. Somehow The Clinic had gotten there before they did—probably the second Carter went down. Shit, the only things the bastards had left behind were dust and a few kitchen gadgets. Thankfully, they’d left a wine opener. So Mitch had something to grind into the first Clinic employee he came across.


  They’d searched Jolie’s apartment as well. Even if they didn’t know The Clinic had already gone through the place, the bitch was too smart to leave anything hanging on the fridge with a ‘Fuck you, Mitch’ magnet attached to it. Her place looked as if it had never even been lived in. Perfectly coiffed, just like she was. Or just like she had been. Now she was probably in a pretty little urn stuck in a he-didn’t-give-a-shit-about location, and she was all dusty. She would’ve hated it. Good.


  And things just kept getting better after that. Landon got canned—his badge and whatever the hell else made him feel important stripped off faster than a hooker’s panties. With no warning, no explanation, no fancy watch, no sayonara-thanks-for-your-service cupcakes. So with that went any police resources they might’ve been able to pilfer and secretly funnel into the exciting new venture they were teaming up for.


  At least Landon still had some friends at the station, so when the day came that they were desperate for help—as if that day hadn’t come over and over in the last few weeks—he’d be able to call in a favor. But until they had something, anything, to move on, Landon had decided it was best to hold onto that good will and not abuse it. Mitch had been all over the abuse part of the idea, but Landon was one stubborn-assed MoFo. It was probably the only reason he could ignore all of Mitch’s…quirks.


  And Mitch felt useless. Or worse. What was more emasculating than needing a goddamn babysitter to tuck you into your cage at night and let you out in the morning?


  The dining room table was overrun with papers. Papers filled with scribbled notes of observations that meant nothing. Maps of South Florida with possible places they could have taken her circled in black that led nowhere.


  “You’re worse than I am, Landon. This is supposed to be our HQ, not a fucking recycling bucket.” He found his keys under one of the many graphs they’d brainstormed on. The words ‘Why?’ ‘Who?’ and ‘Where?’ written so many times, they dented the paper. Words uncomfortably familiar to him now, constantly passing through his mind with nothing else to attach to. Maybe he should get a tattoo. So if anyone ever asked him why the hell he was so pissed off, he could just point to his forehead. Not that anyone would ask, of course—one look at him and they’d know better than to engage.


  Landon came into the room. “How many times have you been to the hospital? We’ve already spoken to everyone.”


  “No, you’ve spoken to everyone. I’ve growled at everyone. Today I’m going to try being nice. Use the happy-go-lucky part of my personality.”


  “You don’t have a happy anything.”


  He turned to the cop and glared at him. Then slowly, painfully, he smiled. “I’m going to have to change that.”


  Landon winced. “Maybe you should practice a bit before you go. And take a shower.”


  “And maybe you should put your drink down and clean your shit out of here.” He turned to the long mirror on the wall. Yeah, he needed to take a shower. And shave. He looked more like a monster than ever.


  The two men stared at themselves in the mirror. After a few moments, they looked at the other’s reflection.


  “We’ll find her, Mitch,” Landon said softly. “It just may take a while.”


  Mitch was about to correct him, say something snide about calling him Mitch instead of Mitchell. But he didn’t. Because the guy was the only help he had, the only friend he had—not that he’d ever admit that out loud, of course. And he normally called him ‘Turner’. Primarily when they were arguing—so basically, their entire relationship. But he understood Landon’s intent when he slipped. And he let it go.


  In return and out of respect, Mitch still called him ‘cop’, even though he wasn’t one officially anymore, or ‘asshole’ just because he’d always be one, officially or not.


  But despite all of Mitch’s pushing, all of the people he scared away, he still needed someone. He’d always had someone he could trust. First his sister, then Jolie, and finally Eden. But when you find out that your most trusted friend spent your entire relationship doping you and then killed your sister, well, trust was something that came hard.


  And Eden? Damn it. He didn’t just trust her, he needed her. Like ice needs winter, he needed her to exist.


  But until he found her, Landon was all he had. And the guy was trying. He’d have to be trying to put up with Mitch’s shit. Hell, maybe that just meant the cop was stupid. Did Mitch trust him one-hundred percent? No. Total trust was an impossibility. But he seemed sincere, and Mitch would’ve self-destructed over a week ago without him. For most men that would be proof enough. But Mitch took everything with a grain of salt. No, that wasn’t right. Mitch took everything with a salt mine.


  “Try talking to your friends at the station again,” Mitch said. “Someone there has to know something.”


  “What do you think I’ve been doing? Eating donuts? The Clinic must offer a great benefits package. Because whoever they have working for them in the station isn’t giving anything away.”


  “What about the shrink you told me about? The one who interviewed Eden. Has she come back?”


  “Alexandra Bertram.” Landon shook his head. “Nope. No sign of her at the station or at her apartment. She disappeared as quickly as Carter did. The same magician probably did both tricks.”


  The first thing Mitch had done after learning Eden was gone was go to the hospital—well, right after he’d broken a few pieces of furniture and whatever else he could get his hands on.


  Carter should’ve been there. Hooked up to a thousand machines. But in the short time it took for Mitch and Landon to get there, the room had been completely cleaned-out. And no one had seen a thing. Yeah, right. Jolie had knocked the guy around so hard, his surgery had lasted for hours. How the hell did no one see anything? Unless he’d sleepwalked out of the place, it must have taken a bunch of people to haul his ass out of there. And the kid’s chart had been so neatly filled-in. Some fake doctor knew just which boxes to check, which bogus private hospital’s name to put in. Someone else had even taken the time to put all that information into the computer system so no nurse or data-entry person had to do it. That was thoughtful. And of course, when it comes time for bills to get paid, properly filled-in boxes set off fewer alarms than deleted files.


  It was all he could do to keep from wailing on someone. Granted, Landon had been there to hold him back from causing too much damage. And he’d paid for the wall he’d put his fist through.


  He saw his grin in the mirror. It looked hateful, his lips pulled back in a sneer. Huh. Yeah, he might have to practice a little more on the way there.


  


  CHAPTER III


  “Tell me about Mitch,” Eden said. “Is he alright?”


  “He’s fine...for now.” Alex folded her hands on the table. “Detective Landon is with him.”


  “Is Landon in on it?”


  “There’s nothing to be ‘in on,’ Eden. We’re just trying to help you.”


  “Sure you are,” she said, eyes rolling. “Everyone knows the best way to help someone is to tell them as many lies as possible and secretly drug them.”


  Alex nodded. “I know it may be hard to hear, but it’s the truth. Mitch is in a state of decline. His transformations are taking a toll on his body, probably on his mind as well. If he doesn’t receive the serum we’ve developed, his Hyde will start appearing more often and with more violence. And eventually, he will”—she grimaced—“combust. Just like his father did fifteen years ago.”


  Eden shrugged nonchalantly to hide her shiver of fear. “I didn’t know him.” All Mitch had told her was that he’d killed Mitch’s mother before Mitch had killed him.


  “Mitch’s father,” Alex said, “refused to accept our help. Even if Mitch hadn’t killed him, he was already lost. And the same thing will happen to Mitch unless we do something to stop it.”


  Eden blinked away her confusion, her worry—there was no time for that. She needed to learn everything she could. “What exactly will happen?”


  “He’ll be unable to come back into himself. Unable to be a man again. All that will be left is the beast. But we can stop that from happening—you and I, Eden. By working together, we can give him what he needs to be human.”


  What he needs. “No, I can’t.” Eden had already given him everything she had—her heart, her body, her soul. And it hadn’t been enough. There was nothing in her left to give. Nothing in her he let himself want, let alone need. That had been proven when he told her to go away, when he gave up on her and on finding out more about The Clinic. She slumped back in the chair, the hospital gown providing no protection from the chill of the metal chair. She hoped the cold would numb her emotions as it numbed her skin.


  “So you’ve already given up on him?” Alex asked.


  Oh shit. She had. Sometimes the truth can sting, even when spoken by a liar. She sat up straight, breaking up the pity-party that danced in her mind. She wouldn’t do what he did. She wouldn’t give up.


  “No,” she said. “But I don’t know how.”


  “We can’t do it alone. You have to help. We need to work together to get him what he needs.”


  “The serum that Jolie was giving us?”


  “It could be more than that. More than the serum that Jolie was giving him. More than the serum Carter was giving you.”


  “They were different?”


  “Yes, because you are different.”


  “Yeah, you mentioned that. But I change like he does. So why the different serum?”


  “Because you’re female. And…your reactions are different than any other Jekyll we’ve seen.”


  “Wait. Back up. While I just love your pet names for us, I don’t get it. He’s a ‘Hyde’ and I’m a ‘Jekyll’?”


  Alex nodded, almost smiling as she explained. “The phenomenon is incredible—how different the male and female reaction to your condition is. So yes, we now refer to the males as ‘Hydes’ and the females as “Jekylls’.”


  Chastity. Good ole Chastity was her Jekyll. “Wow, that must make record-keeping tough. You know, with us all having the same stupid name.”


  Alex’s lips tightened, but stayed stuck in that ugly grin until she spoke. “You are Jekyll number twenty-six.”


  Eden’s jaw dropped. Not from being called a number, though fairly horrible it was somewhat expected. Of course they looked at her as a number. But the more troubling part was which number they’d chosen for her. “Twenty-six?” There were at least twenty-five other women like her? How high had they counted up to? “How many ‘Jekylls’ are there?”


  “Not as many as we’d like, unfortunately. They tend to get themselves killed. The Hydes are even worse—locating and keeping one of them alive is practically impossible.”


  “Why?”


  “Well…” She paused, like she was trying to find the right way to say it without upsetting Eden too much. Which was impossible—Eden couldn’t be more upset. “As you know, Hydes are violent. They seek violence. So, more often than not, they end up getting themselves killed before we can reach out to them.”


  “That’s gotta be tough for you,” Eden said dryly.


  “It makes our research more difficult, that’s for sure. And it makes those Abnormals who are still living even more valuable to us.”


  Was that supposed to make Eden feel better? That she was a ‘valuable’ commodity? That her kind was referred to as ‘Abnormals’? She stared at the woman who seemed to have no problem discussing Jekylls and Hydes as if they were merely lab rats. Certainly not people. And why would she? Eden’s kind was only mostly human, mostly normal.


  There was a knock on the door. The guard went to it and took the clothes and food from outstretched arms attached to a person Eden couldn’t see.


  “What the hell are you doing here?” the guard grumbled.


  “I just wanted to— Is she alright?” she heard the person ask quietly. A voice she recognized.


  Without thought, she shoved the chair backwards and launched herself towards the door before it closed. The guard dropped what he had in his arms and tried to grab her. She ducked around him, but he caught her around the waist. She stretched her body out, grasping at the door handle, turning it, and pushed with all of her might. Maybe with all of Chastity’s might. When the guard’s hands slipped on her gown, she scrambled forward.


  But it was too late. The hallway was empty. Whoever it was—Carter. That was Carter’s voice. Goddamn it—had already gone. She stopped moving, stunned, afraid to see the traitorous bastard still alive.


  “You’re strong for a little thing,” the guard said as he wrapped his other arm around her waist, lifted her up, and pulled the door shut.


  “You heard him?” Alex furiously scribbled something on a small notepad, a delighted smile on her face.


  “Of course I heard him. Who was it?” she screamed, her feet still a few inches off the ground, rigid but useless. “Who was there?” She needed to know she wasn’t going crazy, that the voice belonged to Carter and wasn’t a figment of her imagination. She could barely handle Chastity’s thoughts appearing in her mind as if they were her own. Damn it. If Carter was in there too, she stood zero chance of staying sane.


  The guard said nothing as he carried her to her chair and went to pick up what he’d dropped. He tossed light blue scrubs and a granola bar at her, and slammed the soda can onto the table.


  “Who was that?” she asked Alex. “Was that Carter?” Was he alive? Healed from the wounds Jolie had inflicted on him before leaving Eden to wake up covered in his blood, thinking she’d done it?


  Alex’s pause was all the answer she needed. But Eden wanted to hear her say it.


  “Goddamn it! This is about trust, isn’t it, Alex? You want me to trust you. So be worthy of that trust. Tell me that was Carter!”


  “I don’t know. I didn’t even hear him, let alone see him.”


  “Are you kidding me?” She glared at the guard. “You saw him. Was it Carter or wasn’t it?”


  He glanced at Alex who shrugged. “Yep, it was.”


  “I want to talk to him. Now. I want to see that prick right now.” The last time she’d seen him, she’d trusted him, loved him. Not in the romantic way he’d wanted her to, but she had loved him. She’d thought she almost killed him while she was Chastity. Now she felt like killing him while she was herself. Whoever the hell she was.


  Even if Carter had eventually tried to fix the situation, or at least stop Jolie from creating more death, it still wasn’t enough. It would never be enough. She’d never trust his loyalties again. And if she hadn’t already believed that, the fact that he was hanging out here at The Clinic, delivering clothing and snacks to their captive, proved even an inkling of trust would be wasted on him.


  § § §


  For some ungodly amount of time, Eden waited in silence. Alex kept asking questions about how Eden felt and what she remembered, but Eden kept her mouth shut. If Alex wanted answers badly enough, then she needed a few lessons in relationships. You give a little, prove your goodwill, before expecting anything in return. But a warm soda and some clothes Eden still hadn’t touched didn’t cut it.


  “I want to see Carter,” Eden repeated.


  Eventually Alex got frustrated enough to leave, taking the guard with her. Probably to pow-wow. Concoct another evil plan and practice their wicked laughs or something.


  Eden should’ve asked for a watch because time was as unknown as anything else within these walls. A watch and a window—so she’d know if it was AM or PM.


  She used the time to try and figure out what was happening inside of her head. Her mind was unbalanced, as if she was still dreaming of war. Of a fight to the death. A fight for who she wanted to be. Eden. I just want to be myself for fuck’s sake. With that word and that thought, the battle waged on—to control her thoughts, reactions, and her tongue. After changing into the set of scrubs they’d given her, confused why she didn’t really care if someone walked in on her, she decided to—oh hell, why not—wait a little.


  Finally Alex and the guard returned from Camp Bad-Guy. It must have been a fun excursion, because Alex was still smiling.


  “I don’t want to talk to you,” Eden said. “I want to talk to Carter.”


  “He’s coming.” Alex sat down across the table from Eden, and the guard went back to his post behind her.


  Carter walked into the room slowly, holding his side like it still hurt. Good. He deserved it. Every step should remind him of what he’d done.


  “How are you feeling today, Carter?” Alex asked.


  “Okay,” he muttered. “Not as good as yesterday, but okay.”


  “That makes two of us,” Eden said. She had no idea what she’d felt like yesterday, but it had to have been better than this.


  He stared at the ground, and then glanced from chair to chair as if he wasn’t sure how close he should sit to her. Her anger, her determination to hate him, fell flat as she gripped the edges of her seat. She would not let herself go to him. But, seeing his face, still slightly bruised, confused her. She’d believed in him for so long—even knowing it had all been fake—she still felt the tug of empathy. She fought herself to not reach out and try to make him feel better, to bring a smile to his face, to assure him everything would be okay. Because that would be a lie. It would never be okay.


  Finally he sat down in the chair at the end of the table, closest to the door. Maybe he understood her confusion and knew that once it stopped, he might need to run for his life.


  “Look at me,” Eden said.


  Without raising his head, he glanced at her through his lashes.


  “Look at me, Carter. Really look at me.”


  When he did, she saw his tears welling, his lower lip quivering. He was afraid, but held her gaze.


  “I’m glad to see you’re being well-taken care of,” she said spitefully. “Did they take you out of the hospital early, so you could come say hi?”


  “They’re helping me get better. I’ve been able to walk for over a week.”


  “A week?” That couldn’t be. There was no way she’d been asleep for over a week. “How long have I been here?”


  He glanced at Alex. “Almost two weeks.”


  “Two weeks.” Impossible. That was…impossible. But then, she was being smothered by impossibilities—The Clinic on the outside, Chastity within. “I’ve been here for two weeks?”


  “Just over.” Alex must have been feeling left out of their reunion, because she stood and started pacing while she spoke. “It wasn’t a coma—your brain was very responsive and had fairly normal REM cycles. You just never woke up all the way.”


  Two weeks. “I was dreaming.” As she said it, she knew it was almost true. Almost, but not quite. Because what she remembered weren’t dreams, they were nightmares. As if a cat-fight was going on between her two halves—Eden and Chastity. And it made sense, she was different now. From the moment she woke up, she’d known she was different. First, the familiarity of the curse words and insults that passed through her lips, then the confidence of her body even in its overall weakened state.


  Emotionally, she was stronger. Her old-self would be curled up in a fetal position in the corner right now. Or running into Carter’s arms and telling him that everything he’d done to her was all her fault. But her new-self would be strong. If she learned to adjust to having Chastity’s presence nearby. She needed Chastity’s strength to get through this. To get out of this. And physically, she would be even more powerful after her muscles got some use.


  She looked at Carter and wondered if she should start her new exercise routine by kicking his ass. Suddenly wishing Chastity had finished him off after Jolie had botched the job. Accepting her hate for him was freeing. And terrifying.


  She couldn’t let Chastity take over completely, or Jolie’s murder wouldn’t be the last.


  “So,” she said, voice controlled. “Are you doing your henchman-training here or what?”


  “The Clinic is helping me recover from what Jolie did to me.”


  “Oh, that’s just…great,” she snapped. “They really know how to clean up after themselves, don’t they?”


  “Jolie hurt me. The Clinic is helping me.”


  Eden kept her mouth shut, her eyes darting from Carter to Alex. Jolie must have hit him even harder than she’d thought, leaving him functioning just well-enough to swallow their bullshit.


  “It’s true,” he said. “I wouldn’t be here, if not for what they’ve done for me.”


  “Same here,” she said slowly. But he was choosing to be here—she wasn’t. Regardless of what Alex said, Eden knew they’d never just let her walk away. Not after all the trouble they’d gone through to kidnap her and all. “So, aside from appreciating the fine work they’re doing here, whatcha been up to?”


  He swallowed before beginning a ridiculous explanation of his day-to-day rehabilitation activities and how quickly he was getting better. Like this was some kind of retreat or a fat-farm, instead of a controlling hell-house. In between the nonsense were partial apologies, embarrassed admissions, and lame-ass excuses for what he’d done.


  She stared at him, unable to think of a single thing to say besides, ‘Are you fucking kidding me?’ But she didn’t say that.


  Every once in a while, he’d stop speaking, perhaps waiting for her to respond. Maybe anxious for her to say she forgave him for all he’d done. That it had been the right thing for him to do given the misinformation Jolie had told him. Eventually, he shut up and leaned towards her, his eyebrows twitching, eyes darting around her face, studying it.


  “Wow, Carter. That sounds just terrible. I understand. You did the right thing.”


  His expression relaxed, and he sighed. “Really?”


  “Hell no!” She threw the soda, smacking him dead in the chest. “You had a choice. You had a million choices. And you fucked up all of them”


  He flinched at her words. Anger, maybe even spite, bloomed in his eyes. “Have you seen yourself, Eden…or Chastity…or whoever the hell you are? Have you really seen yourself?” He looked at Alex and said, “Give her a mirror.”


  “I don’t have to look in the mirror to know who I am, Carter.” In terms of good come-backs, it worked. Though in terms of fact, it couldn’t be more wrong. But a look in a mirror wouldn’t change anything.


  His chuckle scared her. He took a cell phone out of his pocket, tapped the screen a few times, and then held it up.


  After it clicked, she realized he’d just taken her picture. “Dang, Carter. You didn’t even give me a chance to smile.” As if that was going to happen with him in the room.


  He didn’t say anything as he slowly set the phone down on the table and slid it towards her until he couldn’t reach any farther. She waited until he’d pulled his hand back to take it.


  “What?” she snapped. “You’re not going to post it on Facebook right away?”


  “Take a look.”


  What was she going to see besides bags under her eyes that could hold her entire wardrobe? A pale, shell-shocked face? Nothing new. But she kept her arm resting against the table, knowing that if she lifted it, Carter would see her hand shake. He knew something she didn’t.


  In her mind, an idea dangled just out of reach. Something she couldn’t quite remember. Or didn’t want to remember. If she looked at herself, would that idea fall into reach and turn into something she’d never be able to forget?


  “Crap, I hope I didn’t get a tattoo while I was out or something,” she joked, not wanting them to see her weakness. “Although, if it says, ‘Kiss my ass,’ I might decide to keep it.”


  The image was grainy, with too much light and not enough contrast. Her hair looked darker than she knew it was but, thankfully, it was still brown and not red. And then, in the middle of a face she recognized as hers, she saw eyes staring back at her.


  She brought the phone closer, blinking, squinting, turning the phone slightly for another angle. She knew how absurd she must look, but couldn’t stop herself. The eyes in the picture were hers. And they were Chastity’s. Silver-blue from pupil to white, like fish scales catching the light of the sun, almost iridescent like a soap bubble blown by a child.


  Proof. The proof was literally staring her in the face. She wasn’t just a new-and-improved version of herself—she was a totally different self. There was no war to fight, no struggle to survive. Part of her was already gone, and she had no idea how big that part was. Replaced by someone whose eyes stared back at her. She’d seen them once at Mitch’s house and again…in Landon’s car. It all started to come back to her—how she’d felt right before she’d seen herself in the visor mirror. Cold, powerful, strong, unstoppable. Like Chastity.


  This wasn’t something she could just sleep off.


  The eyes are the windows to the soul. Chastity had already won.


  Unable to look away, she knew that if Carter took another picture, she’d see those eyes shine as they filled with tears. Then she felt them drip down her cheeks. But it wasn’t an ugly cry, a weeping sorrow. It was more than that—so ugly, from so deep inside, the sobbing wasn’t necessary. How much of her soul had she given up while she was asleep?


  She heard Alex and Carter fidget in their chairs, the squeak of metal on tile as they rearranged themselves, Carter’s whispered apology.


  “Maybe she needs some fresh air,” the guard said.


  “What?” Alex asked.


  “Some fresh air,” he repeated. “Give her a chance to think while she takes a little walk around the garden.”


  Eden didn’t turn towards him, didn’t say anything. But in that moment, with one non-extraordinary statement, a bond had formed. Simple words—spoken sincerely and honestly and with empathy—connected her to a stranger, someone working for the enemy.


  In a place where she was so alone, so distrustful and afraid, she needed that. Despite the danger, she needed to believe in someone besides herself. Because she wasn’t even sure she could believe in herself.


  He could’ve killed her in the hallway, but he didn’t. Not because Alex was yelling at him, but because he wanted her to trust him. Strangely, it was something she could understand. His actions meant more than Alex’s words. And now, his words were promising Eden action—freedom. At least for a chance to process, to think.


  Eden broke her stare and slowly looked up at Alex. She wondered how pitiful she looked, how much her facial expression begged the woman for a small taste of freedom. Whether they’d let her go or not, at this moment, she needed proof. Proof they could treat her as a human being instead of what she was.


  “Sure,” Alex said uncomfortably. “That’s a good idea. Do you want to go outside, Eden?”


  Eden kept her lips clamped together, so she wouldn’t say anything sarcastic and have the little chance of freedom and their goodwill taken away. She nodded.


  


  CHAPTER IV


  At this point, simple confusion would’ve been a relief. Sadly, it was so much more than that. Eden remembered all about Chastity and her every-four-day appearances. And, after seeing the picture of herself, she remembered the other times she’d seen those eyes. But now everything was different. Since she’d woken up, she hadn’t felt quite ‘right’, but this…


  Her body was stronger, could protect itself more. Maybe heal faster. Her eyes seemed to be able to focus better on details, seek out the weaknesses of others. Really great things to have in a crisis. But what her mind couldn’t focus on was the bigger picture—the how’s, why’s, and what-the-hell’s of her cerebral collision with Chastity.


  “When you said, ‘a small walk around the garden,’ you weren’t kidding,” she said to the guard. It was tiny. More like an atrium than an actual garden, a small oasis surrounded by nondescript white cinderblock buildings, with only one door in or out of the place. She stretched and shook out her legs while she wandered around. It looked so…normal. Like Melrose Place without the pool, apartment doors, or happy people.


  But even at dusk, the sunlight felt like a gift straight from heaven. Its remaining rays warmed her, cleansed her, made her forget the unpleasantries. She wanted to dance, throw her arms out to her sides and spin. The guard watched her, stared at her actually. He was either the real-deal, an honest guy surrounded by dishonesty or she was totally delusional. So she needed to figure him out—the power-play between him and Alex was just too strange to ignore. And it gave her a chance to worry about something other than herself.


  At his suggestion, Eden was allowed to come outside, and Alex had reluctantly agreed to stay behind. The bitch probably had other important stuff to do anyway. Like, maybe, visit sick kids or orphans. You know, to break the news about Santa Claus to them. Carter had gone off with her, asking about his meds. When he’d said, “See you later, Eden,” she’d wanted to tell him to go to hell. But hell would’ve been too nice a comparison for where she wanted him to go.


  The guard stood with his thick arms folded across his chest, watching her from the doorway as she walked along the cement path. She watched him back, but tried to be less conspicuous about it.


  Finally, she turned to him and said, “I hate calling you ‘dog’. I like dogs.”


  He lifted an eyebrow.


  “So what’s your name?”


  “Fields.”


  “Well, Fields. You are now officially the most trustworthy person here. Congratulations.”


  He didn’t move, didn’t relax. “I’d say that was an honor, but I’d be lying.”


  “Ah-ha, but at least I would know you were lying. The rest of these people”—she flung her arm towards the building they’d just left—“are harder to read.”


  “You don’t understand. They’re just trying to help.”


  She laughed. “Well, then they should’ve started a bit earlier. Like say…before Carter gave me my first doped-up drink.”


  He nodded slowly. Sadly. “Yeah, they should’ve.”


  “Why do you work for them? Was it the only gig you could get?”


  “I do what I have to do,” he said tightly.


  “Believe me, Fields, whatever they are paying you is not worth it. Plus, I’m sure there are a million other places that need big, burly guys to stand there with their arms crossed all day. Millions. And I bet they don’t involve fighting off small women either.”


  “Yeah, I’m sure there are.” His grin was short-lived. “But I’m not in it for the arm-crossing. Or the small women.”


  “What are you in it for?”


  He ran his hand across his jaw and glanced behind him. “You really want to know?”


  “Did I really ask the question?”


  After another quick glance around, looking for who-knows-what, he said, “Come on.”


  She followed him through the door, but instead of turning left and heading back to where they’d started, they turned right. Her steps were quick and light next to his long, confident ones. She had to be ready for anything. Wherever he was taking her, whatever he would show her, was suspect. The nagging fear that had been present since she woke up was so far beyond overwhelming, she worried she’d start screaming uncontrollably any minute. If Chastity let her.


  “Keep up.” Fields didn’t turn around, didn’t check to make sure she was following. Almost as if he trusted her. That she wouldn’t run for it or fight him. And he was probably right. Where would she go? What harm could she do to a 6’3” mass of muscle who’d already proven what he could do to her?


  After passing a few doors, he stopped in front of one. Then he took out a keycard that looked exactly like the one she’d seen Alex use and unlocked the door. Another stab of dread went through her, but her only reaction was a wide stance, bent knees, and fisted hands. The unexpected was becoming normal. Almost.


  “Aren’t you supposed to knock or something?” she joked to cover her fear of what the hell was behind that door.


  “No one’s here yet.”


  Yet.


  He went in first, not even bothering to be gentlemanly about it. He probably knew better. She was no lady he needed to impress. Not anymore, maybe not ever. And he probably understood that walking through a door someone opens for you is never a good idea. Because it’s stupid to think that anyone cares as much about you as they do about themselves.


  The room was a long rectangle. Four hospital beds with brightly-colored pillows and blankets stuck out into a thin aisle, two against each sage-colored wall. Next to them were machines that looked like they belonged in the ICU. Without the lines or beeps. In fact, there was an eerie silence in this place, even more deafening than in the other parts of the building.


  Staring at the beds, counting and recounting them, Eden took a deep breath, inhaling disinfected air. Four. They wouldn’t have four beds unless there were people to fill them. Were there four people like her sleeping here? Where were they now?


  It was a very sad place. Despite the festive linens. Huh. Guess that meant she was wrong about pillows livening up a space.


  “It isn’t the Ritz, that’s for sure.” She walked to the closest bed, picked up the pillow, and tossed it into the air. “Is this where they want me to stay?”


  Fields shook his head. “No. If you decide to stay, you’ll have your own room.”


  “If I decide to stay?” She shook her head. “Please, Fields. Don’t lie to me.”


  “I’m not lying. As far as I know, as far as they’ve told me, you’re free to go whenever you want.”


  She didn’t believe it. But she’d know soon enough. Once she heard what they had to say, she’d run out of this place, find Mitch, and then figure out how much of what they’d told her was a lie.


  Fields slowly approached the bed across the room from where she stood, picked up the purple pillow and fluffed it. Then he gently put it back and smoothed the sheet.


  “Why are we here?” she asked.


  He didn’t say anything for a moment, just tucked the edges of the sheet under the blanket in an almost-reverent manner. “This is where my daughter sleeps. Every four nights. The rest of the time, she lives with me.” He didn’t look up, and for that Eden was glad. Because she didn’t want to see his face.


  “And these”—he reached under the side of the bed and yanked on something—“are what she gets strapped into once she transforms.” He stood back, exposing the shackles at both ends of the bed. His lips were tight, made even tighter each time a whimper threatened to crest them. His strong chest jerked as he held back his emotion.


  “Your daughter. She’s”—she cleared her throat—“like me?”


  His eyebrows came together as he shook his head. “No, not like you. Not exactly. I mean, she’s a Jekyll. But, like the others, she’s only half. My wife,” he said, as if that explained everything.


  “Does your wife sleep here too?”


  “My wife is dead.”


  “Oh. I’m…sorry.” What a lame response, but what else could she say? The man was obviously grieving something. Maybe his wife’s death, maybe his daughter’s transformations, who knew? “Why don’t they give your daughter the serum?”


  “Because it’s imperfect. It takes a huge toll on the body.”


  “Wow, I’m so glad they told me about possible side-effects before they started giving it to me.” She opened her eyes and mouth as wide as they would go. “Oh wait, they didn’t even tell me they were giving it to me. Oops.”


  His eyes narrowed briefly. “It doesn’t work on most of you. Alicia would have to take ten times what you used to, and it still wouldn’t work consistently. That’s why you got to live a normal life while they were giving it to you.”


  “That doesn’t make me lucky, Fields. That makes me an unwilling participant in their drug trial.”


  “They’ve made mistakes, done things I don’t agree with. But everything they do will help my daughter. And now, they think you have the answer. The cure.” His stare made Eden take a step backwards with its intensity. “In your blood or your DNA. They think something inside of you can stop it all from happening. To everyone. To my little girl.”


  “There’s nothing special about me, Fields.” It wasn’t a lie. ‘Special’ wasn’t a word she’d use. And until she understood just what Chastity had taken away from her, she didn’t know what word to use. “I’m sorry, I wish I could help you, but I’m not any different than any other…Jekyll.” God, she hated that word. Hated being part of a group of monsters even more than she hated being a monster. Knowing there were others, at least four more who were still living, made her want to weep along with her guard.


  “You’re wrong, Eden. You are different. Did you know there’s only been one case of someone born of two...”


  She saw him stumble over the word. Abnormals. He couldn’t call a group that his daughter was part of ‘Abnormals’. She understood—being part of that group wasn’t fun either.


  He swallowed before continuing his thought. “That The Clinic has found.”


  “Sucks for them.” She rubbed her arms briskly as the cold air of the room started to get to her. “But what does that have to do with me?” Please don’t answer. Please don’t answer. Please don’t answer. Not with what I think you’re going to.


  “Because both your parents were...you know,” he said, confused.


  “Dead?” she spat. “Junkies? Both? What?” Don’t answer!


  “You really don’t know about your parents?” he asked, surprise mixing with the sadness in his eyes.


  She felt her anger overwhelm her fear. “Not sure about my father, but yeah, I’m well aware of the life my mom had. Thanks a lot.”


  “Eden, you’re the offspring of a Jekyll and a Hyde.”


  No. A shiver slid like a snake up her body, wrapping itself around her chest until she had to fight for air. No. “Sorry, Fields, but you’re wrong. My mom was an addict. She had mental issues, she didn’t transform.” That you know of. But you were only a kid.


  “And no one knows who my father was,” she continued. “My mom barely even remembered his name.” She laughed, the sound weak and false. Wrong again, Eden. Her mother had loved him so much that she didn’t want to repeat his name, only saying it when she was so drunk or high she didn’t know what she was doing. Not knowing that her little girl hung on every word because she wanted so much to know about her father.


  “Shit,” she said. “I don’t even remember it.”


  “Ian,” he said aloud at the same moment she said it silently. Ian.


  The name hung in the air between them. The only thing she knew about her biological father, other than that he was a bastard who had left her mom right after he’d knocked her up.


  Ian. Not a particularly common name, certainly not the name one would just throw out as a guess in a situation like this. If there were situations like this. For normal people.


  “About a month ago,” Fields said, “my daughter almost died. They saved her, but there’s no guarantee it won’t happen again. If you help them, maybe someday there will be a guarantee.”


  “They think I can help just because I got royally screwed-over in the genetics department?” Thanks, mom and dad. What did that make her? A double freak? A cross-breed between two Abnormals? A mutt?


  “You’re different than any other. That’s why you have to stay. Or, at least, come back regularly so they can figure out what’s going on—how you’ve been able to mesh your Jekyll with your human side.”


  “How do they know that?”


  “Well, your eyes for one. And from the little I know of how you used to be, I can’t imagine you’d have been so difficult to subdue a few weeks ago. The speed of your healing. That’s all part of being a Jekyll. But you’re smart, emotional, not as single-minded as a true Jekyll is.” He glanced at the bed.


  “I’m no different than she is, Fields.”


  “You’re wrong. Please, give them some time to figure it out. I know they don’t want to force you, but you have to agree. Think of all the people you’ll save.” His steps were fast as he crossed the room. “You have to help us.”


  She backed away, knocking one of the machines over. The sound of glass shattering, metal hitting tile, stopped him. Broke him out of his trance. He blinked, shaking his head to wake himself up, blood rushing to his cheeks.


  “I’m sorry, Eden. I didn’t mean to— I’m not going to hurt you.”


  “I take it back, Fields. I don’t trust anyone in this place.” As she walked by him, she slugged him in the arm. He could blame it on her abnormal-side or whatever-the-hell-else he wanted to blame it on. She knew what had caused the reaction. And knew just how human it was.


  


  CHAPTER V


  It took two men to pull Mitch off the other guy. His vision didn’t clear until they threw him against the cinderblock wall. He shook himself off and picked a piece of cement out of a bleeding gash on his shoulder.


  That hurt.


  The man he’d just beaten was lying motionless in the middle of the chalk-outlined square, while a couple people took turns checking to see if he was still breathing.


  Mitch knew the men who’d pulled him off were screaming at him. But it was as if he were in a tunnel about a half a mile away. He saw their jaws moving, fists clenched or angrily thrown up occasionally, but he could barely hear them.


  He didn’t want to hurt anyone…too badly. But this was the only way he could feel peace. The only way to quiet Hyde. Shit, it was the only way Mitch could shut his mind off from thinking about her. For him, fighting was like a brief visit to nirvana, like some kind of fucked-up Zen garden. Every punch he threw, every kick he felt make contact, numbed him. Like meditation. And he’d been meditating a hell of a lot lately. First at the gym, but that was short-lived. They wore gloves there. Fucking pussies.


  No, he’d had to find underground fights—no rules, no gloves, no chit-chat, no bullshit. They moved from location to location, to avoid gawkers and cops. If these guys had any idea Landon used to be a detective and still had connections—albeit useless ones—at the station, they would’ve all pounced. Huh. One against, maybe, ten? That might be a good thing. Mitch would be bleeding and in pain for weeks. It’d be worth it. Too bad Landon hadn’t come with him this time. For some reason, the cop didn’t enjoy watching Mitch get the shit kicked out of him. Or it could’ve been that he didn’t like what the other guy looked like once Mitch was done fighting.


  The only thing that worked to blind him was to be blinded. Literally sometimes, when he went up against an opponent who was fast enough to nail him in the face a few times. But it was getting harder and harder to find someone who would fight him. In fact, with all of the bad Fight Club jokes he kept making, it was getting harder to find someone who would tell him where the next meet-up would be. Desperate times called for desperate measures. He needed to try being a gracious winner.


  “Thank you for the lovely evening, gentlemen.” He saluted awkwardly, wondering how many of his bones were broken this time. He pushed past the men, still not knowing—or caring—what they were saying. The crowd around his opponent looked at him menacingly as he approached. They had no idea what menacing looked like. What Mitch saw in the mirror every day. Just under his skin.


  His beauty truly was only skin deep. Except now. No, right now even your skin is probably pretty fucking ugly, asshole.


  When he looked down at the man he’d defeated, he saw drops of his own blood land on the guy’s shoulder. Now, not only was that highly non-hygienic, but it was also very disrespectful. He wiped his mouth, thinking the blood was probably coming from there. Then he wiped his forehead just in case. “Fuck,” he yelled as the sting hit. That one might even need stitches. Until Hyde’s good, good healing kicked in and forced Mitch back in the ring.


  “You okay, dude?” he asked, bending down. “You need some help?”


  The guy grunted and shoved Mitch’s leg. “I don’t need your fucking help.”


  “Everyone needs help once in a while. There’s no shame in it.” Mitch stuck out his hand. “You fought the good fight, my man. Thank you.”


  Through eyes almost swollen shut, the guy glared for a moment and then slapped his hand into Mitch’s. “You fight like the devil’s chasing you.”


  Shaking his head, Mitch hauled the guy up to his feet. “The devil caught me a long time ago. Now I’m just his bitch.” When the guy smiled, Mitch winced. “I see many unpleasant dental bills in your future, my friend.”


  The guy nodded, reached into his mouth, and yanked on one of his teeth. It popped out like he’d just flicked-on a light switch. “Give this to your keeper. Tell him it’s payment for the next hard fucking he gives you.”


  If Mitch was a better man, he would’ve laughed at the joke, left the guy with a little bit of pride. But Mitch wasn’t a better man. Nor did he want to be a better man. Not now. So he slammed his fist into the guy’s jaw, hearing a crunch followed by a communal groan from the crowd. At least his ears were working properly.


  “Watch your mouth,” Mitch said. “The Devil’s actually a hell of a guy. And he lets me be the little spoon.”


  Limping out of the warehouse towards his car, Mitch was numb to everything—his thoughts were simple, easy, and frankly, barely coherent. Just the way he liked it. But once his adrenaline died down, he’d feel the physical pain. And it would almost be enough to cover the emotional shit. Almost.


  When he got back to his house, he paused on the doorstep. Every time he came home, he imagined he would find her there, dumped off by Chastity, waiting to be woken up. Every time he walked up to the door, his gut would clench, knowing he wouldn’t find her there. Knowing what an asshole he’d been and how much time he’d wasted pushing her away. And now it was too late.


  Shit. The only thing he ever found was Landon’s ass, drinking all of his booze and sharing his miserable existence. “Hi, honey. I’m home,” he called out before heading into the living—dying—room to check in with his babysitter.


  “Damn, Turner! What the hell did you do?”


  “I cut in front of an old lady at the grocery store.” He turned his face to the side. “Think it’s going to bruise?”


  “I wish.” Landon’s nostrils flared, but he didn’t seem surprised at the mess of a face Mitch was showing off.


  Something that would leave a normal man limping or bleeding or whining for weeks only bothered Mitch for about a day. A bonus of not getting his daily dose of Jolie’s poison perhaps. Like a fucking athlete, Hyde took good care of the body he constantly wanted to consume. And in return, Mitch did whatever he could to make it harder for the bastard, hoping that the healing would diminish. It never worked. Already his wounds were itching as the blood vessels and skin got reacquainted, the bones started building themselves back up, and the bruises started to fade.


  “Please tell me the other guy could walk away,” Landon said.


  Mitch walked around him and headed into the kitchen for some ice. “Of course he can walk. I barely even touched his legs.”


  “You need another hobby. Or, hell, why not go back to your job?”


  “Too dangerous.” For his former clients. “Plus, I haven’t found a suitable replacement for my assistant-slash-betrayer.”


  “You hiring?”


  “You applying for the job?” He shook his head. “I don’t know, Landon. You’re good with the whole keys-and-cage thing, but how fast can you type?”


  Although, the guy definitely needed something to do. He was a disaster—jobless, basically squatting at Mitch’s, and drinking anything he could get his hands on. And the house’s maximum depression and total loser-dom limit was already over capacity. Any minute, Mitch imagined alarm bells would start ringing and both of them would be ejected out of a skylight.


  As Mitch shoved an empty pizza box over, he thought he probably should hire someone, at least to clean up. “Clean up this shithole and I’ll pay you in booze. But you’re so far in the red already, it may take a while to work off.”


  “So are you going back to work or not?”


  “Sure. Just as soon as I find someone who will slip a let’s-fuck-Mitch-over cocktail into my morning java. Jolie was so good at that.”


  “It’s probably a bad idea. With a face like that, who the hell would want to be in a room with you?”


  “A face like what?” He reached up, running a hand over his chin, wincing only slightly whenever he reached a bruise or cut.


  “Like you got mugged. Every day. For the past couple weeks. By four assailants trained in Krav Maga.”


  Mitch put his index finger along his nose, trying to judge how badly-offset tonight’s break had left it. “It’s not that bad.” And it would be better tomorrow. Damn it.


  “Why do you let them beat the crap out of you?” Landon asked. “I know you’re holding back. I know you could drop them in the first few minutes. So why do you drag it out?”


  “For the pain.” He went to the sink to wash off his face.


  “I should’ve known.” Landon rolled his eyes. “I’m living with a sadist.”


  “No, not their pain. My pain. Fighting, letting someone beat the shit out of me, numbs out the rest.” The bruises were reminders that distracted him from what was happening inside. And as soon as they disappeared, he had to think about that shit again. So he spent a lot of time in the ring.


  “That’s frigging deep—deeply disturbing.”


  “It satisfies him. Makes him easier to control.” He watched the blood-water mixture swirl at the bottom of the sink until it gurgled down the drain. “But it’s only temporary. He always wants more.”


  “So you keep fighting.”


  “If you’ve got another option, I’d love to hear it.”


  “Then why fight back? Why not just let them hammer on you until they call the fight?”


  Mitch shrugged but didn’t answer. Saying it out loud would make it real, and he’d never be able to take it back. Never be able to make it untrue. But the fact was that he had to fight back. He had to win.


  Because Hyde always wins.


  “Fine,” Landon said, wiggling his cell phone in his hand. “Maybe you’ll feel more like talking when you hear my good news.”


  “You made the Olympic team for the javelin? No wait! The tests came back, and it really is just a rash.”


  Landon had obviously lost his sense of humor along with his sense of pride.


  “So tell me the goddamned good news!”


  “It’s not just good, it’s great. A buddy from the station.”


  Mitch stopped in his tracks. Frozen. His heart pounding a rhythm unmatched even while he was in the ring. He took a deep breath. “If your news involves anything other than Eden or The Clinic, after I’m done with you, you may not be able to walk away.”


  “No beating necessary. The intel’s from an off-the-record but in-the-precinct source. And it’s about Carter.”


  “Hallelujah.” Mitch closed his eyes, silently thanking the saints, all the little people, and the Academy. It’s about fucking time. “What has the little boy scout been up to?”


  “A friend of mine, who I’m Ivory-soap-percent sure isn’t working for The Clinic, thinks he saw the kid.”


  “Not getting the Ivory soap reference, but don’t really give a shit either.” He stopped before he got to the kitchen, flipped around and headed back to the door. Shaking his keys angrily. “When, where, and why aren’t we already in the car?”


  Landon’s steps matched his. “He was seen coming out of a liquor store.”


  “The Clinic snuck him out of the hospital so he could get wasted? Well, that was thoughtful. And unlikely—considering the doctor seemed to think he was weeks away from being able to take a piss standing up. Did your friend say anything about a wheelchair?” He shook his head. “Screw it, let’s go. If it’s really him, I’ll make sure he’s in a wheelchair for a long, long time.”


  Landon grabbed his arm. “Look, my buddy thinks he saw him. But he could’ve been wrong. Florida is filled with guys who look like Carter. And I can’t have you freak if it turns out to be nothing.”


  “Five minutes ago I thought we had nothing, and I was perfectly fine. If, in twenty minutes from now, I feel that way again, I’ll be fine.”


  Landon cocked an eyebrow. “You think you’re fine? That this”—he motioned to Mitch’s damaged face—“is you being fine?”


  Mitch shrugged him off. “This is as fine as I’m ever going to be.”


  Landon took so fucking long to get in the damn car, Mitch seriously considered leaving the guy behind. But he didn’t know where the hell Carter had been spotted. Nor did he really feel like going to every liquor store in the county harassing people. Well, he almost didn’t feel like doing that.


  Landon slid into the passenger side. “Are you sure you can drive? When’s the last time you shot yourself up?”


  “Are you worried about me, Landon?”


  “I’m way past worried about you. You’re losing it, man.”


  “You’re wrong,” he said, slamming the gearshift into reverse and peeling out before Landon had even closed the door.


  “I’m not wrong. You’re turning into a frigging menace. You’re losing control. Don’t tell me I’m wrong, because I’m not. And if you don’t see it happening, that’s the most frightening part of all.”


  He kept his eyes on the road. “You’re wrong because it’s done. I’m done. I’m not losing control. It’s already lost. I don’t fucking remember a time it wasn’t.” He’d never been free, not once. Controlled by Hyde and then by The Clinic. Being slung back and forth in games he wanted no part in. And if he were honest with himself, even Eden controlled him. The feelings he had for her, the fear he felt that she would never come back, that he’d never see her again, weakened his resolve, his will. Not for justice. No, that would never weaken. But for life? Well, that was a far more pathetic story.


  “Where are we going?” he snapped.


  Landon gave him an address about thirty minutes south of the house. Shit. Thirty minutes was nothing. Nothing, when it felt like she was a lifetime away already.


  “You need to pull it together,” Landon said in that irritatingly ever-patient tone he had. “I need you to pull it together. Hell, so does she.”


  “After.”


  “After what?”


  “After I rip the heads off of the bastards who took her, tear them apart limb-from-limb. Then I’ll pull it together.”


  Neither of them spoke for a few minutes. When Landon finally did, his voice was soft, sad. “What if by then, it’s too late?”


  After that, neither of them spoke for a long time.


  § § §


  They showed Carter’s picture to everyone inside until the cashier asked them to leave. Then, after Landon flashed his fake, right-out-of-a-cereal-box-looking badge, the guy told Mitch to wait outside. So Mitch left peacefully and watched Landon do the helpful-cop-thing through the window with his nose pressed up against the glass.


  As soon as Landon came out of the liquor store, shaking his head, Mitch asked, “Are you sure this is the right place?”


  “Yes. How many people did you accost out front?”


  Mitch scratched his nose. “A couple.”


  Landon blew out a breath. “You’re attitude isn’t helping anything. No one wants to help me with you breathing over my shoulder, glaring at them. You’re scaring people, Turner. And every day it’s getting worse. Like a rabid dog or something.”


  “You’ll know when I go rabid, Landon. It’ll be hard to miss.” He paced in front of the car. “So what now?”


  “The problem is that Carter looks like the hundred other twenty-somethings in this neighborhood. So we wait to see if anyone resembling him comes back. But you need to stay in the car. I can’t have you wailing on some poor guy who just happens to be unlucky enough to look like him.”


  “It’s a fucking liquor store!” Mitch slammed his fists down onto the hood of the car. “Unless he’s drinking as much as you are, he doesn’t come here every day. So how long will we have to wait?”


  “You got something better to do?”


  “No,” he mumbled, dropping his head forward. He felt so useless, so inept. He knew he was doing more damage than good. But he couldn’t help himself. Between the constant pain from Hyde and the painful knowledge that there was nothing he could do, even he didn’t trust his judgment.


  “When’s the last time you slept?” Landon asked.


  “I don’t know, what month is it?”


  “Exactly.”


  “Okay, Mom. I promise I will go to bed early tonight. Happy?”


  “Is it because of Hyde?”


  Mitch sighed, rocking his jaw back and forth to loosen it. “Partly.”


  “Let me guess. The other part is because of her.”


  It bothered Mitch that they never used her name. Never saying her name fogged his memory of her. Like he’d done with his sister. Never referring to them by name somehow made one’s death and one’s disappearance less real. And the worst part was that he liked it that way. He was starting to detach from the love he’d lost, his feelings becoming unreal or vague, as if he’d never loved her at all.


  “No,” he said, wiping his hands over his face. “The other part is because of these fucking drugs. I’d like to spend at least a few hours a day enjoying a bit of coherency and be out of the cage. So sleep has moved way down on my list of priorities.”


  “Then stop taking so much of it.”


  “You should talk.”


  Since he’d known him, Landon had cleaned out his liquor cabinet twice. By himself. He didn’t know how the guy did it and still be able to stand upright. Or speak without slurring. He would’ve put money on Landon being unable to stop himself from buying a couple bottles while he showed Carter’s picture around the liquor store. Maybe he was out of cash.


  With nothing to do, Landon was flailing. Even if this lead turned out to be as bogus as the others, it would do him good. Get his mind off of what he’s lost. Make him feel useful. Maybe drink less.


  Shit, they were both flailing. “How about this?” Mitch asked. “We each take turns on the wagon. I’ll pull while you ride, and then we’ll switch.”


  “Sure. We’ll start tomorrow. That’ll give me enough time to find a cute, little red one.” Landon blew out a puff of air, staring at his hands as if they were already doing the shimmy-shake of withdrawal.


  “So what do we do now, detective?”


  “Former detective.”


  “It doesn’t always have to be that way. You could get a job at another precinct.” Mitch didn’t know why he wanted to ease the guy’s pain. Because, frankly, he was the last person anyone should ask to find a silver-lining in anything. A tarnished, dented, and rusted-through one, sure. But not silver. Silver was for spoons rich babies were fed with. Even as a kid, Mitch had had to forage for his own meal, his mom a bit too preoccupied with keeping his bastard of a father from killing them all.


  “Maybe, maybe not.” Landon shook off whatever thoughts had made his eyes distant. “Let’s worry about now. And now, we wait.” He opened the car door and ducked inside.


  Mitch followed suit, sliding into the driver’s side. “I thought having an ex-cop around would actually mean we got to do cop-stuff. Like break down doors and water-board people until they talked. I was kinda looking forward to that part.”


  “I bet you were. We are doing cop-stuff. Most of what cops do is wait until someone makes a mistake.” He reclined his seat and leaned backwards, stretching out his long legs as much as possible. “Hopefully, my friend was right and the guy he saw was Carter. Then we can assume Carter lives around here and will need to do some more shopping soon. When he does, we grab him.”


  “And then we get to water-board the asshole?”


  “Coming from anyone else, I’d assume that was a joke. But with you…”


  Mitch slumped back in the car seat. “So basically, you’re telling me we do nothing.”


  “Basically.”


  That was unacceptable. Doing nothing wasn’t in Mitch’s vocabulary. He’d last maybe ten minutes. Tops.


  Seven minutes later, Landon sighed. “Would you stop banging the goddamn steering wheel? It’s giving me a headache.”


  “Was I banging the steering wheel?” Mitch looked at his fist as it smacked down again. Huh. I guess I was.


  Landon rolled his eyes. “This isn’t working. One of us is going to lose it. Probably me.” He ran his hands through his crew cut. “Okay, this is what we’re going to do. Since I can’t trust you to be alone…in public, you go back to your place. Watch porn, do your nails, whatever. I’ll set up surveillance on the liquor store.”


  “I thought you couldn’t use department resources anymore.”


  “I can’t. None of this is on the books. But I have a few friends who owe me.”


  “I need to make some friends.”


  “Stop being such an asshole and it may happen.”


  


  CHAPTER VI


  Eden stood in the hallway, shocked that Fields hadn’t immediately followed her out of the room where his daughter slept. Nor were there other guards running from all directions to tackle her. Did this mean that she really was free to leave? That she was a guest, a visitor who could go wherever she wanted and poke through her hosts’ drawers? No. She’d have to actually walk out the front door and see them all standing in a line waving goodbye before she’d believe that.


  She tried the knob of the door across the hallway. Locked. Not knowing which way led outside, it didn’t matter which way she went. Every door she came to, she tried to open. All locked. She needed one of those damn keycards. Without one of those, of course they’d let her wander. As if the hallway was so interesting, it would keep her occupied until she collapsed of boredom and begged them to start poking her with needles or something.


  They’d given her freedom to roam around a box. That wasn’t freedom. That was manipulation. A look-how-generous-we’re-being scenario while not actually giving her anything.


  When she came to a corner, she put her back against the wall and peered around carefully to check for guards. Hopefully with their backs turned and their keycards sticking out of their pockets. Sure, because that was definitely the kind of high-quality-henchmen The Clinic employed.


  “Wanna see something?” Carter was twenty feet away, limping as he took a few slow steps towards her.


  She flinched, but didn’t bother trying to hide. He’d already seen her. So spy skills weren’t in Chastity’s repertoire. Or maybe Eden just couldn’t access the knowledge. She was determined to focus on the good changes, the perks of being who she was now. Or she’d never get through this. Then later, once she was free, she’d figure out a way to get rid of Chastity.


  “How did you know I was there?” she asked, coming around the wall she’d unsuccessfully been hiding behind.


  He was pale, his blue eyes looking black next to his skin. “I heard you yelling at Fields. Then the door opened, and you stopped screaming. I figured, if he was with you, you’d still be yelling.”


  “You would’ve made a good police officer.” His dream-job, or so he’d said. She looked at the man she’d known so well. No, the man she’d thought she’d known so well. How much of who he showed her didn’t exist? How much of him was real?


  “Yeah, I would’ve,” he said sadly. “I would’ve made a good husba—” He shook his head, as if it would shake the thought out of both their minds.


  “You were drugging me, Carter. That’s hardly a great way to start a relationship.”


  “I was doing it so you would be safe. Jolie lied about a lot of things, but not that. I know all about Turner, about you. They don’t want to hurt you.”


  “Oh, Carter,” she said on a sigh. “When you don’t give someone the choice, don’t let them know who they really are…it hurts. Believe me, it hurts.”


  He stared at the ground for a long time. Enough time for her to understand something. He still believed he was doing the right thing. That what he did, what he was doing, was for her. Because, regardless of what had happened, he still loved her. And that stung. Love that wasn’t deserved, that was warped and ugly, was worse than indifference or hate.


  “Would you have taken the drug if you’d known about it?” he asked, not lifting his head.


  She pinched the bridge of her nose, wishing her headache would go away. “I don’t know. I’ll never know. But everything would’ve been different if I’d known what I am.” All that fear, paranoia, and confusion. Her chest tightened, her head only hurting more.


  Would she have met Mitch? Would Chastity have brought them together again and again until neither of them could avoid their connection? Eden would’ve missed the most amazing four days of her life, wrapped in his arms, having him inside of her. Was all of the joy Mitch had given her worth the pain and uncertainty Carter had caused? If she could go back and do it all again, knowing what she knew now, what would she have chosen?


  “Are you going to leave?” he asked quietly.


  “Yes,” she said instantly.


  “Before you know everything? Before you know how you could help the other people? That’s not the Eden I know. The Eden I know would do whatever she could to help someone else.”


  Sadly, that was probably true. Even if it killed her in the process. “Let’s get one thing straight, Carter. You don’t know me. You may think you do, but you don’t. Not now. Not ever. Or you never would have done what you did.”


  He finally looked up, his expression that of someone fighting the need to argue, wanting to explain instead. “You’re wrong. I did what I did because of you. I just wanted you to be safe. Yes, I made some mistakes. Hell, I made a lot of mistakes, but giving you the medicine wasn’t one of them. Imagine what might have happened if I hadn’t.”


  “Is this a Christmas-past kind of moment?”


  “No. Because then I’d have to show you what happens to those of you who don’t get help. And that would mean taking you to a cemetery.”


  If he hadn’t doped her, would Chastity’s behavior have put both of them underground? Maybe. But… “You don’t know that. I could’ve been fine.”


  His brows came together. “Fine? With all of Chastity’s recklessness?” He shook his head. “I don’t think so.”


  “Well, forgive me if your opinion means nothing to me.”


  He shook his head sadly. “More of you die than live, you know. Without medication, even Jekylls die young. Almost like they’re looking for it.” He was probably right—Chastity’s life choices were hardly rational behavior for someone who wanted to see tomorrow.


  But that didn’t mean someone else got to make the decision for her. “Well, thank goodness The Clinic is here to save us from ourselves.”


  “You can believe whatever you want to believe, but they are helping other people.”


  “Really?” she asked sarcastically.


  “There’s a boy here. He’s sixteen.”


  Oh God. “He’s another prisoner?” Someone else she would have to free on her way out?


  “You’re not a prisoner. He isn’t, either. He lives here and can leave whenever he wants.”


  “I want to meet him.” I want to ask him myself. She’d know if he was lying, if they were all lying.


  She walked about ten feet behind Carter, watching him. He moved like an old man, as if he’d aged fifty years since the last time they’d seen each other. Before she’d found the ‘medicine’ he’d been giving her. She’d thought it was heroin or maybe cocaine, his private stash, and had kicked him out for bringing the thing that had killed her mother into their home.


  She stopped. “My mother OD’ed. What did she OD on?” Was it heroin she was injecting? Or something The Clinic had prescribed?


  He looked over his shoulder, noticed she’d stopped, and turned. “She died from an overdose of heroin.” Then he started walking again. “Come on. He’ll want to meet you too.” He knocked on a door that looked exactly like every other door in the place. “Justin? It’s Carter. I want you to meet someone.”


  She heard someone inside yell, “Hang on!”


  “Do you live here too?” she asked Carter.


  “No, I live in a shitty apartment nearby. But I’m here a lot of the time.”


  “Home sweet home, huh?”


  Before he could reply, the door opened.


  “Hey, Carter. What’s up?” The boy wasn’t wearing scrubs, and he looked so…normal. Like any other teenager one would see coming out of school. When he saw Carter, he smiled. Then it slipped slightly as his gaze turned toward her, and a blush rose on his cheeks. “Who’s she?”


  “This is Eden,” Carter said. “Can we come in for a sec?”


  Justin shrugged and then stepped back into his room. “Sure, but you should’ve told me you were going to bring a— someone.” He scrambled to clear off a chair, tossing clothing and other junk onto the desk.


  Eden felt something pull her into the room—something she couldn’t, or didn’t want to, struggle against. But on her way, she wiggled the doorknob, testing it. It wasn’t locked from the outside. And the interior lock was puny, way too weak to hold back a Hyde, even if he couldn’t figure out the absurdly simple release mechanism.


  “Where do they put him when he transforms?” she blurted. “A cage?”


  Both men flinched at her outburst. Carter shook his head, his eyes wide, while Justin looked at her like she was stupid.


  “What?” he asked.


  “Do they put you in a cage? When your Hyde comes out. Where do they put you?”


  He glanced at Carter, confused. “Why would they put me in a cage?”


  “He doesn’t know?” she asked Carter, her breath shallow. When he put a hand on Justin’s shoulder, she wanted to smack it off, feeling an immediate protective desire to keep every asshole away from him. But Justin didn’t cringe or grimace. He wasn’t afraid. In fact, the look he gave Carter was more like one of friendship, trust. The poor, deluded kid. If he only knew what she did. Not that she actually knew all that frigging much.


  “She’s never been here before,” Carter said, “so she doesn’t know how it works.”


  “Oh,” Justin said. “I go to sleep in a bed. They even give me a pillow,” he said, his eyes flashing wide as if it was a joke, smiling as if it was completely normal. “Once I’m asleep, they strap me up. Or so they tell me. And in the morning, I wake up. No straps. Ta-da!” He shook his hands, exposing wrists without scars or scrapes.


  “And that holds you back? You don’t break out or anything?”


  A shadow crossed his face, and he glanced at Carter who nodded. Was the nod giving him permission to talk about it, or encouragement to admit something he didn’t want to talk about?


  “They tell me it might get harder,” Justin said. “That the straps will get bigger as I get older, and he gets more powerful. But hopefully, they’ll figure something out before that ever happens.”


  “Can you really leave if you want to?”


  “Yeah, but I don’t very much. All my stuff’s here. They do force me to go to school though, and that sucks.”


  “You go to school? Like, a regular school?”


  “Unfortunately,” he muttered.


  “Tell her about your life before you got here, Justin.”


  He gave Carter another look that matched the last. “Do I have to?”


  “She’s not here to judge. She’ll understand. Eden and I grew up in a group home together.”


  She glared at him. “Don’t say another word about that.” He was no longer allowed to speak of her past. Or her present, or future, or use any word that would put them in the same thought.


  He took one step backwards, his hands up submissively. “Okay. I’ll wait outside. To prove to you that there’s no coercion here. No one is out to get you, Eden. Not here.”


  Not here? What the hell did that mean? She subdued the impulse to snap at him, demand he tell her what he’d meant. All she’d be asking for was another lie. She’d get more truth by interrogating the minor. Because by the time someone becomes an adult, they know how to lie and lie well. Eighteen—the legal age for impenetrable deceit.


  “So, you think this is all some kind of plot to mess with you?” Justin asked.


  “Something like that,” she said distractedly as she watched Carter walk outside, closing the door tightly behind him.


  Justin flopped back on his bed, junk bouncing around as he landed.


  She sat down in the chair he’d swept off earlier, feeling more at ease than she had since she’d woken up. With only the two of them in the room, even the air was different. An intangible force binding them, as if they already knew each other. Similar to—but not nearly as powerful as—the attraction she felt towards Mitch. Thankfully, the force wasn’t sexual. Because Justin was way too young for her and way too not-Mitch for her. Was that their power? Their Abnormalness being drawn to each other? Or was it Chastity’s inability to be within twenty feet of testosterone without chucking more wood on the fire?


  “Okay. So here’s the low-down,” Justin said, seemingly unaware of whatever was happening between them. “My mom used to think I just had ‘anger issues’, and then she decided I was insane. So when The Clinic found me, I was living in a mental institution for underage-psychos.”


  “I’m sorry.” Did all of them go through hell like that? Not being able to understand themselves, not having anyone believe in them. The Clinic had taken over the parental role in Justin’s life, and he was okay with it. Maybe because they were doing a far better job than his real parents did. A better job than Eden’s or Mitch’s did. Dang, no wonder the kid preferred it here.


  “No problem. I’m over it.” He shrugged. “I mean, I had my own room, complete with padded walls, so it could’ve been worse,” he joked. “I’m just happy they found me.”


  “How did they find you?”


  “I’m not sure, but I think they troll the psych bins and stuff, looking for kids who have more than the usual issues.”


  Was that how they’d found her? By trolling the foster care system?


  “So,” she said, struggling to focus her mind on one hurdle at a time. “So, you like being here?”


  “Sure, it’s okay. They treat me well and don’t think I’m nuts.” He smiled. “That’s a plus.”


  Time was moving forward, but she wasn’t. She stared at the boy, the man, the child, who seemed to be handling the fact that he had a Hyde slowly maturing inside of him really frigging well. How could he know what they were and not be terrified? Have the same problem as Mitch, yet none of the self-hatred or anger?


  “I have a—” She swallowed and started again. “I have a friend who transforms. But he’s so different from you. He’s so…” She looked around the room, searching for the right word, but nothing appeared. “He’s just different. He thinks he’s evil. Do you think you’re evil?”


  He fidgeted nervously, like he was afraid of giving the wrong response. “No. Not anymore. I know I’m different. But I also know I’m safe.”


  Safe? What if they were telling the truth? Even a little bit. Maybe they really were helping people like her. Like Fields’s daughter, like Justin. Ever since she found out what they’d done to her, she hated them. Their employee had killed people. Not them, their employee. Oh God. What if all of that was true? If even half of it were true, she should do what she could to help. So that more of her kind would be safe. So that no one would have to go through what she and Mitch had.


  When Justin’s eyes locked on hers, Eden felt drained, weightless, like she was falling down a deep hole of regret. Not for him, not even for herself.


  For Mitch. For a lifetime of self-loathing when it could’ve been better. Maybe even happy. He could’ve loved himself. Her heart cried for him. For all the years of hate, all the times he pushed people away for their own safety. It all could’ve been…different.


  If he’d known. If this place would have taken him in, been honest with him.


  And now, Mitch was broken. In a way they would never be able to fix. There was no chance of him agreeing to come here, not even if they waved a white flag in front of him. All he’d see was red.


  But she could help. Finally she might have a way to really help him. If he’d accept it.


  She chuckled. “I’m crying right now, aren’t I?”


  Justin nodded and started rummaging through the stuff on his nightstand. “I have some tissues in here somewhere.”


  “It’s okay. No offense, but I think my shirt is cleaner than anything you’re going to find under all of that.”


  “Yeah, I guess.” He scratched his head. “So, are you checking the place out for your friend?”


  She used the bottom of her shirt to wipe her face and then stood to leave. “Maybe. I’m not sure.”


  “Cool. I’ll talk to him about it if you want.”


  “Thanks, but you might not like him.” How would Mitch behave around someone like Justin? Someone who still had hope and dreams and expectations out of life.


  “He’s like me, right? But he thinks it’s the end of the world. Then he should come here and see that he’s going to be okay. They’re going to fix us, so it won’t happen anymore. They’re close to a cure. A cure for the whole thing.”


  “I don’t…I don’t think they have it quite yet.” She played with the doorknob, not sure if she wanted to stay here and keep pretending this was no big deal, or if she wanted to grab Justin and drag him away, promising him a life that she couldn’t even promise herself.


  “Soon,” he said. “Alex told me it’ll be soon. And she always tells it like it is. She never lies to me or the other people who come in just to sleep. You can trust her.”


  Can I? She wanted to leave. “Thanks for…everything, Justin. It was nice to meet you.”


  He jumped off the bed as she opened the door. “Hey, how’d you find out about him? About his Hyde?”


  She could’ve told him. That she was like him. Like them. But with double the bad DNA. There was so much she could have said, if she’d been able. But she wasn’t.


  “He showed me.” Because he had to, when there was no other way to avoid it. To let her see into the world she was part of. A world consisting of just the two of them. Boy, had they been wrong.


  “Is he, like, your boyfriend?”


  She smiled as he blushed. “Sort of.”


  “I’ve never shown anyone, other than my mom, but that doesn’t count ‘cause it was an accident. I’ve never wanted to show anyone or to have anyone ever know. So this guy…he must trust you a lot.”


  “He used to.”


  


  CHAPTER VII


  “Thank you, sir.” For your continual demands for the impossible. “I’ll let you know.” After she hung up, Alex sighed and tossed today’s notes into a file folder. He had no idea what he was asking for. Eden couldn’t be treated like any of the others. Because she wasn’t like any of the others. For one, she knew better than to trust them.


  “What the hell am I doing?” Until she heard the second knock, she’d thought it was her head hitting her desk. “Come in.”


  “I told her about her parents,” Fields said as he closed the door behind him and sat down. “I thought she would’ve already figured it out. But she had no clue.”


  “It’s fine. The more truthful we are, the more she’ll trust us. And we need her to trust us.”


  “I’m not sure that’s ever going to happen. When I told her about Alicia and what she might be able to do for all of them, she didn’t believe me.” He looked tired, worn out. But he still probably looked better than Alex did. Because he didn’t have as much to feel guilty about.


  In one day, everything had changed. Eden was the miracle they never saw coming, but she was also the biggest pain-in-the-ass Alex had ever met. Alex had met a number of Jekylls and a few Hydes, but none had ever been able to push her buttons so hard. Maybe it was because Eden was the most human, the one Abnormal who’d somehow figured out a way to be solely normal. And she’d done it on her own.


  Alex took a deep breath, determined to fake civility until they could figure out how to get under Eden’s skin as well as she got under theirs. “Just keep her away from everyone.”


  “They know better than to answer any questions.”


  “No, they understand science, not manipulation. No one walks down the hall while she’s out of her room. Got it?”


  He nodded. “So what’s next?”


  “I sent Carter over to introduce her to Justin. Maybe that will help.”


  “You’re sure they won’t tell her anything she shouldn’t know?”


  “It’ll be fine. Carter has too much to lose to say anything, and Justin doesn’t know anything.”


  “Well, I hope she likes the kid. Because she needs someone to trust. And it won’t be Carter. I’ve never seen anyone hate that much.” He tapped the arm of his chair. “He looks like shit, you know.”


  Alex wanted to put her head back down on her desk. “I know.” Nothing was going like it was supposed to. “But I was told not to give him any more.”


  “What are we doing, Alex?” Fields leaned forward. “I mean, really? This isn’t…right. What are we doing here?”


  She paused, not wanting to make another enemy, but knowing that if she let Fields start questioning things, he’d never stop. And that was dangerous for everyone.


  When she spoke, she looked him directly in the eye, without weakness, hesitation, or doubt. “Our jobs. We are helping Alicia, Justin, and all the others. And we are doing what we’re told to do. Because that is part of our jobs. Do you understand me?”


  “Yes,” he said as he shook his head slowly.


  


  CHAPTER VIII


  Eden flinched when she saw Carter right outside Justin’s room


  He was using the wall to support himself. “So, how’d it go? Do you believe me now?”


  Seeing him dried up any residual tears she had. He was a walking reminder of bullshit. “That ship sailed a long time ago, Carter. In fact, it’s probably at the bottom of the ocean swarming with sharks by now. Wanna go for a swim and check?”


  He ran his tongue over his teeth unconsciously. “Fine. Then do you believe Justin? Or do you want him to go swimming with me?”


  She walked away from the door, not wanting Justin to overhear them. Not wanting to be the one to kill his dream. “All I believe is that Justin thinks you people are on his side, and that there’s some kind of miraculous solution to everything. That’s not fair. It’s not right. You can’t promise him that.”


  “Where are you going?”


  She looked back at him and realized that she’d been power-walking down the hallway. Back towards the room she’d talked to Alex in. “I want to see Alex. The bitch better have some excellent answers, or my next stop will be the front door.”


  Carter shouted out directions from far behind her. As if there were that many choices—doors, doors aplenty and not-a-one would open. When he said something without yelling it, she almost didn’t turn around. What could he possibly have to say that she wanted to hear? But when his one-sided conversation continued, she turned and started walking backwards.


  He held a phone up to his ear and was intently talking about… “show him to her. Bad idea.” Huh. What a surprise. He was talking to someone else. About her.


  “It’s impolite to talk shit about someone when they are only thirty feet in front of you,” she called. “The least you could do is walk faster so I can hear.”


  He took the phone from his ear and pressed the screen.


  “Are you putting it on speaker?” She slowed down to match his tediously-slow pace.


  “You’ve changed a lot,” he said, shoving the phone into his pocket.


  “Our experiences make us who we are. Well, that and the enormous amount of bullshit some of us get to deal with. So, I guess I should thank you. Thank you for all that you’ve done to make me who I am today. Even more confused and screwed up than I used to be.” She didn’t stop walking, didn’t even turn back around. Not really caring if she hit a wall or tripped over something someone had left in the middle of the hallway. Not really caring much about anything right now.


  Fields’s daughter, Justin—they weren’t her responsibility. She didn’t owe them anything. And Mitch? No, not even he belonged to her anymore. She had very little left to care about. And actually, none of it was hers at all. Chastity had taken her soul and Mitch had taken her heart.


  What do I have left? The thought made her dizzy, and she stumbled, throwing out her arm for balance. Resting her other hand on her thigh, she kept her head down and took deep breaths.


  Carter came at a limping run. “Are you alright?” He put his hand on her back.


  She flipped up, knocking his hand away. “Don’t ever touch me again. Do you hear me?” she hissed. “Even if I am bleeding to death in a ditch on the side of the road, I do not want your help.”


  He waited until she stood to say, “Alex’s office is the third one on the right. Her name is on it.”


  “And that makes her special, doesn’t it? None of the other doors are marked, so I guess that means no one else is important.”


  “I told her you were coming,” he grumbled.


  She didn’t say goodbye as he walked away. She didn’t tell him she hated him or loved him or that she wished he was dead. Because all of them were true. And there’s no good way to say, ‘I hate you and love you in exactly the same amount,’ to someone. Not even to yourself.


  § § §


  Alex answered two seconds after Eden’s fist hit the door. “Hi, Eden. So nice of you to drop by.” Her frustration filled the spaces between every word. “Come on in.” She indicated a chair and sat down behind her desk.


  Eden stayed standing. “Why would you tell Justin he won’t always be like this? Why would you do that to him?” The questions came out in a crowd, tripping over themselves to be the first one spoken. “And what did Fields mean when he said something in me might be a cure? Is he delusional?”


  “No, he’s hopeful. We’re all hopeful. We think there’s something different about you, something that makes you special. You’ve changed, and yet you haven’t. Your eye color is that of your Jekyll.”


  “Chastity. Her name is Chastity.”


  “Right,” she said tightly. “You have Chastity’s eyes, but the rest of your body is normal. Human. When you came in your heartbeat was hers.”


  “Four beats and then a pause.”


  Alex nodded. “Exactly, but then it reverted to normal. Until we run more tests, we can’t say for sure, but it seems as though everything about you is human. Except your eyes.”


  “And my thoughts,” Eden mumbled.


  She leaned forward. “What do you mean?”


  “My thoughts. They’re mine—I mean, they feel like they’re mine, but my thinking is different. It’s clearer, more…strategic. And my body seems to react differently now. I never would’ve fought Fields and that other guard in the hallway. I would’ve run away. I always ran away.”


  “Would you…Would you please sit down? You’re making me anxious.”


  “That’s too bad.” After a momentary glaring contest, Eden sighed and plopped down in the chair. “Better?” If she gave Alex something inconsequential, some information the scientist in her would get excited about, maybe Alex would return the favor and let something slip that Eden could use.


  “Much. Thank you. We need to understand how you’ve been able to integrate your two sides. If there’s something in your endocrine system that has been able to mesh the human side of you with the Jekyll side of you, then we might be able to reproduce it. Maybe.”


  “Maybe,” Eden repeated. “And then you’ll find a cure? For Fields’s daughter? For Justin? For…Mitch?”


  “We hope so.”


  They all seemed so excited about it. But Eden couldn’t let go of the implausibility of it all. She was nothing special. Just another confused Abnormal who all of these people were setting their hopes on. But they were just that—hopes. And she needed to deal with the what-nows, not the what-ifs.


  “Great,” she said, sarcasm being her only constant companion. Well, that and paranoia, distrust, whatever the hell Chastity was pulling, and a pretty bad headache. “It sounds an awful lot like another ‘maybe’.”


  “Until you came here, we’d never even thought integration was possible. We’d hoped your DNA would bring us closer to a newer, better serum, but we weren’t sure. Now we have an entirely new thread to follow, and the possibility of developing something even more remarkable. Maybe even a way to integrate other Jekylls or”—she looked up, her hands in a prayer position—“find a way to control the Hydes.”


  Eden cringed. Just the phrasing would’ve sent Mitch over the edge. “You mean, a way for the Hydes to control themselves, right?”


  Alex looked at her blankly. “Isn’t that what I said?”


  “I hope so.” God, I hope so. “And all of this can be done with my DNA? Like it’s some kind of miracle cure. How do you know?


  “We did some very basic, very preliminary tests from some brain scans and a small blood sample we took when you first arrived,” Alex said. “But that’s really all we did. You haven’t been given any kind of drug.”


  Her assurances were absurd—Eden wouldn’t believe it, no matter how many times Alex used words like, ‘really,’ ‘small,’ or ‘very’.


  “And what did you really find out in these very small tests that you told me you didn’t do?”


  She rubbed her lips together. “Honestly, not a lot more than we’ve learned from other Abnormals. But once we conduct other genetic and endocrine tests and have a longer-term sample of your physiology and behavior, we hope to understand how you’ve been able to integrate. You have to understand that this science is in its infancy. There weren’t even any observations of the phenomenon until about twenty years ago.”


  About twenty years ago, Eden was barely out of toddler-dom. About twenty years ago, her mom checked herself into a clinic. About twenty years ago, Eden had probably thought clinics helped people and gave them lollipops. But evidently, she would’ve been wrong. “You knew about my mom.”


  She paused. “Not me personally, but yes, she came here.”


  “And my father.”


  Alex nodded. “The Clinic tried to help both of them.”


  “But it didn’t. It didn’t help them.” Eden sagged in her chair, the weight of her life catching up with her.


  “Not enough, no,” Alex said quietly. “Your mother never said anything about you. If she had, The Clinic would’ve tried to help. The facility was just being set up and everything was new and disorganized and…”


  Parents dead. Childhood nonexistent. Love who doesn’t want her. And no one in the world to trust.


  “It doesn’t matter.” Eden slid down and rested her head against the back of the chair, arching her neck and staring at the ceiling. All to make sure that the tears weren’t helped by gravity.


  “Of course it matters. You matter. Even if you weren’t special, you’d be special. If that makes any sense at all.”


  Eden felt it as Alex’s light chuckle and attempt at empathy broke through a section of the wall Eden had painstakingly put up between them. No. That was not going to happen. If she let these people in at all, she’d lose herself. Whatever was left.


  “You’re right—it doesn’t make any sense,” she said, sitting up straight. “You may not have known about me, but what about Mitch and his father? Why didn’t you bring Mitch in and let him live here like Justin does? Or, at least, kept him away from his father?”


  “I can’t explain something that happened before my time. It’s impossible to know my predecessors’ reasons. Justin lives here because he has nowhere else to go, no one who can offer the kind of care he needs. His mother would’ve kept him in an institution for the rest of his life. And without the care we provide, he would start to become more and more dangerous to himself and to others.”


  “So why didn’t you tell me? Why keep it a secret and have someone who I trusted drug me?”


  “We were trying to do the right thing. I realize we made mistakes.”


  “Ya think?”


  She took a deep breath. “Our intent was simply to keep you from transforming, so that you could have as normal a life as possible.”


  “You think my life was normal?” Eden wanted to throw something at her. Instead she stood and started pacing, keeping the chair and desk between them. “I spent every waking moment afraid of who I might be, trying so hard to be perfect, good. Is that what you mean by ‘normal’?”


  “Eden.” She waited until Eden was calm enough to look her in the eyes. “You’re a Jekyll. That is what made your human side…good. That’s who you are.” She flicked her head. “Or were.”


  “Gee, thanks.” She didn’t ask what she was now because Alex would just tell her they needed to run some more of their stupid tests. As if tests could understand the war going on in her mind and body with every breath she took. Every word she said. Every move she made.


  “What do the drugs do?” she asked finally.


  “They regulate the transformations, and soften the inhuman side when it appears. When an Abnormal stops taking them, they revert to their natural selves and their inhuman side becomes more powerful. But, in your case, you don’t seem to need any regulation at all. You have some of the physical and physiological attributes of your Jekyll, but you’re still human. It’s never happened before, and we want to know why.”


  “So you haven’t been spiking my soda or anything?”


  Alex shook her head. “Absolutely not.”


  It made sense—if they’d given her the serum, she wouldn’t be like this. Chastity would be dormant or whatever it was. Eden would probably be in grad school, being drugged by Carter, having never even met Mitch. Never…


  When Eden thought of him, she shuddered. “Mitch has been off the drugs for a few weeks. Does that mean he’s changing more often?”


  “Yes and no. But more yes than no. Since emotion is such a key component, we think it may be affecting him quite dramatically.”


  Eden thought about what Mitch had theorized. The more he let his rage out as a man, the less power Hyde had over him. “Dramatically how?”


  “From what we’ve been able to see—Turner not being one we want to approach too closely—he’s found…other ways of coping. But he will change. Like I told you, without the drugs, it’s inevitable. And each time he does, the man will have a harder and harder time reemerging. Until the man he is now will disappear completely.”


  Disappear. After a moment of stunned silence, Eden’s brain started functioning again. And it moved fast.


  There was a lot she didn’t know, and one thing she did. Even if there was a shred of truth to that, she couldn’t let it happen. She had to try to help him. If he needed the drugs, she’d get him the drugs. Period. But first she had to see him, talk to him, convince him that The Clinic was his only chance. And wouldn’t that be a delightful conversation to have. Hey, Mitch. Remember those drugs you were on—the ones you didn’t know about. Yeah, well. You need to keep taking them so you don’t… What was the word Alex had used? Disappear.


  It was hopeless. She’d never be able to convince him. Would he do it if she begged him? Begged him to do it for her?


  “But the serum is only a temporary solution,” Alex said. “We think, by studying you, we’ll be able to create a better serum. And eventually might be able to create a cure. For everyone, not just you and Tur— Mitch. Everyone. Isn’t that worth giving up a little of your blood for?”


  She eyed Alex thoughtfully. Sure, it’d be worth it. If it were true. She’d give them whatever they needed if it would end all of this. Make it so that The Clinic could go study cancer or something, instead of spending all of their resources on some paranormal freaks of nature.


  “How long would I have to stay here?” she asked.


  “A little longer. A few months maybe. I’m not sure. We’d like to test your reflexes, senses, those kinds of things. Because they’ve changed as well, haven’t they?”


  “Yes,” Eden said quietly. She’d give them a chance to play with her blood, do their tricks, think they’ve won. And maybe they’d be able to figure out what she hadn’t. But only if they gave her a chance to help Mitch along the way. She needed to know if Hyde was stronger, if what Alex was telling her was true. And while she was at it, she’d see just how ‘free to go’ she was.


  “I want to see Mitch first. Make sure he’s alright.”


  “I think something could be arranged, but you can’t get too close.”


  Eden flinched. They were really going to let her go. “Okay,” she said in utter disbelief.


  “I’m serious, Eden. He’s more dangerous than he’s ever been. It’s just not safe. You’ll be able to see at a distance that we’re not doing anything terrible to him. But I think any visiting should be planned out and in a public place. After we can develop another serum, a better one, then we’ll need your help to convince him to take it. But right now, there’s too much riding on you to put you at risk.”


  “Okay,” she repeated, knowing how wrong Alex was.


  Mitch might be dangerous to some, but not to her. He’d rescued her from Hyde, somehow stopping the bastard from killing her. Now she had the chance to return the favor. And nothing would stop her from trying.


  


  CHAPTER IX


  “She wants to know we don’t have Turner caged somewhere.”


  “Good thing we’d never do that to anyone.” Chuckle.


  Sigh. “I suggested Fields could take her to a public place, so she could see him without getting too close.”


  “Well, that was stupid. If she just waves at him through a window, none of us get what we want. She’s testing you, Bertram. You said she was free to go, so she’s calling your bluff. Just imagine what she’ll think when she finds out you weren’t bluffing.”


  “I was bluffing. If we let her go, we can’t control what happens to her.”


  “Unless you’ve been bullshitting me, I think she’ll be able to control what happens to her. Besides, you’re a behaviorist. Here’s your chance to see how she behaves in the wild. Just make damn sure that she comes back. Turner’s still part-human, isn’t he?”


  “Yes, although we—”


  “Perfect. So give her a day or two with her boyfriend. That should be enough, shouldn’t it?”


  “Probably.” Sigh. “We haven’t done any testing since she woke up, but if the guards’ reactions to her are any indication, two days should be plenty of time.” She’s giving off so many pheromones, even I’m attracted to her. “What if she wants to bring Turner back with her?”


  “Your facility is big. I’m sure you can find a nice place for him to stay. But only if he and his Hyde can behave themselves. And by ‘behave’ I mean, not fuck things up with Colfax.”


  “Understood.”


  “Great. Now that I’ve figured everything out for you, you need to leave me alo—”


  “Yes, sir. Thank you.”


  “Wait! Don’t hang up.” Pause. “You need to play this right.”


  “I will.”


  “No. No, you won’t. Not unless I tell you exactly what to do. And right now I’m telling you to be quiet while I think.” Pause. “Right now, you’re her enemy. However, if you do this right, you could come out of it as an ally. But before she starts trusting you, she needs to find another enemy. Therefore, I nominate…me.”


  § § §


  The second Eden woke up, she jerked off the mattress. Same damned room, different day. Maybe different week, who knew? She hadn’t wanted to close her eyes around her enemies. But even two weeks of constant slumber didn’t seem to be enough. And assuming that she hadn’t been out for longer than a few hours, today was the day she’d see Mitch.


  She didn’t care what Alex said, Eden was going to talk to him, touch him. A drive-by wasn’t enough. Not to appease the ache she felt every time she thought about him. God, it was brutal. Remembering his face, his voice, his body. Everything about him brought a smile to her face. But it was short-lived. Because right after that initial sense of ‘holy crap, I want to taste him so frigging bad’ was quickly followed by a ‘oh crap, what if he never lets me inside of him again’. If she’d eaten anything in the last twelve hours, she’d have thrown it up by now. Anticipating and dreading the moment they stood close enough to touch.


  Someone knocked on the door. Then she heard Alex say, “Eden, can I come in?”


  “No,” she mumbled, rolling her eyes. She had no expectation of privacy, here or anywhere else. First she’d had to deal with Chastity ripping off her clothes every chance she got. And she imagined that when The Clinic henchman had brought her here, they hadn’t gotten her into the hospital gown with their eyes closed. No. Her body wasn’t hers—before or now.


  She got off the mattress and went to the door, flipping the pathetic excuse for a door lock. It was not the thought that counted. Then she laid back down on the mattress and closed her eyes before yelling, “Come on in.”


  Alex was carrying a black garment bag and smiling. Eden hated it when she smiled—it just meant Alex was about to do something to show how likeable she was. Eden hated her.


  She held the bag out. “It isn’t much, but it’s better than the scrubs.”


  It wasn’t as if Eden had anything else to change into. The clothes she’d been wearing when they kidnapped her—despite their protestations it was for her own good—had been tattered anyway. From when Hyde had ripped them off her. Wow, she really needed to make new friends. The crowd she was hanging out with right now sucked.


  “You bought me clothing?”


  “No, I brought you clothing. I don’t wear it anymore, and I thought you might like it. Now that you’re going to stay, we’ll get your things out of storage and—”


  Eden jolted up. “What did you say?”


  Alex’s smile got bigger. “It’s just a summer dress, Eden. Really not anything to get worked up about. There are some flats in there too.”


  Eden ripped the bag out of her hand. “I’m not talking about the dress. I’m talking about my stuff. Why did you move it?”


  “Oh,” she said slowly. “Well, we needed to make sure Carter hadn’t left anything behind that tied him to us. And since he was unconscious at the time, we thought it was best to just move everything. But you can have it back whenever you want.”


  “Now. I want it back now.” Her jaw was so stiff, she had to speak slowly and carefully to get the words out. “I want you to go get a truck and fill it up with all my worldly possessions that you felt you had a right to paw through. And I want them all put back. Now.”


  “Okay, I’ll put someone on it.”


  “No, Alex. Not someone. You. I want you to do it. Because, for some ungodly reason, you seem to think that this is normal. That it has no effect on me whatsoever. I want you to take my life, which I assume is now in boxes, and I want you to move my life. And as you get more and more tired and achy, I pray that you will finally understand that I am a person. I have feelings. I have memories. And no one has the right to touch those without my permission. Do you understand?”


  At least the woman had the decency to look ashamed. “Yes, I understand. I’m sorry. It wasn’t my choice.”


  “Whose choice was it?” Eden asked, opening up the bag. It didn’t matter. Her point had been made, and all she really cared about was getting out of here and seeing Mitch again. And she knew she wouldn’t get a decent answer, anyway.


  “I don’t know. Someone above me. They don’t discuss those kinds of things with me.”


  Surprise, surprise. Eden pulled out the sundress, holding it up and trying to imagine Alex wearing it. “No offense, Alex, but I never pictured you as a sundress kind of person.”


  “I’m not.” She looked down at the khakis and button-down blouse that she wore. “I bought it because I thought it would impress a man I was interested in.”


  “No offense, Alex, but I never pictured you as the kind of person who was interested in men, either.”


  Her shoulders slumped and she tilted her head. “Wow, Eden. That wasn’t very nice.”


  “What does ‘nice’ have to do with anything?” Eden shook her head. “Our relationship isn’t about being nice to each other, Alex. It’s about being honest.” Or pretending to be, at least.


  “You want honesty?” she snapped, all pretense of politeness gone. “Honestly, if you don’t help us, Mitch will die. He’ll become more and more violent. He will hurt anyone around him—without transforming. And then, at some point, he will transform. And he’ll stay that way. The man you know and love will disappear, and all that will be left is evil. That is what happens to Hydes, Eden. If they live long enough.”


  Her mind refused to believe it. The image of Hyde momentarily superimposing on the image of Mitch that was constantly there. Mitch was strong. He’d been regulating Hyde’s visits for fifteen years. But that wasn’t exactly true, was it? Jolie had been doping him with a drug, the serum from The Clinic, the whole time. How long would he be able to fight without it?


  “What about the drugs?” Her voice caught. “What if you give him the serum?”


  “I don’t know,” Alex said, looking somewhat pleased about Eden’s discomfort. “He’s already been without it for a few weeks. We’ve tried to observe him, but aren’t able to get too close. Not if it threatens the whole operation. He and Landon are on a warpath against us.”


  “Wow. Are you actually surprised by that? You don’t get to secretly drug someone for fifteen years and expect them to just let it go.”


  Alex sighed, glancing at the door. When she started speaking again, it was almost a whisper. “That’s why you need to convince him. But unless he agrees to come in peacefully, and without causing any damage, we can’t take the chance.”


  These people spoke in riddles without ever getting to the punch line. “I can’t exactly convince him by shouting, ‘Hey, Mitch! Let’s go over to The Clinic for drugs!’ out of a car window.”


  “We’ll figure something out soon. Don’t worry.”


  Don’t worry—the most useless phrase ever spoken…by anyone…anywhere. Especially by Alex.


  Eden had everything to worry about. The last time she’d seen Mitch, he’d told her to go away. Not a great place to begin a discussion. Would anything have changed in two weeks? She wanted to believe part of the reason he was on a ‘warpath’ was to get her back. God, how she wanted to believe that. But she also knew there was a chance that she had nothing to do with what he wanted.


  “And what happens if I fail?” she asked.


  Alex sighed. “We may be forced to put him down. Before he hurts anyone. It’s too dangerous to have him anywhere near the public.”


  “So The Clinic does kill people.”


  “No, Eden, we don’t. But he won’t be a person for long.”


  


  CHAPTER X


  Mitch was supposed to be at his office right now, checking out the two-week-old damage from a breakin that the building’s security had only discovered this morning. Because they’d called the police. And the-devil-knows that any police file with Mitch’s name on it would stick around for at least thirty-whole-minutes before it somehow got ‘lost’. But he still had to pretend like he cared, pacify the building’s manager, and act shocked at the invasion of his space.


  Instead he was lying on the floor of her empty apartment. Very productive.


  “This is getting more and more pathetic, E. Shit. I’m even talking to you now.” Mitch opened his eyes and noticed a new water spot on the ceiling tile. He’d have to talk to the building superintendent. Mitch didn’t want her to come home and get rained on. He’d paid her rent for the next few months, praying she’d find her way home if he never found her himself.


  He wondered if she’d be mad if he bought her a house. Nothing huge or ostentatious, just a little house. With bars and a steel door, of course.


  He lifted his arms, wiping his elbows where the cheap carpeting left grooves in his skin. How long had he been here this time?


  You need another hobby, asshole. But he couldn’t relax anywhere else. His favorite place while they’d been together was now the most painful reminder. His bedroom. Even if he didn’t spend every night in the cage, anticipating Hyde’s unwelcome appearance, he wouldn’t have been able to sleep in the bed he’d shared with her. So, when he was feeling particularly morbid, he’d come here to her apartment, imagining it wasn’t stripped bare. That her stuff was still scattered around her room. Hoping to inhale her scent instead of dust. At least he could talk to her privately, without thinking that every time he rolled over, he’d see her there.


  Everything had been taken away from him so fast. Every clue. Every piece of her life. And no matter how many people Landon spoke with, no matter how many people Mitch threatened, no one would tell them anything. Every lead led straight to a dead-end. How could he fight an enemy he couldn’t see? One that was so good at covering their tracks that he spent every miserable day fumbling around lost, looking for signs that weren’t there.


  He covered his face, pressing his hands to his skin, trying to keep his sanity contained.


  Fuck. If Landon knew Mitch still came here, he’d be pissed. Or just weirded-out. But Mitch wasn’t about to tell him. Primarily because Mitch knew how fucking psychotic it was. This wasn’t even really her home. Never had been, or so she said. But there were so few places he could still find hope. Hope of finding her, being with her again.


  It felt like it had been forever-ago that he’d told her to leave, that they’d never work out, couldn’t be together. And it turns out that he couldn’t be apart from her. He laughed bitterly. Another mistake piled on top of the thousands before it. But this one had toppled the whole thing over. This one had broken him so badly, he might never be able to stand up again. Because this one had given someone a chance to harm her. If he hadn’t been such a colossal asshole, he would’ve let her stay, begged her to stay. If he hadn’t been so damned weak and sobby, he would’ve at least watched her go. But no, he’d had to run away like a little girl, crying ‘weeweewee’ all the way back to his cage. If he’d been braver, he would have been there to stop them from taking her. And now there was nothing left for him to do.


  He tried not to think about it too much. Because it made him dangerous to himself and everyone around him. But he knew she could already be dead. And when those thoughts hit, he wanted violence, craved it, felt the need pull at him like a drowning man needs oxygen. His chest caved, empty, with nothing inside to fill him.


  He lifted his head and then drove it back hard onto the floor. With the headache only mildly-numbing him, he got up and went to the door. He had just enough time to go talk to the manager of the office building, feign shock at the violation, and get home in time for Hyde’s next visit.


  “Come back to me, Eden. Be alright. If you’re alright, then I’ll…I’ll…” You’ll what, asshole? He’d love her. He’d love her so hard she might get smothered by it. He’d be with her…until the next time she really needed him.


  The bottom line was that every time she really needed him, he’d already run away.


  § § §


  Eden scratched her back where one of the safety pins poked at her. Alex’s dress wasn’t Eden’s size, so she’d had a choice—either gather-up the back and keep it together with a few heavy-duty safety pins or just let her breasts hang out. Tough call. At least Alex’s jacket fit. More or less. Florida storms didn’t offer the biting cold of the more-northern states, but the jacket provided protection from the onslaught of rain slamming the Earth, the sky punishing anything in its way. Though the rain would stop soon, the dampness would stick around for the rest of the night. And then the showers would start again. Hurricane season in Florida—as unpredictable as anything else in her life right now.


  Pulling the jacket tighter, she shielded her face with her other hand and walked outside for the first time in two weeks, a guard at her side. Since she had no idea where she was and knew the guard was watching her every move, she didn’t try to run. She’d wait. Once in a vehicle, the few seconds it would take for a guard to climb out to follow her would give her a better chance.


  Under a car port, looking oh-so-dry, Fields stood next to the open door of a huge black SUV. Another guard stared at her from near the hood. They were both wearing sunglasses. Eden had to laugh at the cliché. Until she saw the gun holsters both men wore. That wasn’t funny in the least.


  The handles of their weapons didn’t look right. They were too boxy, and their holsters were longer than any she’d seen—not that she’d ever been close to one that she knew of. Of course, it was hard to be sure what Chastity had done with her free time.


  “All this is for me?” she asked. “You really shouldn’t have, Fields.”


  He shook his head. “Not for you. For him. If he tries anything.”


  Her stomach dropped. “I thought you guys didn’t do that sort of thing.”


  “We protect what needs protecting, from whatever source the danger comes from.”


  “And you think I need protecting from Mitch?”


  “No…maybe. We’ll see. Alex told you that he could be different, right?”


  “Yeah, she did.” But Eden didn’t believe it. How much more dangerous could he be after only two weeks? He’d always been dangerous, and if he did try anything, it would only be because he felt like he had no other option.


  She wondered if he knew that she’d been missing. If he even cared. Or how hard he tried to convince himself that he didn’t care. He’d be angry, that was a given. But would his anger be because The Clinic had taken her, or just because of what they’d done to him?


  She took a deep breath before climbing into the backseat. “Are we going or not?”


  Fields held something out towards her.


  She looked at him quizzically. “What’s that?”


  “You can’t know where the facility is located, Eden. Believe me, it’s for your own security.”


  “Why am I having a hard time believing that?” She tore the black fabric out of his hand and held it up—a blindfold. “Jeez, you people. I’m not even getting out of the car.”


  “We’ll see,” he said.


  What did that mean? Did he know? Did he know that she planned on getting out of this car as soon as it slowed down? As soon as she saw Mitch? Damn it. Was she that bad a liar? The one time she actually wants Chastity’s influence, and it’s not there. Great.


  He waited until she put the blindfold over her eyes. “Take it off, and we turn around immediately.” He adjusted it on her face, until the last ray of light was gone. “Touch it before I say you can, and we turn around immediately. Do you understand?”


  “You’re so overly-dramatic, Fields. Of course I understand. Wanna cuff me too?”


  “Is that necessary?” He slammed her door.


  “No, I just thought it might turn you on,” she said dryly. She heard the men get into the car and shut their doors. “If I’m a good girl, can we stop for ice cream?”


  “Quit it with the jokes unless you want me to duct tape your mouth shut.”


  “Yikes, Fields. Lighten up.”


  Only a few moments of silent darkness proved too much for her. She wanted him to speak, say anything. Any kind of sound to connect her to reality. Or as much of reality as there was. And truth be told, she was afraid of being alone. Because then she’d have to think about what was wrong with her. “Can you turn on the radio or something?”


  There was a pause before Fields mumbled agreement and loud heavy metal pounded through the car.


  Eden threw her hands over her ears at the violation. “Is this the kind of crap you people listen to normally? No wonder you’re so pissed off.”


  The volume lowered, and the metal changed into little snippets of latin, rock, and chatter as the channels were changed. When what could only be referred to as ‘happy music’—bouncy and frivolous—came on, Eden told him to stop. She imagined how much the men would enjoy the trip now, listening to the latest pop princess complain about how her ex-boyfriend needed to stay an ex. She smiled, knowing she had nothing else to smile about.


  As they left The Clinic, she tried counting the turns they made, remembering when they’d turned right or left, how many times they stopped, but couldn’t keep track. After about twenty minutes or so, she had no idea where they might be.


  Spy skills still suck.


  When Fields mumbled something like, “Turner’s still there?” and then something about the cameras being down, she regretted asking them to turn on the radio—she couldn’t quite understand what he was saying. What cameras? Where the hell were they taking her?


  A few minutes later, after it seemed like they were driving in circles, they stopped, and she felt the car shift into park.


  When the music stopped, she heard Fields adjust in his seat and say, “You can take the blindfold off now.”


  Her eyes stung at the sudden change in light, even though they didn’t seem to be outside. Through slitted eyes, she looked out the window and saw a concrete wall. “Nice view. Where are we?”


  “Parking garage,” Fields said.


  She turned, glancing through each window, seeing a few other cars, but mostly empty parking spaces and a pillar with a huge number ‘1’ on it. First floor. “What parking garage? I thought you were going to let me see Mitch.”


  “We are. He went into his office earlier. This garage is next to his office’s.”


  “Do you watch him all the time?” Because they’d lost the informant Jolie used to act as, this was their alternative?


  Fields shook his head. “He’d figure it out. We keep our distance but, obviously, we need to know if he becomes dangerous…to anyone other than himself.”


  “Of course,” she mumbled. “So what happens now?”


  “We wait here until we have word he’s coming out. Then we drive by and you get to see him.”


  “No. That’s not good enough. Alex said I could see him, not just drive by when he’s getting into his car. That’s not enough. I’m supposed to be free to go. I need to make sure he’s okay.”


  “Take it or leave it.”


  “I get it,” she said through gritted teeth. “So there’s free to go outside just long enough to get into the car, and then there’s free to actually live my own life. And Alex only meant the former. Is that it?”


  “Something like that.” He turned to the other guard and said, “Go and look around, make sure Landon doesn’t show up.”


  “But Fullerton said—” he started.


  “I don’t care what Fullerton said. Go check again. Look for anyone on the street who seems out of place. Landon was a cop, and he probably still has friends on the force. I want to know there’s no possibility of an ambush.”


  The guard was still for a moment before begrudgingly opening his door and getting out of the car. With one more glance backwards, he took out his weapon and started walking down the slopping garage ramp, staying close to the wall.


  “This is bullshit.” And she would’ve been far more pissed-off if she had any intention of going along with it.


  Fields shifted so that he faced her, holding out a phone. “Here.”


  She took it, confused. “Who am I supposed to call?”


  “Me. When you’re ready to come back, you call me. I’ll come and get you. There’s a bridge on the top floor of this garage. It leads to the one Turner parks in. Go through it and find him. But don’t come out through the 2nd Avenue exit. Take 3rd because we won’t be watching it. Do you understand?”


  Well, hallelujah and happy day. She didn’t even have to try her potentially-deadly escape plan. “You’re letting me go?”


  “I’m trusting you. I’m praying you’ll do the right thing and call me once you’ve convinced that bastard to come in with you. Peacefully.”


  “I don’t know if I can.”


  “You have to, Eden. I’ve seen what they turn into. And it’s something I wouldn’t wish on anyone. Bringing him in is the only way to save him. To save all of you.”


  As she saw the moisture pool in his eyes, she knew he was thinking of his daughter. “I can’t promise anything, Fields. But I’ll try.”


  “Yeah,” he said gruffly, blinking and putting on his tough-guy mask again, as if he were angry at himself for allowing her to see his humanity. “Try hard. And if he gets out-of-hand, use this.” He handed her a large syringe filled with a cloudy, whitish liquid.


  “What is it?”


  “It’s the same serum he was getting from Jolie, but in a much higher dose. Its affect is almost immediate, and it, hopefully, will stop him from transforming. But it’s not guaranteed.”


  “What is?” She shoved the syringe into the pocket of her jacket.


  “If he won’t agree to coming, you still call me and I’ll pick you up. Understand?” He waited until she nodded. “My number’s preprogrammed in the phone.”


  She looked down it, recognizing the case. “This is Jolie’s phone, isn’t it?”


  “Yep.”


  It struck her as very odd. Cell phones were like goldfish nowadays—totally disposable. You buy one, it dies, and you buy another. “Same unlocking code?”


  A small grimace drifted over his face. “No, they had to hack into it to wipe the contents, but it was the only one I could get on short notice. It’s not locked.”


  “Well, I guess Jolie won’t mind. And I bet Alex was thrilled you didn’t have to sign a new two-year plan.” She tucked it into the other pocket of her jacket. “Does she know you’re letting me go?”


  “Yes. But no one else does.” He glanced out the window toward where the guard had gone. “Because if they did, they might tell our boss. And he’s not the kind of man you want to piss off.”


  “I think I’d enjoy pissing him off.”


  “Well, I don’t,” he said, turning to face front. Then he took a deep breath and slammed his head into the dashboard.


  “What the hell!” she shouted, flinching backwards. “Why’d you do that?”


  He straightened, shaking his head slightly, trying to balance. “You attacked me.”


  “Oh. Well, in that case, you should’ve let me do it.”


  He turned to the side, and she saw blood running down his forehead into his eyebrow. “Be my guest. It needs to look good. Because my men know I’m not an easy target.”


  Her hand came up in a fist before she’d even thought of it, her arm pulled back, ready to strike. As if the invitation was too enticing to resist. She willed it to relax, concentrating on her bicep first, then her fingers, forcing each muscle to release.


  “No, thanks. I think it looks good enough.”


  He nodded without looking at her. “Then go. Go talk to him. I’ll pick up Connor and tell him you headed outside after you attacked me.”


  Her hand shook as she opened the door. “Thanks, Fields. Thanks a lot.”


  “I wish I could tell you that I’m doing this just because it’s the right thing to do. But I’d be lying, and you and I don’t lie to each other. You go help your man, and then you come back. Do you hear me? You’re the only one who can give Alicia a chance at a normal life.”


  “I understand.” She flinched as she saw him pound his head into the dashboard again, like he was punishing himself for something that had nothing to do with her.


  Without looking back, she started to run. In the opposite direction the other guard had gone. She ran as fast and as far as she could. Vaulting over concrete dividers and sprinting up the ramp. When she reached the last floor of the garage, she stopped, barely out of breath.


  Damn it, there was nowhere left to go. She put her back to a wall and waited. What if Fields was lying? What if this was just a trick, and he’d hunt her down, claiming her death was necessary? But The Clinic only killed monsters, not people. Supposedly. And the emotion she’d seen on his face when he told her about his daughter…that wasn’t fake.


  Someone was shouting, the sound echoing through the garage. She couldn’t tell who it was. Until she heard a second yell. The two voices started arguing with each other. About her. How she’d escaped. Then she heard the thunder of footsteps, not completely sure which way they were headed.


  She pushed away from the wall and, peeking around a corner, saw a narrow passageway, a covered bridge, just like Fields had said. With one last glance, she bolted across the open space and ran into darkness.


  


  CHAPTER XI


  There were no overhead lights on, the only illumination coming through glass walls from the street below, but it didn’t seem to matter. Eden saw what she needed to. Her steps slowed as she tried to develop a plan. But all she could think of was one thing: Get to Mitch. So much adrenaline was pumping through her veins, it was a miracle she could even formulate that complicated of an idea. Along with it came a feeling of strength, of power, of fearlessness. As if the hormone was letting something—or someone—else inside. Chastity’s recklessness better not get her into more trouble. Eden could barely deal with the amount she was in right now.


  Get to Mitch. Get to Mitch. But how? Just in case the guards were looking up, she stayed low and crept into the adjoining garage. Was it Mitch’s? Who the hell knew? It looked exactly the same.


  His office was on the fourth floor, so she headed down the ramp, keeping her steps slow and light, not wanting to disrupt the silence and alert anyone she was there.


  She had to figure out what to tell him, find a way to make him believe the unbelievable. Explain to him that he needed The Clinic’s drugs. To say it would be a tough-sell would be a huge understatement. She needed to tell him she’d changed, that she was different now.


  A thought slipped into her consciousness, stopping her in her tracks. Why was he here? Why wasn’t he out looking for her? Maybe he’d gone back to work—just another day at the office. Like she’d never been anything to him. By the time he closed that door on her, maybe he’d already forgotten everything that had happened between them.


  She looked back at the way she’d come, knowing she couldn’t trust them. But was the road ahead any different? Mitch had constantly told her that she should never count on him. But, then again, he was a liar. And had done everything he could to push her away.


  No. She couldn’t go back there without seeing him, touching him. She just couldn’t.


  The light grew dimmer on the fourth floor, countless overhead fluorescents having fizzled out at some point. She had to squint to see anything. Something shimmered up ahead. A car. A silver sportscar like his. She stopped breathing on an inhalation when she heard steady footsteps coming closer, from the lit hallway on the other side of the garage.


  When she saw him, she sighed, the nervousness disappearing from her clenched muscles. Replaced by an overwhelming desire to be with him. Any way she could.


  He walked with his head lowered, his shoulders slumped. His t-shirt pulled across his chest, moving with him as he slowly made his way to his car, never looking up. The darkness overtaking him with each step he took towards her.


  She wanted to see his face, wanted to know what expression he wore, selfishly hoping the sluggishness of his steps were because of losing her. She called out to him, unable to stop herself. “Mitch.”


  He jerked his head up, searching the darkness. His posture changed, the vague outline of his body more alert, on edge.


  “Mitch?” she whispered.


  He flinched. “Where are you?” He spoke slowly, as if he wasn’t certain he’d heard anything at all.


  When she stepped towards him, he flicked his head in her direction. “Is that really you? Come out. Come out if that’s really you.” He sounded desperate, anguished. “Please.”


  She ran to him so fast, her feet barely touched the Earth. Beneath a cover of almost pure black, she slammed into him and flung her arms around him. With no intention of ever letting go, she felt the immediate reactive heat as their bodies collided.


  “I missed you so goddamned much,” he mumbled into her hair. “Where have you been? What did they do to you?”


  “It’s like I just woke up from a horrible dream,” she said, pulling him even closer. “They tested me. Blood tests, scanning for stuff, I guess. But they didn’t hurt me.”


  “Good. Because if they had, I’d be picking out recipes for their fucking heads.” He held her face, resting his forehead on hers. “How did you get away?”


  “One of the guards, he…he just let me go.”


  And then it hit her—a blinding wave of passion and want like she’d never felt before. Her mind consumed by the desire to be with him, to have him inside of her, filling her with his strength. Hands that seemed to be controlling themselves gripped his clothing, wanting to tear it off of him, rip it to shreds just to feel his warmth. This wasn’t her. This was…


  Chastity. Eden tried to fight her. Tried to listen to what he was saying. Tried to think of anything other than the otherworldly lust that coursed through her veins. The sensation was blinding, its sole focus on eliminating any barrier between their bodies. She struggled against it, her mind screaming in vain for her body to stop, for the desire to stop.


  They needed to get out of here. Fields wouldn’t be able to hold his men off forever without creating suspicion. But Chastity had taken control now, and she didn’t care about the danger. She wanted Mitch. Now.


  Fuck the consequences and let’s fuck.


  ‘No!’ Eden screamed silently. But her will was nowhere near strong enough.


  § § §


  “Oh, Eden. I can’t believe it’s really you.”


  She felt so good, every soft curve bending to his hard edges, pressing against him, knocking him backwards a step. But the separation was only momentary. Thank God.


  When he’d heard her say his name, he was so afraid. Not afraid of danger—afraid it was his mind playing tricks on him, like a mirage appearing to a dying man. But it had been her voice—timid and unsure, as if she had no idea the power she had over him.


  He took care not to smother her like he wanted to. Not to wrap his arms around her so tightly she couldn’t breathe. No, he had to protect her now. From them…and from himself.


  “Are you sure you’re alright?” He pushed her away slightly. Since he could barely see her, he touched her, caressing her all over, making sure she hadn’t been hurt. His hands remembered her, where to go, every inch of her body.


  “I’m okay,” she said, relief deepening her voice. “Now.”


  When she kissed him, it felt like the sky had opened up and given him a perfect view into heaven. Her mouth was needy, opening his and diving in. Full throttle passion. From zero to one hundred and ten in one moment. And he never wanted to slow down. If he spent the rest of his life right here, right now, he’d be satisfied. Fuck, he’d be more than satisfied—he’d be whole.


  She snuggled even closer, pulling his t-shirt up as if she needed to feel his skin. He let her, feeling exactly the same way. She slipped her hands into the waistband of his jeans. Her fingers were freezing cold, making him shiver.


  He hugged her again, cradling her, wanting to warm her, rubbing her back through the thin jacket she wore.


  “I need you,” she said into his chest, nipping at him.


  “I need you too, babe. God, I need you. I was so stupid to tell you to go. To let you out of my sight for one second. I’m so sorry.”


  When she undid the button of his pants, he laughed. “Wait. Not here. Let’s go home. Back to my house. You’ll be safe, and we can talk.”


  She shook her head as much as she could with it buried in his chest. “No, I can’t wait. Now. Please. I missed you so much.”


  He gripped her arms and tried to push her away. “Eden, wait. We have time now. Let’s do this right. I don’t want to fuck this up again. I want us to…” Spend our next three lifetimes wrapped up in each other.


  “Now. Please, Mitch. Here.” She took his hand and dragged him into the corner. He followed in a daze, not sure how to react—needing to be with her more than anything, but wanting it to be more than a quick fuck in a garage. She deserved more than that. This wasn’t the romantic setting he’d imagined when he’d dreamt of this moment.


  But in the darkness, burning from want, that was harder to remember.


  She took his hands and guided them up her hips, pushing the cotton of her dress along with it. With their fingers intertwined, they pulled down her panties. Together. Like he wanted to be forever. After she’d stepped out of them, only letting go for a moment just to put her hand on his arm for balance, she pulled him back into her.


  He’d wanted romantic, but that idea was long gone. He didn’t care anymore. He wasn’t sure where he’d find that many flowers, anyway. And it would’ve been hell to clean up.


  She didn’t seem to mind, either. “I want you inside of me,” she said, her voice deeply intoxicating.


  With his pants around his thighs, he lifted her up, still kissing every part of her he could reach. When he slid inside of her, it felt like home. Like something that was meant to be. Her moan breaking through any doubt he’d had.


  Long strokes brought them closer together. Her whispered needs the only thing he heard. He held her tightly, not wanting her back to scrape against the concrete wall. Wanting her to only feel good, pleasure, for as long as he was able to provide it to her.


  “I missed you so much, Eden,” he whispered when their lips parted. “I’m so sorry. You are everything. I was just too stupid to admit it.” Each thrust created a new thought, a new admission, a new nirvana. “But not anymore. I promise. This can work. I know it can. We’ll find a way.”


  How long could they keep going like this? If he asked for forever, would it be enough time?


  “Deeper,” she breathed, tossing her head back. “Oh God, Mitch. Deeper.”


  He did what she asked, his words broken by each thrust. But he couldn’t stop speaking—he had too much to tell her. “Now that you’re back, I’ll take care of you. I promise. I’ll take care of you from now on.” Too much he hadn’t said. “Eden, I lo—”


  Her body clenched, but not in the good way. It wasn’t a climax. It was more of a ‘stop doing what you’re doing because it ain’t working for me’ clench.


  That’s not good. He stopped moving. “Am I doing something wrong?” Should’ve gone with the bed of flowers, asshole!


  He felt her core tighten, felt her body jerk repeatedly. As if she was…crying.


  “Oh shit, Eden! I’m sorry. Christ! I didn’t…” Fuck. He tried to lift her off of him, but she only wrapped her legs more tightly around his waist.


  Her face was lowered, her shoulders hiccupping.


  “Eden, let go. Please.”


  But she didn’t. He stopped pulling on her legs, and lifted her face, wanting to see the tears he’d unknowingly caused.


  “You want to be with me, right?” she whimpered. “No matter what?”


  “What are you talking about? Of course I do. We’re in this together.”


  She shushed him, putting her fingers on his lips. Around the corner, someone was getting into their car.


  When the car started, she flinched. “We need to leave now. Right now.”


  “Whoever it is won’t see us tucked into this corner,” he whispered, caressing her cheek. “It’s okay. And even if they do, it’ll be my ass they see.” He laughed, trying to calm her down, wanting her to tell him what he’d done wrong.


  When the car pulled around, heading down the ramp, its headlights illuminated the garage.


  Eden ducked her head, hiding her face.


  But it wasn’t fast enough.


  A momentary flash of silver-blue in her eyes. Eyes that were supposed to be brown. Neither of them moved as the car drove past, but a mile had already come between them, dragging him backwards, pissing him off.


  Chastity.


  “What. The. Fuck.” He pulled himself out of her and let go, not caring if she fell. If he hadn’t known better, he’d have thought his heart had just walked out on him. Like it was saying, ‘I’m not beating until you get this shit figured out’.


  “Mitch, wait. Please. You don’t understand.”


  Don’t think about it. Just don’t— He dragged her to his car by her arm, yanking up his pants as they moved. After fishing his keys out of his pocket, he opened the door and shoved her into the driver’s seat, the car’s interior light blinding him.


  Her eyes were clamped shut. He grabbed her jaw and tilted her face to the light.


  “Open your eyes.” There was steel in his voice. But he knew how brittle it was, how weak and close to shattering.


  “No,” she whimpered, tears seeping out between tightly-clenched lids and clinging to her lashes. “Let me explain first.”


  “Open your fucking eyes, or I’ll do it for you.”


  She shivered on a breath and slowly looked up at him, her lip trembling, her silver-blue eyes shining with tears.


  “You…bitch,” he said, releasing her chin and stepping back, unable to break his stare at those goddamned beautiful eyes that represented everything that was wrong. With her. With him. With them. Why? Hadn’t he been punished enough?


  “Mitch, I’m sorry. It’s not what you think. Not…entirely.”


  “How did you do it, Chastity? Why did you do it? You used her voice.” Her beautiful voice. “Why?” He felt himself crumble. She’d deceived him, used him. Hell, she’d used them both—used both of their bodies in her deception. He’d been so close to Eden, so fucking hopeful things would somehow be different.


  But it was all a lie. A game. Cards on the table, all-in moment. And she’d out-played him.


  He’d poured out his fucking soul, exposed everything inside of him, laid it out for her to trample over. Just so she could get what she wanted—a quick fuck in the dark. He should’ve known. Was he so damn desperate that he missed all the clues? Thought that for once in his life, he’d get what he needed?


  She reached out to him. But he held himself away from her, not wanting to feel her touch. Not hers. Never hers.


  “Please, Mitch. Please, let me explain. It’s me. Not her.”


  He wanted to yank her out of his car and drive away. Sure, like that would be enough to purge his disgust at himself for being so freakishly stupid. The Clinic wouldn’t just let her go. It had to have been Chastity—that girl could escape from Alcatraz without getting her hair wet.


  Then the smarter, less sappy, part of his brain spoke up. You can’t leave her, asshole. Eden will come back. In the morning, Eden will be here. Great. So all he had to do was not look at her, not think about her until then. Sure, that’ll be so fucking easy.


  “You should’ve gone to someone else, Chastity.” Anyone else.


  “Stop calling me that! I’m not her!” Whimper, whimper, gasp, gasp. She was putting on a damn-good show. “I’m me. Please, believe me. I’m still me.” More whimpering.


  He had to hand it to her—the girl had talent. “Joke’s over, Chastity. And, boy-oh-boy, was it a good one.” He looked down at himself disgustedly, shoved his cock back in his pants, and zipped them up. Fuck! He’d been inside of her. He’d cheated on the only woman he’d ever had a relationship with that could be cheated on. That he never would’ve betrayed.


  Now, that’s fucking ironic.


  And the things he’d told her…Fuck. That shit was not meant for Chastity’s ears. He felt violated, deceived, betrayed. But most of all, he felt ashamed. He should’ve known! How could he not have known this…person wasn’t Eden?


  With no other option, he pulled his belt out of his pants and tied her wrists to the steering wheel, knowing the leather would just excite her. She pulled away, but her fake sobbing prevented her from fighting too hard. Plus, he was a lot stronger than she was. Rage will do that to a man.


  Then he closed his ears to her lies, her bogus excuses. Sing a happy song to cover that bullshit up, asshole.


  When he slammed the door, she screamed at him, still not breaking character. Though it would’ve been more convincing if she’d closed her eyes while she did it. All he had to do was look at her to know she wasn’t Eden. So that he didn’t have to, he turned around and leaned against the car.


  Hell would have to freeze over before he parked in this goddamned garage again. It just wasn’t safe. Coming to the office was too fucking stressful.


  § § §


  Eden tried to hold back her sobs, but it wasn’t working. Through the window, she watched him take out his phone and call someone.


  Why hadn’t she said something? Explained that she was different, before he saw her eyes. When he might’ve still believed her. If she’d been able to keep Chastity’s hormones in her pants for a little bit longer, she could have told him everything. Not that he would’ve instantly trusted her, but it certainly would’ve increased the probability.


  Damn it. Chastity’s power had come out of nowhere, knocking her down like a bully on the playground. And when Eden had finally been able to stand back up, it was already too late. He was inside of her, saying things he would never share with Chastity, making everything even worse. But the emotions he’d expressed weren’t what Chastity wanted. No, she’d wanted to feel his cruelty—in the sex and in his words. That was the moment her control had slipped, allowing just enough space for Eden to crawl through. The emotional connection she and Mitch shared had beaten the bitch. But now…now even that might be gone.


  Being locked in a car with her wrists bound wasn’t her idea of fun, but at least he hadn’t pushed her off of him and driven off. So he hadn’t completely given up on her. And all of those things that he’d said, before he’d seen her eyes…


  All of that had to mean something, didn’t it? That she’d have another chance to talk to him. Another chance to build that connection back up. Somehow. When she’d calmed down enough to quiet the anguish that filled her head, she heard him say Landon’s name.


  “…fast can you get here?”


  No. We can’t wait. Now that she was thinking more clearly—less lust and more logic—she knew they needed to get out of here. Away from The Clinic guards. “Mitch! We need to leave now! Please!”


  Either he couldn’t hear her through the glass, or he was deliberately not hearing her.


  Her hands were still strapped to the steering wheel. But it would probably just anger him more if she freed herself, so she slammed her shoulder against the door to get his attention. “Mitch! They could be here any minute!”


  He turned around slowly, looked straight into her eyes, and spoke into the phone. “Make it two. I don’t want to see her for longer than that.” The expression of disgust was so apparent on his face, it emptied her. As if the man who’d confessed his love just moments ago had never existed. As if, in one motion, it had all been swept away, or buried so deeply it might never surface again.


  “Please,” she begged silently, only moving her lips.


  He shoved his phone into his pocket, and then leaned closer to the glass. “Shut the fuck up. Lucky for you, Landon was already in the neighborhood. But until he gets here to deal with you, it’s just you and me. So shut your mouth and behave. Because you don’t want to piss me off any more than you already have. Believe me.” Then he turned back around and they both waited silently.


  Tires squealed just down the ramp, and Mitch pushed off the car. In one movement, his body turned from slumped sadness to ready for war. Beyond him, she saw a car tearing up the ramp and skid to a stop a few feet away. Her scream cut-off when she saw Landon poke his head out of the opened window.


  “We need to move!” he yelled. “I think they followed me in!”


  “Who?” Mitch yelled back. “The Clinic bastards?”


  “No, the girl scouts are coming after us to buy their cookies.” The sarcastic tone of his voice only enhanced its volume. “Of course it’s The Clinic. But we’ll get them another day. In a better place to fight. Now, we need to move.”


  Mitch opened the car door, gave her a warning glance, and tore at the binding on her wrists. He freed it from the steering wheel, but not from her. Then he dragged her out of his car and into the back seat of Landon’s.


  Landon floored it before Mitch had even closed his door. Eden kept her head down, gripping the headrest in front of her as they flew through the garage.


  “Where are they?” Mitch asked.


  “There were two guys on foot at the entrance, but they ran when they saw me. I’m assuming they were going for their cars.”


  “I’ve always wanted to be in a car chase,” Mitch said flatly.


  “It isn’t as fun as you’d think. Especially if they have weapons.” The tires squealed around each corner. Eden felt like her stomach was going to fly out of her throat.


  Before she could tell them which exit Fields had told her to take, Mitch said, “Go out on 3rd street. More pedestrians for them to maneuver around.”


  “They’d be stupid not to cover it,” Landon said. When they reached the bottom level, the car slowed down. “This isn’t right. It’s too damned quiet.”


  Eden lifted her head and looked out the window. A few cars were parked, none of them the black SUV that had brought her here. “The head of security let me go. I think he pulled everyone back.”


  Mitch’s head whipped around to look at her, his eyes narrowed. “And why would he do that?”


  “He thinks that if he let me go, I’d be more likely to help them.”


  He laughed. “Help them? They’re either completely insane or they know you a hell of a lot better than I do.”


  “They didn’t let me go—he did. His daughter is one of us.”


  “One of us?” Mitch spat. “Well, isn’t that just…perfect. And he’s working for them. What a spectacular daddy he must be.”


  “The Clinic is trying to stop her transformations.”


  “Do you think I’m going to believe a single lie that comes out of your mouth?” His words were seething, creeping over her like lava, burning her to ash. “There is no ‘us’.”


  “Stop it,” Landon said. “Can we please focus on what’s happening now? We can worry about everything else later.”


  “Glad to,” Mitch grumbled.


  She bit her tongue before she said anything else. This wasn’t about having the last word. It was about so much more. And while time wasn’t on her side, she needed to be patient. Let him assimilate, calm down a little, before she tried explaining everything to him.


  Out of all the scenarios she’d imagined, being held captive in the backseat of a car by the man she loved wasn’t one of them. Eden knew how much Mitch hated Chastity. Maybe because of who she was, or maybe because of what she was—a reminder of the monster that lived inside of him. The one he would never forgive himself for, even though it wasn’t his fault. He’d only accepted her because she was part of Eden. A part of her that he could see, identify, and avoid. With a single glance at her eyes.


  Outside the garage were lots of pedestrians and a few cars, but they left basically unnoticed, unharrassed. She didn’t know what game Fields or his men were playing, but it didn’t matter. Her goal was the same. She needed a chance to explain. To convince Mitch that he needed the serum and to go back to The Clinic. And for that, she needed time.


  She listened to the men bicker about which street to take. But when Mitch grabbed the wheel and yanked it to the right, she couldn’t stop herself from saying something. “We can’t go back to your house. They know where you live. We need to go somewhere else to hide and talk about things.”


  “I’m done talking to you,” Mitch said.


  Landon turned his head and shook it unhappily. “The house is safe. Thanks to an exorbitant amount of Turner’s money”—he slugged Mitch on the shoulder—“it’s rigged with one of the best security systems known to man.”


  Mitch shrugged. “Hey, what good is having money if you can’t spend it on cool toys that will keep the riff-raff from fucking with you? Especially the ones that want you dead?”


  Eden leaned forward. “They don’t—”


  “I said I was done talking to you!” His voice filled the car with a menace far deeper than his love might ever go.


  “Not helping, man,” Landon warned.


  Mitch closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “Besides,” he said at half the volume, “there’s something you need at my house.”


  “What?”


  “A cage.”


   


  


  CHAPTER XII


  “Lock her up until Eden comes back,” Mitch said, getting out of the car without looking at either of them. He heard Landon get out and tell Chastity to stay put. Fuck, the things he’d said…The things she’d heard him say…His admissions had been instantaneous, without forethought or hind-thought or any other fucking kind of thought.


  Sure, he’d lashed out at her, but the anger was focused on himself. At least she had an excuse—she couldn’t help trying to get what she wanted. Mitch only had his stupidity and all his pent-up emotional shit to blame. Maybe he could just pretend he’d been drunk, blame it on the booze.


  “Wait!” Landon called. “I need to check the perimeter of the house, make sure no guests arrived while we were out.”


  “I’ll do it. You take care of her. Make sure she stays put.” Her hands were still bound, but since when would anything so pedestrian stop her?


  “Yeah, that’d work except for one thing—I have a gun.”


  “Then give it to me.”


  “Like hell. You with a gun? I don’t think so. Not to mention it’s mine and, if you go off the deep-end and start shooting neighborhood dogs, I’m the one who gets in trouble.”


  “I promise to only shoot assholes. Which means…you’d better get out of my way quickly.”


  Landon stared at him, his face red. Or maybe it was just that red was all Mitch could see. “Damn it, Turner. You need to calm down. Think rationally. Or both of you are going into your cages.”


  Mitch took a deep breath. He didn’t want to beg, didn’t want to be the man he’d been in the garage when he’d first seen her. Stepping closer to the cop so she wouldn’t hear him, he said, “I can’t. I can’t…be with her. I don’t trust myself with her. Please”—his voice broke—“don’t ask me to be close to her right now.”


  Landon’s eye twitched, and then he glanced back at the car where Chastity sat, her head lowered. He reached for his weapon. “I swear to you, Turner. If you do anything stupid…”


  “I’m trying, man. I’m trying so fucking hard not to.”


  Landon unclipped the gun from his holster and slowly handed it to Mitch. “If anyone were inside already, the interior alarm system would be howling. But double-check the windows and doors and the backyard, just in case they figured out a way to deactivate it. It shouldn’t be possible, but you never know.”


  Mitch nodded. “Check.”


  “Then go through the house—behind doors, around corners. Everywhere.”


  “Check.”


  “Damn it.” He shook his head. “Be careful.”


  Mitch saw Chastity moving in the car. “You too. She’s not exactly happy to be here.”


  “I think I can take care of it.”


  At least one of them could. As Landon turned to go back to the car, Mitch called, “But be nice when you put her in the cage. Because if you touch one hair on her pretty little head…”


  Landon looked at him like he was an idiot. “What? You gonna sic Hyde on me?”


  “No way. I’m going to beg that bastard for all my worth not to kill you.” He shrugged. “So that I can do it myself.”


  “Yeah, well… You don’t have to worry—cages aren’t my thing. All I want from her is to find out what she knows about The Clinic. Nada else. Got it?”


  “Got it.” Trouble was, what she knew about The Clinic was way down on the list of things that Mitch wanted from her.


  After verifying that neither man nor beast was in the house or the yard, Mitch signaled to Landon. From a distance, he watched the cop take Chastity out of the car and walk her up to the house, surprised she wasn’t putting up more of a fight. She knew they were going to cage her. Why wasn’t she trying to get away?


  “What did The Clinic do to you?” he whispered as she walked through the door.


  § § §


  The way Eden saw it, she had more problems than snow in the Alps. But only two of them might cause an avalanche—controlling herself and convincing Mitch there was only one way for him to control himself.


  Great.


  Walking up the steps to Mitch’s house brought Eden a sense of safety. Even though the last time she’d been inside, she’d almost been killed by two different people—Jolie and Hyde, if one could call Hyde a person. But before the beginning of her newest nightmare, these walls had been the scaffolding of her happiness, holding her together and making her think something beautiful was being built. With Mitch.


  It was more of a home to her than any other house she’d been in. What she’d experienced here was the beginning of everything—her development as a woman and as something other than a victim. With Mitch’s help, she’d found strength and peace, joy and love.


  But that was then. And now? Now she was a different woman and, if the condition of the house was any indication, Mitch was a different man.


  To say the place was a mess would be like calling the Statue of Liberty ‘a tarnished lady’. Trash littered every visible surface making them practically invisible. Formerly expensive and pristine furniture looked like it had been found in a dump, gone through a meat-grinder, and then left out in the rain for a few days.


  Had Mitch done this to his own home, or had Hyde done it? She didn’t ask. Partly because she wasn’t yet sure she was ready to know, and partly because she’d never be ready to know.


  If his house was in ruins, what were the chances his mind was any different? He’d obviously been fighting—as soon as there’d been enough light to see him properly, she could tell. Just as incredible-looking as she remembered, his beauty still able to weaken her knees, stop her breath. But more like a man who’d seen war, fought and killed with his bare hands, and was now reliving the terror every day. In only two weeks. All of this had happened in only two weeks.


  Realization rocked her backwards a step. While she’d been asleep, her mind and body had fought, but she’d woken up stronger, better in a lot of ways. She wasn’t the same fragile girl she’d been. And aside from making Eden crave Mitch like a bitch in the heat of hell, Chastity had helped. Without taking too much in return. And the knock-your-boots-off-and-fuck feeling was gone. Like it had never existed.


  But while she’d been healing, Mitch had been through hell. Would it have been any different if she’d been there? To take care of him. Keep his nightmares at bay. And now that she was back—a new and somewhat-improved version of herself—would he give her a chance to try?


  With her hands still bound by Mitch’s belt, Eden walked at Landon’s side obediently. He kept glancing at her, his eyes traveling down her body. She’d never thought he’d been particularly attracted to her, and was frankly confused by his attention.


  “Why are you looking at me like that?” she asked.


  He quickly looked straight ahead and scratched his reddening cheek. “Sorry. You just seem…different.”


  “I am different. But I’m not dangerous. And I’m not Chastity.” Except below the waist on occasion. Eventually, she would have to deal with that. But right now, she needed to make sure they felt secure, that she wasn’t a threat, so she could get them to listen. Each stair brought her closer, knowing what she was headed for—the long walk to incarceration. And this time, they weren’t locking Chastity in until Eden came back. Nor was Eden choosing to go there for her own safety.


  Tonight, she wouldn’t transform, her eyes wouldn’t change, she wouldn’t wake up a different person. How was she going to explain that?


  Landon stopped in front of the door to Mitch’s bedroom. Why wasn’t he taking her to Hyde’s room? To Hyde’s cage? Maybe he wasn’t going to lock her up after all. She trotted up to him as he opened the door, sighing in relief. But her sigh turned to a quick inhale when she saw the cage.


  There, across the room from the bed, blocking the closet, was a cage. It was smaller than Hyde’s, the metal brighter, like the wrapping paper had just been ripped off. Her very own cage. The one Mitch had ordered for her a few weeks ago. Before she’d been forced out of his life—first by him and then by The Clinic. Would there ever be a time when she wouldn’t be trapped?


  “Wow,” she said numbly. “Fast delivery. How much extra did he pay for that?” Why hadn’t Mitch had it set up in Hyde’s room? Was it so that he could be closer to her while he slept? Or so they wouldn’t have to face each other through two sets of steel bars?


  “I’m sorry it’s such a mess. I should’ve cleaned up a bit.”


  “Huh?” She broke her stare and looked to where Landon was frantically scooping stuff off the floor. “You sleep here?” Her eyes darted to the bed that she had shared with Mitch.


  “Yeah,” he mumbled.


  “But this is Mitch’s room.”


  “I know. After you disappeared, he…” He shrugged. The shrug of a man who can’t say what he’s thinking. Perhaps because it would expose someone else’s secret.


  “He didn’t want to be in the same room as my cage.” As me.


  “Something like that. But I’ll sleep down the hall, so you can have some privacy until we figure this out.”


  “Wow,” she repeated, unable to focus on anything other than the cage.


  “I’ll just pick up my stuff.”


  “Seriously, Landon? You think I give a shit about your socks? You’re about to put me into a cage. If anything, dirty laundry all over the floor will make it more home-y.”


  His face flushed, and he let the clothes he’d bundled in his arms tumble onto the bed. “Yeah. Well, it’s not forever. Just until I have a chance to talk to him and figure some stuff out. Get him to calm down.”


  “Well, then. The faster that happens, the happier I’ll be. So let’s—” She steeled herself and walked towards the cage. She stopped at the doorway, thankful her hands were still bound so she wouldn’t show her weakness by grasping the bars and refusing to go in.


  I can do this. It was just another cage. She’d spent her life inside of cages, situations and bindings she couldn’t escape. She’d spent her life being someone not real, someone she was trapped inside of, apart from who she really was.


  Who she really was now. But this woman could handle it. This woman could find a way out.


  “It’s just temporary. Until I talk to him.” Landon’s hands were on each of her arms, directing her, pressing her forward. But he wasn’t forcing her inside, as if his humanity was at war with his duty. As misdirected as it was. He was her ally, even if he wasn’t aware of it. She felt his kindness through his touch. And it gave her the courage she needed to step forward, to walk out of his grasp, into the waiting prison cell.


  Thankfully, he didn’t slam the door. Instead the metal striking metal seemed subdued, as if this was happening to someone else. Someone far away from who she was.


  It’s impossible for anyone to be unbiased in their own life, especially when a chick-fight is constantly going on in their heads. But the steel clang of Eden’s newest prison cell gave her a moment of clarity.


  Whatever happened, however much of her was still unknown, she was stronger. And she needed that strength to help Mitch get through this. In a crisis, you use every frigging resource you have. Not accepting that Chastity was part of her would only give her another problem. You don’t need any other problems right now. Pick your battles. Now Mitch. Chastity later. Hopefully, when she finally had time to figure it out, she wouldn’t be humping someone’s leg.


  “You’ll be fine, Eden.”


  When she heard him say her name, her real name, she whipped around, hopeful. “You believe me?”


  His eyebrows came together in confusion. “I’m not sure what to believe, who you really are. I saw your eyes in my car, before they took you. But I also saw you fight them—not like Eden would, like Chastity would’ve. So I don’t know what to believe. Or who that makes you.”


  She remembered. One minute she’d been looking through pages and pages of Carter’s deceit, and the next her eyes had changed. Was that the moment? The moment both sides of her had come together to form a complete person. A completely different person.


  “Did you tell him about it? Did you tell Mitch about my eyes?”


  He nodded. “He’s a stubborn guy, though.”


  “I know—I’ve met him.”


  “I didn’t really know him…before they took you. Not well, anyway. But I know there must have been some good in him. Otherwise you wouldn’t have fallen for him. He’s still a pain-in-the-ass, but he isn’t the same pain-in-the-ass you used to know. His eyes haven’t changed, but every day…” His gaze dropped, and he backed away. “He’s not the same,” he said, as if that explained it.


  She raised her bound hands. “Can I…take this off now?”


  “What?” he asked, looking up again. “Oh yeah. Sure.” He stepped forward, reaching his hands through the bars.


  She wiggled her hands, pulling one out of the belt that was wrapped around them, hoping he understood her message: I could’ve gotten free, but I chose not to. Then she unwound the other and put the belt into his hands. “It may be a bit stretched out, but…” She tried smiling. It felt odd, stiff. But she knew she needed to convince Landon she wasn’t Chastity. Then, with him on her side, maybe Mitch would start believing as well.


  When she took off Alex’s jacket, she felt the syringe through the fabric and, with a slight shift of the other, the phone was in her hand. Better they find out now than think she was hiding it from them. She pulled the phone out and handed it to him through the bars. She was struck by an un-amusing irony—two weeks ago, Landon gave her the exact same phone, having found it after her fight with Jolie. It was supposed to give them answers, bring them closer to the truth. Then The Clinic took her. And now, she was giving it back. Some of their questions had been answered, but how many had been answered honestly?


  He reached out slowly, cautiously. “Is it theirs?” Then as soon as he’d taken possession of it, his hands became a blur. He flipped it over and removed the battery before she’d even answered. “These phones are too easy to track.”


  “Makes sense.” She hadn’t thought of that. She’d been too focused on seeing Mitch and confused by Fields letting her go to really think anything through. But Fields wanted them both to come back, so why would he need to track her? And they obviously knew where Mitch lived. “I don’t think that’s why they gave it to me.”


  “Why else would they?” He tucked the phone and battery into his pocket.


  “They want me to come back. For more tests.”


  “I’m sure they do,” he scoffed.


  Her lips tightened, cutting off her words before she said anything she’d regret. Like ‘At least The Clinic gave me a bigger cage’.


  “So their number is programmed in here?” he asked.


  “Fields—the guard who let me go—said his number was on speed dial.”


  “Might come in handy. Thanks.”


  “He gave me something else.” She paused, unsure she was making the right decision.


  “Are you going to tell me what it is, or do I have to guess?”


  “I’m going to show you this to prove I’m trustworthy. That I’m not hiding anything.” She reached into the other pocket and palmed the syringe. “It’s for Mitch. So he doesn’t transform. It’s a condensed version of what Jolie was giving him. An injectable that’s supposed to work faster.”


  Landon waited with his hand out.


  “You can’t let him throw it away, Landon. Do you understand? It might save his life.”


  He wiggled his fingertips impatiently. “Give it to me.”


  She clutched it. Maybe this had been a mistake—too much, too soon. “Please, Landon. I’m begging you. Don’t destroy it. We might need it.”


  He stood there silently until she placed the syringe into his palm. Holding it up, he peering at its contents. “He’s supposed to use the whole thing?”


  “I…” She felt her brow furrow. “I don’t know. I didn’t think to ask.”


  He tucked it into the pocket of his jacket. “At least he’s getting good with needles and dope.”


  She took in a quick breath. “What do you mean?” Eden thought of her mother. And how well that had turned out. Not well at all. For either of them.


  “Turner uses three things to cope—the cage, fights, and morphine.”


  “How much is he using?” She’d known he had it. He’d even offered it to her once. To stop her transformations. He’d told her that he hated the stuff, that it was only for emergencies. Hyde must be more dangerous for Mitch to start using.


  “Any is too much, isn’t it? His dose is still low, but it’s more than it was a week ago.” He ran a hand over his face.


  Yet another reason for him to take the serum. All she had to do is convince him to trade one needle for another. That shouldn’t be too hard should it? Especially because Mitch was such a naturally-agreeable guy.


  She picked up a pillow off the mattress and sat down. It’s good to be home, she thought miserably. Steeling herself, she leaned over and checked underneath each corner for the cuffs. There weren’t any. So he’d remembered how afraid she was of being strapped down. Or maybe they just hadn’t arrived yet.


  “Home sweet home,” she muttered.


  “It’s not forever. Promise.”


  “A promise made without eye-contact is like a contract written in invisible ink, Landon.”


  He finally met her eyes. “Promise.”


  She knew it was difficult for him—to be looking into the eyes of one person and be thinking she’s someone else. It was probably exactly how Mitch felt. And there might not be a damn thing she could do about it besides wear colored-contacts every day. But she was so tired of the lying, the manipulations. If the only two men she could trust would only trust her if she was lying, well… That just wasn’t right. She hoped the decision wasn’t a sign of the old, weak Eden coming back to haunt her. She couldn’t afford any more confusion—in her head or anyone else’s.


  “So you’ll talk to him?” she asked.


  “Yeah, I will. But…” He shook his head sadly. “Like I said, he’s not the same.”


  “How often is he transforming, Landon?” she asked. What if it was already starting? The changes that Alex said would happen—that his transformations would happen more and more often, be more severe, and then Mitch might end with nowhere to come back to.


  “What’s often? The amount of transformations isn’t the biggest problem. It’s the man he is between his transformations that’s more worrying. It’s like Hyde is seeping out of his pores more and more each day. And I’ve only really known the bastard for a few weeks.”


  She gripped the bars, pulled her body tightly to them, feeling their chill through the thin dress she wore and on her bare skin. The one time Alex’s bullshit is proven accurate, and it ain’t good news.


  “Landon, we need to help him. Please, I don’t know how much time he has left.”


  Suspicion creased his brow, the corners of his mouth. “What do you mean?”


  “He needs to start taking the serum again. It’s the only way he’ll be safe. And they will give it to him, if he agrees. So you and I need to make him agree.”


  “Good luck with—”


  Something crashed downstairs, and Landon rushed out without a word.


  Leaving her caught, helpless, and vulnerable behind steel walls.


  § § §


  Mitch was kicking the glass and other shit he’d destroyed out of the main pathway in the kitchen when Landon came bounding in like some kind of rabid gazelle. His eyes darted around the room, his breath coming fast.


  “Hey,” Mitch said blandly, pretending he hadn’t just thrown the last few glasses into the wall one-by-one in a moment of unbridled frustration. It had actually given him a lot of clarity on the situation. The person in my cage upstairs has come to drive away what’s left of my mental health. And it ain’t gonna take that long. See? Very clear. “Is she all tucked in?”


  “What the hell happened?”


  Mitch looked around calmly and nudged a large piece of glass to the side with his foot. “Nothing.”


  “Give me my goddamn gun back, you idiot.”


  Mitch grimaced. “It’s not nice to call people names, asshole.” He tossed the gun to the cop, his hand feeling naked without the pressure of the weapon in it. Strange. Strange, slightly sad, and a missed opportunity. Instead of using the last of his barware to play catch with the wall, he could’ve used them for target practice.


  “Damn it!” The cop caught it well away from his body. Then he checked the rounds in the chamber and put it back in his holster. “What’s wrong with you?”


  Mitch didn’t know. He didn’t know what was wrong with him. He didn’t know what was right with him either, or if there was anything right about him at all. She was safe, or would be safe in the morning, once she came back into herself. He should be happy. But he felt…nothing.


  Because he’d picked at the seam of his sanity for so long, it was beginning to unravel. And every step he took, every thought, left him with less of it, leaving a long thread of hopes, expectations, and his humanity trailing behind him.


  “Nothing,” he said, pushing past Landon and going straight to the liquor cabinet. He grabbed one of the only two bottles left, not even bothering to look at the label, and took it into the dying room.


  Landon followed. “She says she’s not Chastity.”


  “Great, I’m glad she cleared that up for us. Makes things a lot easier.” The couch groaned as he landed on it, probably due to the fact that it was one of the many poor inanimate objects Mitch had used to relieve his tension on. The house was filled with them—broken, smashed, torn apart, all in the name of anger management. Better something that could be replaced than something alive.


  He popped open the liquor bottle and took a long swig. Oooh. “Tequila,” he said, blowing the fumes toward Landon. Maybe he should’ve looked at the label before taking that big of a gulp.


  Landon sat down on the sagging arm chair across from him—another of Mitch’s victims. “I believe her.”


  Mitch stared at him, stupefied. “Then you’re the idiot. She’ll say whatever she can to get out of that cage. Didn’t you see her eyes?”


  “I told you they’d changed. Remember? Or have you been so doped up since then that you don’t remember the fourteen times I mentioned it?”


  “Nah,” Mitch said, taking another swig. “You only told me thirteen times. But you can never believe what a drunk says.”


  “Or a junkie.”


  Mitch flinched, smiling. “You mean me? You think I’m a junkie?” His smile fell. “You think I enjoy this shit?” Nah, it was just another thing to hate. Another reason to hate Hyde for forcing him to do it, just so the bastard wouldn’t come out to play. He held out his arm, palm up, showing off the underside of his elbow. Smooth, unblemished skin where injection marks would be if he didn’t heal so goddamned fast. There were no visible reminders, but he remembered. Every single motherfucking time.


  “I’m doing this so that he doesn’t hurt someone,” he said. “So that he doesn’t kill someone. I think that qualifies it as ‘medically necessary’.” Landon had no idea how hard Mitch was fighting. How much he was hiding signs of losing control. If the cop knew how close he was to giving up, giving in, he’d have never turned his weapon over to him. Hell, he’d probably have turned it on Mitch and ended him. And what a fucking relief that would be.


  The more he loved her, the more he thought of her, the worse he got. Now she was here. He only had to walk upstairs to see her, touch her. And Hyde was even closer—vibrating just under his skin, excited, thrashing, knowing how close to freedom he was.


  “So when are you going to talk to her?” Landon asked.


  Mitch blinked, seeing the cop walking out of the kitchen, a bottle of water in his hand. What the fuck? He’d been—


  Mitch glanced at the place where he’d seen him last, only a second ago. Wasn’t it? He scrubbed his hands over his face roughly. Almost afraid to lower them and see Landon appear in another place he couldn’t be.


  What the hell was happening to him? He was losing, that’s what. Hyde was beating him.


  It was her. Her being here. Her presence was screwing up what little control he had left. But she’s not the woman he loves. She’s someone different, apart. So it shouldn’t matter.


  “She’s not Eden,” he mumbled over and over behind his hands.


  “Turner! Mitch! What’s wrong with you?”


  He felt Landon’s hand on his shoulder, shaking him. He lashed out, slapped it away, hating the cop’s pity more than the physical contact.


  “I’m fine.” Mitch looked up, his vision slowly coming into focus.


  “Oh yeah,” Landon said, moving back a step, his hand moving to his gun. “I believe that.”


  “Are you going to shoot me, Landon?”


  “What?” He looked at the hand resting on the clip of the holster, and then lowered his arm quickly. “Shit. No. No, I’m not going to shoot you.”


  “Maybe you should.” He’d thought he could last. That he could make it until she was safe and The Clinic was ended. One down, kind of. She was safe, whoever she was. But there was still one to go. The Clinic. Fuck. What if he couldn’t make it that long?


  “Listen, asshole. I’m not going to shoot you, so shut up.” His words flew out of his mouth, his body backed away. “I wasn’t thinking.”


  “Maybe you should trust your reflexes.”


  “Shut the hell up!” Landon yelled.


  “It’s because of her, you know. Because she’s here.”


  Landon looked at him warily. “You think this is her fault? That she’s doing something to you?” His tone was calm, like Mitch imagined he’d use when talking to a psychopath. Somewhat fitting, wasn’t it?


  “No, not directly. That would be too Jack Nicholson-ish, even for me.” He ran his hand through his hair, grabbing hold of it and looking at the ceiling. “But I feel him more, now that she’s here. Like a pull, like she’s calling to him. I wish…” He didn’t start blubbering, but he wanted to. He wanted to curl up into a little ball and weep like he’d seen her do. “I wish she hadn’t come back.”


  “You’re not going to do anything to her, are you, Turner?”


  He looked at the cop, at the guy who was almost like a friend, knowing his eyes were shiny. How fucking pathetic. “Would you shoot me if I did?”


  Landon paused before answering. When he spoke, it was only a whisper. “Yes.”


  “Good.” ‘Cause that’s what friends are for.


  


  CHAPTER XIII


  Every time Eden saw Landon, her confidence grew. Chastity’s influence in the parking garage seemed to be a reaction only to Mitch—not to every man who came near her. Landon was definitely attractive, but his presence didn’t make her want to rip off her clothes and start pole-dancing. All the men at The Clinic—Fields, Carter, or any of the other guards—hadn’t even given her a tingle. And at least some of those boys were shooting themselves up with so much synthetic hormone, they probably had three shrunken-and-useless balls.


  So it wasn’t just the testosterone that triggered something in Chastity. It was who the testosterone belonged to. As if she needed another sign she and Mitch were meant for each other.


  Landon set down a bottle of water and some crackers. “I know it’s like some bad prison joke—bread and water, but it’s all we have. I’ll try to go out later and get some actual food.”


  “You’ve been taking care of him?” When I couldn’t. Even if I hadn’t been carted off to an undisclosed location, I couldn’t have. Because he wouldn’t have let me.


  He nodded. “But not particularly well. He pays the bills, so I do what I can.” He glanced around the room. “Except clean up.”


  She looked for signs Landon had been fighting—bruises, scratches, scrapes. Mitch had obviously been fighting with someone, but it hadn’t been Landon. Unless Mitch had been tied up at the time and had asked Landon to beat the crap out of him. But Landon’s hands weren’t bruised. And in her short time as a warrior, she knew hitting someone left the person who strikes with a pain of their own.


  “Who’d he fight?” she asked.


  “Everyone. Anyone. Whoever will let him. It’s his method of coping now. Go in, get his ass kicked a little, cause a bit of damage, get out. Thankfully it does seem to help a bit. And thankfully, I don’t have to be the one to do it. It’s also helpful that he heals so goddamned fast.”


  She swallowed. “Faster than he used to?”


  “Faster than is humanly possible.”


  So he was changing. Hyde’s power was trickling through, just like Chastity’s was doing to her. Her integration with Chastity was not without growing pains, but the changes were controllable, and occasionally came in handy. She suddenly had hope that the same metamorphosis could be happening within Mitch. But hope was far from fact.


  “Speaking of the bastard… If you’re okay, I’m gonna…” He nodded towards the door.


  The two men had grown close, she could tell. The last time she’d seen them together, the room could barely contain their animosity. Had her disappearance been the thing they’d bonded over?


  “I’m glad that he has someone,” she said. At least something good had come out of it. If she could manage it, convince Mitch he needed the help that only The Clinic could offer, maybe she could add another good thing to the list. A list so short, she couldn’t think of anything else to add.


  When she’d seen him in the garage, her hopes for everything to be normal between them again had been high. That wasn’t likely anymore. But even if she never got another chance to be with him, she’d make sure she gave him another chance to be.


  “I hate to break it to you,” he said, “but I’m not here to be anyone’s babysitter.”


  “Why are you here?”


  “Because you two are the only way I can get what I want.”


  That stumped her. “And what is that?”


  “Them. I want them.”


  It’s hard to see determination in someone’s eyes. Fear, doubt, happiness—those things are easy to spot. But true determination is harder to identify. Looking at Landon, Eden saw it as clearly as if she could read minds. Which wasn’t in her skill-set, as far as she knew. So she had no idea what his motivation was.


  “Oh shit, Landon. If you tell me that you’re a Hyde and they’ve been doping you too, I’m going to lose it. I swear to God, I will.”


  His gaze softened as he chuckled. “No need to lose anything. I’m not like you guys. But a few years ago, The Clinic took something from me, and I want to find out why. I want to look into the eyes of the people who seem hell-bent on destroying your lives. Who can’t seem to get enough of screwing with you. I want to be here the next time they try, so that I can screw with them for awhile.”


  “So Mitch and I are, what? Bait? Chum in the water to attract the sharks?”


  “Something like that.”


  What Landon didn’t understand was that he wasn’t on the boat. He was in the water with them. And Mitch wasn’t a feeder fish. He was the shark. Or he might be soon.


  “That’s…” She blew out a breath. “Very unhealthy. Honestly, you need to reevaluate that plan. Because hanging around with us could very possibly get you hurt. Or worse. And I don’t mean by The Clinic.”


  “We all die someday.”


  “True, but you’re putting yourself in a position that could turn ‘someday’ into today.”


  “Which is exactly why every time I raise my glass, I wish for one more. Another day, another chance to get what I want. Isn’t that what life is all about?”


  “I have no clue what life is all about.” Nor could she make anyone do something they didn’t want to do. Just trying to change his or Mitch’s mind wasn’t enough. Each of them had their own road. So she needed to pick up the whole frigging street and change its direction, so they would never encounter the dangers of the one they’d chosen. But to do that, she needed information about how far they’d already traveled.


  “Tell me how often Mitch is changing.”


  “A lot.”


  “Damn it, Landon! Just tell me. What are you afraid of? I’m in a frigging cage, for god’s sake.”


  He shrugged.


  “Are you worried it’s going to hurt my feelings? Again, the cage.” She threw her hands up and spun in a circle. “Locking me up hurts my feelings, so that’s already done. Are you worried he doesn’t want me to know? Well, screw him. He’s the reason I’m here. He’s the reason I’m in this cage and he’s downstairs with his feet up.”


  “It’s a lot,” he mumbled. “I don’t count.”


  “Make a guess then. Three times? Five times? What?”


  “Almost every night and sometimes during the day.”


  That stopped her. “He turns every night?” She stared at him, the words barely leaking out of her mouth, a big breath of oh-shit rushing in.


  “Almost every night.”


  This is bad. Beyond bad. This was disaster.


  “I need to talk to him, Landon. Now.”


  “He’s not ready.” Even as he spoke, he looked like he hated saying it.


  “I don’t really care if he’s ready or not. We have a time-sensitive issue here that won’t get better by ignoring it.”


  Landon fidgeted, but didn’t leave. “I told him I believe you. But he wasn’t having it. When you wake up tomorrow, he’ll have to accept it, and he’ll be okay with you not being in the cage. But right now, I think it’s probably the safest place you can be. It’s just a little longer.”


  “I don’t care about the cage. That’s not the problem. He is.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I need you to give him a message.” She tried to keep her voice business-like, despite the fact that she’d been incredibly wrong before. Being put in a cage didn’t even compare to knowing that Mitch couldn’t bring himself to be in the same room as her. But feelings could wait, his life couldn’t.


  “They’ll give him the serum.”


  “Wha—”


  She held up his hand to stop whatever was about to come out of his mouth, because nothing was as important as what she needed to say. “He will die without it, Landon. Hyde will take over, and Mitch won’t be able to come back. Ever. Do you understand? Ever. You tell him that he can be as mad at me as he wants, but that won’t change a thing. Especially after he’s gone.”


  § § §


  As soon as he left the room, Eden’s mind raced with what-ifs and what-the-hells. Even inside this cage, she finally felt free—free of self-doubt, of fearing who she was, of constantly trying to be someone she wasn’t. Because she had a focus outside of herself. She knew what she wanted now. What she’d always wanted. But Mitch…


  She’d hoped that his faster recovery from injury was a sign of his changing, just as she had changed. But he wasn’t healing, integrating his two sides. He was losing control, not gaining it. What Alex claimed coincided with what Landon said about him—the man was failing and the beast was winning.


  He needed help. From whoever was offering—her, Landon, The Clinic. But he just might be stubborn enough not to take it from any of them. She wondered how well Landon’s discussion with Mitch was going. And who would be throwing the first punch.


  She knew what she needed to do and that she had a limited amount of time to see if it could be done. So she reached behind her and took two of the safety pins out of her dress. Eyeing the lock on the cage door, she let her hands do their work, without questioning how they knew what they were doing. When she looked down at them, she held bent pieces of metal that she’d fashioned into something that looked nothing like a key, but that she knew would fit the lock perfectly. Guided by the instinct of an animal, with the intelligence of a human, she’d done it. It wasn’t pretty, but it would free her.


  After a few unsuccessful attempts at sticking it in, she closed her eyes, subdued the part of her brain that was thinking too hard, allowing her new-found instinct to guide her hands. She felt the make-shift key slide in. When she heard the lock click, a sigh of relief escaped her mouth.


  She couldn’t let them know she’d found a way out. She needed to build their trust. Ironic, yes. But a time might come when their trust wasn’t as important as her freedom. The moment they were threatened—any of them—she would sacrifice that trust. For their safety.


  But if Mitch’s Hyde-bomb might explode any minute, how much time did she really have? After sliding her arms back through the bars and tucking the key into her bra, she sat down to wait for another chance to convince them that they were out of options. And if that didn’t work…


  “Damn it.”


  The second the shouting started, she regretted sending Landon down there. Like she’d just told someone to start walking towards the angry-looking men with guns because they only wanted to chat. Only snippets of the conversation traveled upstairs, but it was enough to know that she should’ve sent him down with a white flag.


  Mitch’s voice saying, “…actually believe the crap she’s bullshitting you with?”


  Then Landon’s even louder reply of, “I don’t know. But sitting down here, doing nothing, isn’t going to convince me one way or the other.”


  She stood as she heard the rapid pounding of feet heading from the living room to the stairs.


  “She’s not Eden,” Mitch yelled. “I’ll prove it. Don’t bother coming along, you’ll be able to hear everything from downstairs.”


  Proof? She tried to focus, so she’d be thinking logically when he demanded whatever kind of proof he thought existed. To prove something that wasn’t.


  “What are you going to do?” Landon yelled back.


  “I’m going to ask her a couple of questions. That’s it.”


  Questions. Well, talking was better than skinning her alive to see if she was a real girl or not. And she wouldn’t lie, even if it wouldn’t make her nose grow.


  A moment later, Mitch came tearing into the room, slamming the door behind him and locking it. He didn’t slow down as he stuck out his arm to snag the key to the cage off the dresser. His long, heavy strides not stopping until he was a few feet outside the bars.


  “Do you want to fuck me?” he screamed at her.


  “What?”


  “Open the door!” Landon pounded on the door, cursing.


  “Answer the question, Chastity.”


  She bit her tongue, holding back another demand that he stop calling her that name. Because she knew how important the next words out of her mouth were.


  “Open the goddamned door, Turner!” Landon called.


  Mitch took another step forward. “Yes or no, do you want to fuck me?”


  “I can’t answer that,” she said. Of course she wanted to fuck him. But if she said that, he’d think Chastity had answered. Because Chastity would never refuse the offer. And if she said ‘no,’ he’d know she was lying. And the Eden-he-used-to-know didn’t lie.


  “Why not? It’s a simple question.”


  No, it was a loaded question. No matter which way she answered, she’d lose. He already knew what she wanted. If her quick breaths, the heat she’d felt rise on her cheeks and chest from the moment he’d walked into the room weren’t enough, he must have noticed the hard nipples pushing against the thin fabric of her dress.


  “Don’t you want me?” His voice lowered, every syllable promising what she wanted. “To wrap your legs around me. Feel my cock slide inside you. Or maybe I’d bend you over and fuck you from behind.” He swallowed. “Ram into you, over and over, holding onto your hair as I take you, as I make you scream. Then would you answer the question? Would you scream it out as you come? As I make you come?”


  He slipped the key into the lock, gently turning it, all the while keeping her trapped in the intensity of his gaze. It was an angry look, far, far from the loving one she’d dreamt of. But it held so much heat, so much desire, she didn’t care.


  He opened the door of the cage, still telling her all the things she could have if she only said yes. She wanted him. She wanted him so badly, the need consumed her. The lust Chastity brought with her pulsed like the base of her favorite song. But Eden couldn’t give in to it. As much as she wanted to, she couldn’t say yes. To Chastity or to him.


  Neither Eden nor Mitch would come out of this unscathed. He wanted more than proof. The moment she gave in, would he give her what he was promising, or would he turn and walk away? Would he be able to walk away?


  She backed up, not trusting herself or him, only stopping when her ass hit the other side of the cage.


  “I know I do.” He didn’t stop talking, didn’t stop moving forward. “I want to be inside of you so bad, it hurts.” The only wall between them was built of desire, of heat. And, with every step, he pushed it deeper into her. “I want to press you up against these goddamned bars, lift your skirt and take you. Hard. But that won’t be enough, will it?” His eyes scoured her body, the intensity exposing her, branding her skin. “You’re so goddamn hot. And I know exactly how you feel inside. It’s burned into my mind—every thrust, every time your body tightened around my cock as you came. I need to feel that again. Right now. I want to be so fucking deep inside you, we might never come apart again.”


  Her body shuddered with anticipation. Every word making her denial even weaker.


  “I’m going to make you come so many times, you won’t be able to stand.” He moved her by the waist, so their hips met…and released. In…and out. “Until you can’t breathe.” Again. “And then I’ll fill you with my come. So my heat lingers. So you remember me being inside you.” And again. “Until the next time. And the next time. And the next time.”


  Yes, that’s what she wanted. Everything. She wanted it all.


  “Tell me.” With each word, his lips brushed hers. So close. He was so close. “Tell me you want that as much as I do.”


  “Yes,” she breathed when she couldn’t hold it back any longer.


  “Then say it.” His hands clutched her ass, grinding his erection against her. “Tell me you want to fuck me.”


  She didn’t dare move, knew he was looking for any reaction that would give her away. Was looking for signs of embarrassment as she said the words he wanted her to say, all of the things she wanted him to do to her. But he was still looking for the person who would blush when she said it. And Eden was no longer that person. Her mind swirled, Chastity pushing forward.


  Eden felt like she was being suffocated between them—Mitch on the outside and Chastity from within. It wasn’t fair. No one could fight this.


  All she could do was hold onto the love she felt for him, the hope of what might be. Or they’d all lose.


  “I want to make love to you, Mitch.”


  His arm came up quickly, about to strike, but instead it landed on the bar next to her head. “Tell me exactly what you want me to do to you.” He ran his teeth across her jaw, biting.


  She blinked so she could focus, remember the game he was playing, mentally shoving Chastity away like she was…well…a bitch in heat. “I want to make love to you.”


  When he pulled back, he looked confused, as if her reply threw him off. But it was only momentary. “Not like that. You want me to fuck you. Say the words.”


  She swallowed, shaking. “What will words prove, Mitch? No matter what, you’ll think I’m lying.”


  He inhaled deeply, as close to losing control as she was. “I’m just asking you a simple question.”


  “And I answered it. Believe me or don’t—I don’t care. Words prove nothing.”


  He studied her, not moving or speaking. His eyes burned hers. But despite the heat, she couldn’t look away. She didn’t dare look away.


  “You’re right. It’s everything behind the words that holds meaning.”


  “Then ask another question.”


  The pounding on the door stopped. Or it could’ve been the entire world.


  “Do you trust me?” he asked finally.


  The question hung in the air. Why that? Of all the things he could ask her, how would that prove anything?


  “Yes,” she said. She had to. She had to believe that he would return in kind. Or she’d—


  A shot rang out, puncturing the door, sending large slivers of wood into the room. Landon shoved in was left of it and came barreling into the room, his weapon raised.


  “Leave her the hell alone, Turner.”


  The commotion had made her jerk, but Mitch’s arms on either side of her had kept her still. He continued to look at her as if he hadn’t heard a thing, his stare heavy on her.


  “Turner, get out of the goddamn cage.”


  Mitch blinked and shook his head slightly, as if shaking off a dream. He glanced at Landon before turning back to her. Then he leaned in, so close that she could feel the heat of his breath on her ear.


  “Guess how I know you’re lying,” he whispered. “How I know you’re not her.”


  “Now, Turner,” Landon yelled. “Don’t make me shoot you.”


  He didn’t react, didn’t even flinch. “Because Eden would never trust me.” His voice caught. “Not after all I’ve done to make her not.” Then he pushed away from her and stormed out of the room.


  She wanted to call out to him, beg him to talk to her, give her another chance, but she couldn’t speak. Her breath was shallow, adrenaline pulsing through her veins. She tried to stand upright, to do something to regain her balance. But the look on his face filled her mind, smothering all logical thought, leaving only hopelessness behind. He hates me. Because of her eyes. The same eyes that had seen through all of his walls, had known who he was behind his fear and self-loathing.


  If he could just close his own, would she stand a chance of reclaiming what was once hers? Close your eyes, Mitch. Close your eyes and pretend that you still love me.


  “You okay?” Landon asked.


  She swallowed as she pried herself off the bars.


  “I’m fine,” she answered gruffly. Words that proved nothing.


  


  CHAPTER XIV


  It wasn’t safe for Mitch to leave the house now that he had something The Clinic wanted. But it wasn’t safe for him to be in the house either.


  He was running out of options. But one thing men are always ready for is something physical. And the shit he’d pulled after his last fight had only made him a more desirable opponent to guys who were too stupid to know better.


  Tonight he took his time, gave the other fighter a chance to think he was really doing some damage. Mitch didn’t duck. Fuck. He didn’t even move. He simply enjoyed every punch the guy threw. Felt it shake his body, bruise his muscles. If he was lucky, maybe he’d have some good internal bleeding going by the end of it.


  Eventually her image would be knocked out of his skull. At least the pain was there to help him feel better. Less angry. And a lot less horny.


  Landon’s dramatic entrance had actually been a blessing. Even if she’d said exactly what Mitch wanted to hear, he still might not have been able to make it out of the cage without fulfilling every promise he’d made.


  Forget about it, asshole. Focus on the fight, not on her. Or he would get a fucking hard-on and, in a Fight Club, there’s no coming back from that. No one will want to get too close to the prick with the hard prick.


  He squeezed his eyes shut to try and rid his mind from the look on her face. From the way her body had been practically begging him to make good on his offer. Yep, if Landon had shown up about three seconds later, he would have walked in on an even more disturbing scene. And Mitch would be feeling even worse than he did right now.


  If he gave in to the needs of his body, of her body, it still wouldn’t be enough. Because it would be with the wrong woman. Ah, what a fucked up world we live in. He sees Eden, wants Eden, and can’t have Eden. Because she wasn’t actually Eden. And screwing her alter-ego would be hollow and meaningless. Like pounding back a cup of coffee so you don’t fall asleep while driving and then, after you wake up in a ditch, realizing it was decaf.


  He needed to go home now, to be there when Eden woke up. So he ended the fight. Quick and dirty. But this time he didn’t offer to help his opponent stand back up. He just walked away. Was that a sign of inner-spiritual-growth or inner-I-don’t-have-the-time-or-interest-to-give-a-fuck?


  Yep. He wanted to be there when Eden woke up. Then he’d feel a hell of a lot better.


  § § §


  In the morning, the first thing Mitch did was throw on some clothes. The second was go check on her. He’d spent half the night feeling Hyde scratch apart the inside of his chest like the bastard was peeling off wallpaper. Then, once that delightful experience was over, he spent the rest of the night telling himself that everything would be okay—Eden would be back, and whoever she’d been yesterday would’ve disappeared like a wallet accidentally left behind on a barstool.


  But his inability to sleep wasn’t because of the excitement of seeing her again. It was more because he didn’t know if he’d ever have anything to be excited about again.


  He stood in the doorway to his bedroom, checking out the damage Landon’s bullet had created and waiting for her to open her eyes. She was curled up on the mattress inside her cage, her back to him. After a few minutes of trying to quell his anxiety-riddled impatience, he smacked his hand on the door. It wasn’t a particularly loud sound, but it had the intended effect. Even more than the intended effect.


  She flipped off the mattress and was in a fighting stance before his hand had dropped. When Chastity’s eyes made a B-line to his, he felt the little hope he’d had plummet out of his chest and splat on the floor, never to be seen again.


  “Oh, it’s you,” she said shyly. Her gaze and her fists lowered at the same time. Almost like she was defeated with just one look at him. “Good morning.”


  “Not so much.” Why had he thought this time would be any different? Karma being what it was, he didn’t get what he wanted. Ever. And somehow he’d forgotten that.


  “They’re just eyes, Mitch.”


  “Just eyes? Sure. Eyes that tell me nothing has changed.” He threw his fist at the door. “Or that tell me everything has changed, I guess.”


  “Can we talk about it? I’d hoped—”


  “Don’t hope.” He focused on the bars, the symbol of who they were and everything that kept them apart. Because if he looked within to what they held, he’d see her. And he might not be strong enough to do what was necessary. Eden had always done what was right, even when it hurt. So he tried to remember the lesson. Whoever was in that cage should be protected at any cost—by him and from him. Because, somewhere inside of her, Eden still breathed. He didn’t hope, he knew.


  “What is life without hope?” she asked.


  Survival. “You and I don’t have the luxury. Because of what we are.” Do animals hope? No. They survive. They live. Each day like it’s their last. As if tomorrow they’ll encounter a predator they can’t outrun and will be ripped to shreds before they can escape. So hope? No. Hope is a luxury animals don’t have.


  “You’re wrong.” She gripped the bars in her hands. “Everyone has the right to something good. But some of us have to fight harder for it. Don’t give up on me. Don’t let the color of my eyes determine who I am. That’s not fair.”


  “Hasn’t anyone ever told you that life’s not fair?” His hand rested on what was left of the doorknob.


  “Don’t give up. Not on me and not on yourself. There’s a light at the end of this tunnel, Mitch.”


  “Maybe.” But if there was, the tunnel was so fucking long, he felt like he’d been in it his entire life. And it would take three more lifetimes to get to the goddamn end.


  “Wait!” she called as he slammed the broken door, putting another barrier between them. Unfortunately, it wasn’t enough.


  Downstairs, he forced himself to empty a heavy squirt out of the syringe before injecting himself, just enough to quell Hyde and his own, personal, entirely-too-human anguish. His system was becoming acclimatized to the drug, each time demanding a little bit more. Not healthy, smart, or productive.


  Last time, asshole. After this, you’re cut off. After it hit, Mitch felt a lot better. Not happy, but better.


  Yesterday he’d escaped to go get his ass kicked before giving Landon a chance to berate him for his behavior in her cage. But Landon made up for time lost. So Mitch explained that—since Landon was the one who’d discharged his firearm unnecessarily—he was probably just directing his anger at himself onto Mitch.


  Then Landon got all huffy and went to go check on her again. Bringing her food and something to drink. Nice guy. Smart guy. Acting as a buffer between the two monsters, so Mitch didn’t have to get near her.


  He spent most of the day thinking, the same damn doubts circling through his mind. What if Landon was right? What if it was really Eden up in that cage, or the new person she’d convinced Landon she was? For Mitch, accepting that was next to impossible, but the idea brought a certain peace along with it. If she was truly a different person, then she was no longer the woman he’d fallen in love with. He could chose to see her as an entirely new person and not feel drawn to her, desperate to hear her voice, feel her touch.


  Even if she still used Eden’s name and voice, she wasn’t the same. He didn’t love, had never loved, nor would never love, the person upstairs in the cage. Because if he loved her, after she accepted both sides of herself, then that would mean she might expect him to be able to follow suit. And he couldn’t. It just wasn’t possible. He wasn’t worthy of acceptance, of love. He wasn’t worthy of anything other than a cage.


  Hearing footsteps thundering down the stairs, Mitch wondered if Landon was going to break through the wood. He stormed into the dying room, which was Mitch’s new favorite place. Because it was as far away from where she was as could be. Maybe he should move into the pool house.


  Landon towered over him, looking so pissed off that Mitch could see a fight coming on. And it made him glad. He sat up, almost excitedly, anticipating quite a fight.


  “Are you so frigging sedated that you are missing this?”


  “Missing what?”


  “You locked your girlfriend in a cage and practically assaulted her!”


  “First off, go ask her if I did anything other than suggest a few…ideas to her. And second, she’s not my girlfriend. I don’t have a girlfriend. And even if I did, that…woman in there is not her.”


  “If you let her talk, you’d notice the way she speaks, the way she thinks. She’s not Chastity. I didn’t spend too much time with her, but I know Chastity couldn’t go five minutes without saying ‘yes’.”


  Mitch tasted blood as his teeth smacked together. “Don’t.”


  “You claim to know Eden so well. But maybe you should rethink that. Think about whether the pedestal you put her on warped your perception of who she was. And is.”


  “Don’t talk about her.” When he stood, Landon took a step backwards. But he wasn’t afraid of Mitch, even though he probably should be.


  “Why are you so stupid, Turner? So frigging self-destructive? Is it him? Does he make you do this to yourself?”


  “This is self-preservation.” His thighs ached with the need to launch him toward the cop, taking him down for fucking with Mitch’s memory of her.


  “At whose expense?” Landon shouted in his face. “In case you haven’t noticed, you’re not helping. You and your issues with Eden—”


  “Chastity.”


  “Your issues with Eden are not only hurting her. They’re affecting this operation. We have bigger problems than your emotional shit.”


  Mitch shoved him, but the guy held his position. The men glared at each other, only about two feet separating them. If this was going to get physical, it would be a good match-up. Landon was about the same height as Mitch, though slightly smaller in build, and the cop was trained to fight. But Mitch knew if it came down to it, he had something Landon never would—enough rage to hurt. Enough hate to kill.


  His hands were fisted so tightly, they were beginning to ache. Maybe it was muscular, maybe it was spiritual—his body’s way of letting him know how much it was looking forward to war. Mitch was a weapon. Coiled so tightly, if he started something without ten guys surrounding him, ready to pull him off, it might never end.


  Don’t do it, asshole. Don’t do it. He looked up towards the sky, only seeing the ceiling—another fucking wall to close-in on him. If only something other than fate could control him. ‘Cause fate seemed to have a hell of a fucked-up plan for his life. Leading him around in circles, showing glimpses of what could’ve been if he’d been another man, a better man. He knew where he was going, where fate was taking him—a long, scenic tour on a violent path leading into the ground. All he could hope for is that he only took those who deserved it along with him. He leaned back on his heels, throwing his center of gravity off, and fell down onto the couch.


  “Have you just forgotten about the people who took her to begin with?” Landon asked.


  “Of course not,” he mumbled, grabbing the tequila bottle and pouring the last sip of poison down his throat. What if the cop was right? Chastity was simple, predictable. You knew just what you were getting, just what she was offering. The woman upstairs was different. “They did something to her, Landon. Something awful. Something that made her someone else.”


  “How the hell do you know?” He blew out a breath. When he started speaking again, his voice was lower, calmer. “Just go talk to her. Don’t yell at her. Don’t freak out on her. Talk to her.”


  No. If Mitch went into that room, he wouldn’t be able to speak. Or hear. Or believe. “That reminds me—you owe me a new door.”


  “And you owe me a bullet. Let’s call it even.”


  “Were you really going to shoot me?”


  “You and your frigging questions. Why not try asking one that doesn’t piss someone off? You know what? Even better, why don’t you actually try listening for once in your life.”


  Mitch looked up at him blankly. “Did you say something?”


  “You’re a funny guy, Turner.” Landon rolled his eyes. “But funny isn’t helpful.”


  “I beg to differ on that.” Funny was all he had.


  “You haven’t listened to a word she’s said. Like she’s some kind of leper. She’s not. She’s not that much different than she used to be. She’s Eden with a different eye-color. If you spent one minute with her, you’d know that.”


  No. He couldn’t. To see her, to hear her speak might make him reconsider his new beliefs. No. She wasn’t Eden. Nothing about her was Eden. That theory was the only thing keeping him together.


  “So you just want to leave her in the cage forever? That’s your brilliant plan?” The cop just stood there, his hands on his hips, waiting. But he wouldn’t like Mitch’s answer. Because, honestly, even Mitch didn’t like his answer. But it was the only one he could handle.


  “Tomorrow maybe. Tomorrow or the next day.” When she was right again. When he was right again. Fuck. Who was he kidding? Nothing about this was ever going to be right again.


  “No. You do this now. We do this now. It won’t get any easier. She’s got information, whether she realizes it or not.” He fiddled with something in his pocket. “She says they will give you the serum. Stop you from being such a gigantic asshole all the time. Stop Hyde from screwing with your head.”


  “I’m not taking any more of that shit. Ever. They had fifteen years of fucking with me. I think I’ve given them enough.”


  “Is it really that much worse than the shit you’re already shooting into yourself?”


  “At least I know what it is. The one person you can always count on is a good drug dealer. It doesn’t make good business sense to kill your customers, not when they still have money in their pockets. ” And him being dead was the only way The Clinic was going to get her back.


  “So it’s a ‘devil you know’ kind of thing?”


  “Yeah. And the other devil I know not to trust. So thanks, but I’ll be fine without The Clinic’s ‘help’.”


  “I don’t think it’s that simple.” Landon shook his head sadly. “But there’s only one way to know for sure. We’ve got a woman upstairs who’s been there, who’s spoken to them. So try pretending to be a normal human being for a half a second and talk to her. Even if you don’t believe she’s integrated both sides of her, fake it. Because if we’re going after them, we need to deal with this. And now is a shitload better than later.”


  “Why are you doing this, Landon? I have nothing better to do than self-destruct, but you…You’re fucking up your life going after these people. For what? Your pride?”


  “No,” he said, shaking his head. “My pride’s long gone.”


  “Well, I hope to God you’re not doing it for me, because that is a losing game, my friend.”


  “Not you, either.”


  Mitch saw the fight leave him. Saw it slide away as if it had never been there, leaving a sense of loss behind, a sadness. Crap. He couldn’t deal with her tears, and she was a girl. He sure as hell hoped Landon wasn’t going to start bawling all over him.


  The silence lingered, like the stench of rot. Mitch knew he should look for the cause, pull back the curtain, but he didn’t want to see what was behind it.


  Oh shit. “Alright, spill. Just let it out. But if you start ugly-crying, I am not wiping away your snot.”


  Landon smiled lightly. “You’re a prince, you know that, Turner. A prince among men.”


  “Of course I know that. You’re the one who hasn’t been keeping up. So say it already.”


  “You wanna hear my sob-story?”


  “No.” He got comfortable on the couch, getting ready for a long and uncomfortable stay. “But you’re going to tell me anyway.”


  Landon snorted.


  “Fine. You talk to me, I talk to her. Then she can talk to you or the gardener or whoever the hell else she wants to talk to and then he can talk—”


  “I get it!” Landon put his hand up. “Just shut up already. I talk to you, and you do something other than throw cheap lines at her and practically assault her. Shit, what the hell else was she going to say?”


  The truth. But Mitch didn’t say that. Instead he put his lips between his teeth, and motioned to Landon to get his chat on.


  The cop poured himself a drink without saying a word. Then his face went through a series of sneers, grimaces, and other faces that said, ‘I don’t know how the hell to say this without coming off as a total pussy’.


  Great. Mitch started to reconsider the bullet issue—maybe he should just have Landon shoot him now.


  “You two aren’t the first I’ve come across.”


  He looked at the cop, confused. “Wait, I’m already lost. The first two what?” Then he got it. This was the conversation he and Landon had promised each other they’d have in the ring. Two weeks ago. The same day The Clinic took Eden. The same day Jolie tried to kill her. The same day Hyde almost ra—


  Mitch swallowed. “Yeah, I…figured.” This was the conversation that never seemed to happen because Mitch was too fucking obsessed with her to care about anything or anybody else. Damn it. “I’m listening.” Finally.


  Landon nodded, not looking at him. He stared out the window instead, speaking as if Mitch wasn’t there at all. “I used to be a sergeant in Atlanta. One night a few years ago, my partner and I found a woman. She’d been…abused. Raped. But when she came around, she couldn’t tell us anything. Said she’d been asleep. No one else believed her—they thought she was nuts. I helped her because, well…because she’d been raped. And after a while, I helped her because…”


  He loved her. Mitch could see only one of his eyes, but what he saw in it was pain and regret. “Shit, man. I’m sorry.”


  “Long time ago. Another life, so-to-speak.” He blinked and stretched his neck. “Anyway, eventually I figured out that she lived on the streets after she leaving a facility in Florida called ‘The Clinic’. Of course, I thought it was some kind of psychiatric hospital, and she didn’t correct me. Just an occasional obtuse comment about her life before moving to Atlanta.” He swept his arms around. “Sunny South Florida. But she didn’t want me looking into it, like she wanted to forget that part of her past. Live a semi-normal life with me. But after she died…because of the way she died, I moved here and started looking. Hadn’t found anything substantial enough to move on.” His lips tightened. “And now I do. And I will move on it. All the way to the truth.”


  “Do you believe what”—Mitch pointed up—“is telling you? That they want to help me?”


  “I don’t know what I believe anymore,” he grumbled. “When Tara’s—that was her name, Tara. When she was her…dark side, she told me some pretty messed-up shit. But she lied a lot.”


  Just like Chastity.


  “So,” Landon continued, “is The Clinic here to help? I don’t know. I suppose it makes a certain kind of warped sense, doesn’t it? Tara didn’t seem scared, like they’d come looking for her. She sometimes talked about the medications they gave her, though. Sometimes she wished she had them, and other times she wished she’d never taken them. She was more afraid of herself.”


  “What happened to her? Did she ...?” There was still so much they just didn’t know.


  “It looked like a mugging gone bad in a part of town where muggings just didn’t happen. Like the girl in the alley that Jolie murdered. And there was nothing. A totally clean kill. But it just felt…personal. Like the perp had known her.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  Landon shook it off and twisted in his seat. “She was fine most of the time, by the way.”


  “What?”


  “She was fine. Normal. Human. Whatever you wanna call it. She changed a lot, but she was okay.”


  “Did she have a regular cycle?”


  “I don’t think so. She was always afraid she’d change on a night she wasn’t expecting to. On the day before she died, we went cage shopping—that’s how I knew about yours.” He chuckled. “How many women have boyfriends who’ll go shopping for cages with them?”


  “No idea, but I know I sure can’t find one,” Mitch joked.


  A tear ran down Landon’s cheek, right into his smile. “I wish it was kinkier than it sounds, but after she showed me the first time, I cuffed her to her bed every night. I wasn’t allowed to stay though. She didn’t want me to see her dark side after that one time. She…um…couldn’t control her impulses and was afraid she would do or say something that would scare me.”


  “Did she?”


  “Ever say something that would scare me? I told you she didn’t want me to stay.”


  “I know. And I also know that you did stay. Maybe not every night, but some. You loved her, right?”


  “Right,” he mumbled. Then he looked down at his drink, circling it so the burnished liquid stretched towards the top of the glass, wanting to escape. “Yeah, I loved her. Both of her. All of her.”


  The men were silent, Landon probably reliving that portion of his past, and Mitch thinking about the present. He didn’t want to think too much about the future because he was afraid of what it might bring…to all of them. The only sure-thing was that he’d take down The Clinic—that idea was keeping him alive.


  At whose expense? Landon’s question buzzed in his head like the mosquito that circles you, landing briefly, and no matter how many times you swat it away, it always comes back. Eventually, the point comes when you realize that until it bites, gets its fill of you, it will never leave you alone. And so you let it. But this was far more than one mosquito. This was a swarm. And Mitch knew that he if faced the truth of it, there was a big chance he’d end up sucked dry.


  At whose expense? Everyone’s.


  “Okay,” Landon said, wiping his eyes roughly. “I showed you mine. Now it’s your turn.”


  “No, thanks.”


  “Not optional, dude. Tell me about your wicked stepmother or the old lady you lost your virginity to. Something. Anything.”


  Mitch stared at him for a while, wondering what he could possibly say that would come even close to what Landon had shared. Something that personal. “Alright, cop, you asked for it. Tat-for-tits, or whatever.” Then he cleared his throat, readied his confession. “You know what my worst problem is? It’s not her, or who she is.” He didn’t look at Landon, just saw his pitying expression out of the corner of his eye. “It’s me.”


  “Why do you say that?”


  “Because…” He wet his lips, wondering how to say all of the things he was thinking. That he was weak, that he kept fucking things up, that he couldn’t trust himself. But like he’d told her—it was what was behind the words that told the story. And the only thing he could trust were actions. Or reactions. And that was the biggest problem, wasn’t it? His reactions.


  So when he spoke, it wasn’t pretty. “Holding him down is torture.” The words only a garbled up message, a symbol of everything that wasn’t good enough inside of him.


  “Hyde?”


  “Is there another demon I should know about?”


  “Nah, sorry. Keep talking.”


  “I feel him constantly. Sometimes it’s like he’s far away, and other times…he’s so close, we’re almost one person. And not a good one.”


  If she really had combined her two halves like she wanted him to believe, he envied her. Wished he didn’t feel the constant pain of being pulled apart. The sense of desperation that came with knowing your evil was more powerful than your good.


  How could she have accepted that person? Granted, Chastity was nothing like Hyde, but she sure as hell wasn’t the kind of person he’d think Eden would want to share a body with. But if it had really happened for her, to her, whatever, he was glad. At least one of them could be happy.


  “You aren’t him, you know?” Landon said. “You’re better than he is.”


  Mitch looked at the poor, deluded guy. “How the fuck do you know?”


  Landon shrugged and took another drink.


  “And I just…if I let him go, let him out, I think I’d finally feel…peace. For the first time in my life, I’d feel peace.”


  “What about while you and Eden were together? You didn’t feel it then?”


  “What I felt then was…” Joy. Satisfaction. Hope. He shook his head—those thoughts were useless. “It didn’t last, and it’s not coming back. But if I let go…” He didn’t know how to say it without scaring Landon. And yet, he needed to confess. “If I let go for even one moment, Hyde would do horrible things. But I’d finally be able to relax.” He chuckled bitterly. “What kind of man does that make me? That the only way I’ll ever feel peace comes with a death toll?”


  Landon didn’t say anything. There was no ‘Come on, man. You’ll be fine,’ or ‘I’ll make sure you don’t go postal’. Probably because neither was possible. So, at least he knew the cop wasn’t a liar.


  “How close is he right now?” Landon asked quietly.


  Mitch looked within, judging himself, weighing the pain he felt. “Pretty fucking close.”


  “She gave me something.” He pulled a large syringe out of his pocket and set it on the coffee table.


  “What is it?”


  “They gave it to her.”


  He chuckled. “I didn’t think she would ever go for a needle, but at least they aren’t sneaking into her cereal anymore.”


  “It’s not for her.”


  Mitch froze mid-breath. His gaze briefly leaving the syringe to look at the cop, see if he was joking. “Me? It’s for me?”


  “It’s the serum. They want you to be you enough to come in. I’m guessing they consider it a gift.”


  A laugh died in his throat as he stared at the shit. The shit that symbolized the last fifteen years of his life. Lies, deceit, lack of choice. It would’ve been funny if it weren’t so damned serious. Did they actually believe he would take this and come in willingly? After what they’d done to him? After what they’d done to her?


  “You need to go talk to her.” He put out his hand as Mitch started to tell him off. “It’s no longer optional. The Clinic told her about you. They said it will get harder—keeping him subdued. The longer you’re without the serum, the worse it’ll get. And then you’ll turn again and…you might not be able to come back”—he tapped the side of his head—“home.”


  Well, wasn’t that the best news he could’ve heard. But damn it, if it made sense. Over all those years of being secretly doped, he’d been able to control Hyde better. Damn it, he’d been able to control himself better. Sure, it had taken a lot of effort, hurt a lot of feelings, but he’d been in control. Kind of. Happy, happy days.


  Fuck. Would things really be better if he took their goddamned serum again? Would his life be easier knowing that shit was flowing through his veins? Or would giving them yet-another piece of himself just make him so fucking angry that he wouldn’t be able to live with himself anyway?


  “Would you take it, if you were me?” Mitch asked.


  “Hell no. I agree with you. There’s no way to know what they’d give you now. So unless it gets to the point of no return—literally—I wouldn’t touch that thing. But you still need to talk to her. Even as a kid, I hated playing telephone. I’m tired of being the go-between.”


  Mitch nodded. “You’re right. That isn’t what I’m paying you for.”


  He glanced around the room. “Although, I have yet to actually do what you’re paying me for.”


  “You mean cleaning up the mess?” Mitch laughed. “Dude, housekeeping aside, you’ve been cleaning up after me for weeks.”


  The corners of Landon’s mouth curled, but the smile never took root. Understandable—what did either of them really have to smile about? “It’s just a little bit longer. We’ve been sitting on our asses waiting for something to happen for too long. Now we have a chance to make something happen. Let’s not blow it.”


  Mitch picked up The Clinic’s ‘gift’ and rolled it between his fingers. He’d spent the last two weeks doing absolutely nothing but worrying about the woman upstairs. And now that she was finally here, within his grasp, he was acting like a frozen popsicle—back to doing nothing but waiting to melt or be consumed.


  Landon was right.


  Time to move, asshole. Time to do something. He took a deep breath and hauled his ass of the couch. “Alright, cop. I’ll talk to her. But I need a chaperone.”


  “No shit.”


  


  CHAPTER XV


  Eden sat up on the mattress when she heard footsteps on the stairs. Two sets. Her heart sped, and she smoothed down her dress as she stood. Really? This isn’t a date. He wasn’t going to chat about the good old days or apologize for all his screaming and angry foreplay-slash-coercion. She had no idea what he would say, but it was a sure bet that their last few conversations probably hadn’t cleared everything up.


  Mitch stopped at the doorway, taking a deep breath before he came into the room. His eyes avoided the cage, as if nothing inside of it could hold his attention and even the floor was more interesting than she was.


  What could she possibly say that he’d believe?


  The only one who looked halfway-normal was Landon, who was prodding Mitch in the back to make him move.


  “Sit down,” Landon said to him, pointing to the bed. “Just shove my stuff out of the way.”


  As he did, Eden imagined it was probably the only time in Mitch’s life that he’d obeyed someone.


  “Alright, kids. Here’s what’s gonna happen: Eden—”


  Mitch flinched.


  Landon rolled his eyes. “Eden is going to start talking. Turner is going to sit here until she’s done. And I am going to be quiet unless things turn ugly”— he looked pointedly at Mitch—“and I have to shoot someone.” Then he looked at her. “Okay, go.”


  Eden shifted from one leg to another. “I’m not sure what to say.” She couldn’t keep her eyes off Mitch, even though he still wasn’t looking at her. His face was bruised, and his body sagged in the chair.


  “Tell him what they told you.” Landon stood next to the dresser, leaning against the wall, watching them both. “About you and about him.”


  She tried to keep it short, hitting only the high points. That there were others like them who The Clinic was trying to help, that she’d spoken to one of them, and that they seemed happy. Or as happy as one could be.


  Mitch sighed a lot, shook his head and rolled his eyes a few times, but didn’t say anything.


  When she started to tell him what Alex had said about her DNA, that it might be the key to a cure, she saw his hands grip the bedspread, crush it in his fists. She hesitated, afraid of telling him too much when he still wasn’t ready to hear it. Maybe she’d started in the wrong place. The reason he wasn’t listening was because he didn’t trust her. He didn’t believe she was still her.


  “Mitch?” she asked. “Mitch, I’m still me. Or maybe I’m finally me. No serum, no lies, no Chastity. Just…me. My eyes are different and little pieces, I guess. But inside…I’m the same person I was. I don’t know how to make you believe me. I wish I did. What can I do?”


  When he raised his chin and their eyes locked on each other’s, she wanted to cry. Hell, maybe she already was crying. Silent tears from somewhere deep inside. Ones that didn’t dare show themselves for fear he’d ridicule them.


  “Tell me who you really are,” he said, his voice emotionless.


  She wanted to look away, break eye-contact, but she couldn’t. She knew that her eyes were part of the cause of his distrust and by seeing them, he could pretend she was someone else.


  “The Clinic believes—”


  “I don’t give a shit what The Clinic believes. I want to know the truth. And since I can’t have that, then I want to know what you think the truth is.”


  She felt her frustration become anger, lifting her chest, giving her strength. “Fine. Here’s the truth: I am whole now. I used to be someone who was always afraid, always hoping she was doing the right thing, because that was the only way to feel safe. I hid behind a false sense of propriety, of selflessness. But that’s changed. And you helped it along. The truth”—she spat out the word to rid the bitter taste it left on her tongue—“is that my ‘evil’ side wasn’t all that evil. Sure, she had her…quirks, but she also got some things right. She was strong and knew how to take care of herself. That’s the part of her that meshed with the weak, useless person I was.”


  “Eden isn’t weak,” he said through his teeth.


  “Did you just hear the one word, or were you actually listening?”


  “She isn’t weak.”


  “Stop saying ‘she’, I’m still Eden. Me. But I’m not weak anymore.”


  He glared at her. “Not weak.”


  “I’m not going to argue with you over semantics when there’s way more important stuff to argue about. Fine, I wasn’t weak. I was…what? Resilient?” Because I could take a licking and keep on kicking…weakly. “Is that a good enough word?”


  He tilted his head slightly. “One of many I might use to describe her.”


  “Me. And thank you…I think.”


  “If you were Eden, you’d know. You’d know how to walk into a room and make it impossible for anyone to remember their pain. And if she could do it for me, she could do it for anyone. She knew how to make people better simply by wanting it for them. She isn’t weak. She’s stronger than any of us.”


  He stood up slowly and took a step towards her, his voice lowering in pitch and volume. “When I looked into her eyes, I saw her soul. But I also saw myself, a better me—as if she loved so deeply, she’d brought me to a kinder, safer place inside of her.”


  She swallowed, wishing he’d believe it was still possible with the woman she was now. “I’ve changed, but I haven’t lost everything. We can still have something great.”


  He shook his head, his eyes slightly glazed. “It never made sense to me that we had four days together. Because four days was still so much more than I deserved. And I know I should be thankful for that time.” He grimaced. “Fuck, I know that alone should bring me to my knees in appreciation. But I can’t.” It was as if he wanted to stay trapped in a memory, mourning someone who was still alive but who he couldn’t see, even though she was standing right in front of him. “Because I’m too damn selfish.”


  He came to the cage and rested his forehead against the bars. “You see, even if I’m never allowed to touch her again, I want her to be able to touch someone else.” His voice dropped down to a whisper she wasn’t sure Landon was able to hear. But she did. Words meant for her ears alone, ones that she never imagined Mitch would speak, found their way to where they belonged.


  “Because until I knew her,” he said, “I thought that beauty was something you touch. It’s not. It’s something you feel. Something you know is in front of you even when your eyes are closed. And now, all I see is darkness. And I won’t believe that she’s returned until the lights come back on.”


  She wanted to reach out, put her fingers through his hair, cup his face in her hands, make his regret disappear. But she didn’t move. Because there was too much to lose. “Then close your eyes, Mitch. Close your eyes and see me.” Tears slid down her cheeks. “But see me as I am now. Not who you think I was. Because that woman was never real. I’m real. And I’m here.”


  He flinched back from the bars as if he’d been shot. Like the quick breath he sucked in was his last. “Don’t you dare tell me she isn’t real! You don’t get to talk about her. You don’t have the right.”


  Landon pushed off the wall and stepped forward. Mitch glanced at him. “I’m fine, Landon. Believe me, you’ll know when I’m not.”


  “Forgive me for being cautious.”


  “I promised I would behave. And I will. But that doesn’t mean I don’t get to stretch my legs, does it?”


  “Play nice, Turner.”


  Mitch nodded. “I’m all done.”


  Landon sighed. “Good luck, Eden.”


  “I don’t know what to say,” she said, solely to Mitch. “Because you won’t listen anyway. You talk about not being able to see me, but that’s because you’re not even trying. You don’t seem to care that I was unconscious for two weeks. You don’t seem to care that I was just as confused as you are when I woke up. Maybe more because I was surrounded by people I feared while you’re with people who love you. And you don’t seem to be able to hear that I’ve accepted myself—all of me, both of me, whatever you want to call it.”


  “So you combined the best of both sides? That’s it? Well…lucky you.” He fell into the chair, his arms wide open, his mind tightly closed.


  “You know what? I’m not perfect. I wasn’t then, in either form, and I’m not now. But at least I’m trying. At least I’m not afraid of who I am anymore. Believe me or don’t believe me. But that’s not why I’m here.”


  “Why are you here?”


  ”All I want…” She swallowed before her tough-girl voice betrayed her. Now was not the time for emotion. “All I want is the same thing for you. I want you to be whole. I want you to be safe. That’s why I came back here. Not because of them, because of you. And they want the same frigging thing. If you weren’t so goddamn stubborn, you’d be able to see that.”


  “Good,” he said, nodding. “Let’s talk about them. They told you they want us to be ‘whole’ and ‘safe’?” He chuckled bitterly, his smile tight. “You’re delusional if you think they give a shit about how we feel. Maybe you really are Eden. Because Eden is the only fucking person I know who would be so trusting of the people who doped us, killed my sister, and tried to kill you.”


  “They didn’t kill your sister or try to kill me. That was Jolie, not them. And yes, they doped us, but what would’ve happened if they hadn’t? Your sister would probably still be dead, except it would’ve been you who killed her. Just like your father.”


  He winced as the words flew out of her mouth.


  But it was too late to go back now. “Suck it up, Mitch. You want to talk truth? Well, that’s the truth. You know it, I know it, and even Landon knows it. Right?” She glanced at Landon who looked dazed, as if he’d been so focused on what might happen, that he’d stopped listening to what was happening.


  “But you don’t really want to hear the truth, do you, Mitch? You’d rather stay locked in your own prejudices than see any other side of things. How’s that working for you?” Her breath was shallow, frustration tightening her chest. “Let me guess. Hyde is harder to deal with. Nothing that worked before is working now. You’re afraid of him. More than you used to be. And that’s because you’re changing too. You think it’s just me, but it’s not. It’s you too. You don’t believe I’m not Chastity—fine. I can’t force you. And I don’t give a shit if you believe The Clinic has your best interests at heart. Because ultimately, it doesn’t matter. The only thing that matters is that they are the only ones who can stop you from becoming Hyde permanently. That’s all the truth you need to know.”


  “Nice speech. Did they give you a script to memorize or are you just improvising?”


  “Why are you being so goddamn stupid? Give them a chance. One more chance. Don’t you want it all to stop? To be cured?”


  “They just fed you what you wanted to hear. There is no cure for what we are. You said it yourself—it’s a part of you, down to your DNA. I don’t understand how you can trust one thing that comes out of their mouths.”


  “Maybe there isn’t a cure. But we already know about the serum. We don’t need to trust them to know it exists—we’ve already tasted it. So whether or not we trust them doesn’t matter. It’s not personal. We each have something the other needs.” Was any of this getting through? “Think of it like a business transaction, nothing else. We go back there, they do their little tests to find out how freaky we are, and then they give you the serum.”


  He sneered. “That’s how they said it would go down?”


  “You once told me that people lie, it was just something that I needed to accept. And if I didn’t, all I was doing was making my life harder. Do you remember?”


  He shrugged. “I say a lot of things. What’s your point? That I was right then and I’m right now? Great! Then we’re all done here.” He walked to the door.


  “Stop running away! We’re not done.”


  “Yes, we are. And I’m hungry. Chinese anyone?”


  “Sounds delish,” she spat. “But while you’re placing the order, ask them if they’ve ever lied to you, slipped some MSG into your food without telling you.”


  He whipped his head around. “Are you seriously going to compare the two?”


  “My point is that you don’t need to have a personal relationship with people you do business with. Do you trust all of your clients? Is that necessary? If we go into this deal, I trust that The Clinic are in it for themselves, only seeing what they can get out of it, and that their own interests are well, well, well ahead of ours.”


  “And that’s how you see this—as a business transaction?”


  “Of course. I’m not stupid. I know better than to trust them on a personal level.”


  He tapped the floor with his feet. “Let’s pretend for a moment that you’re right and that I even want what they are offering. That it’s possible to make some kind of deal with them, giving them what they want for what you want. The problem is that we’re not a team against a team. Because we”—he motioned between the two of them—“are not a team. Because I only have your word on it. Granted, the whole team-thing is new to me, so I could be wrong here. But aren’t you supposed to trust your team…mate to have your best interests at heart? That they’ll at least weigh your opinion or best interests in their decision-making?”


  “Of course.”


  “So what’s your angle? What do you get out of it if I agree to be their monkey?”


  “You. I get you.”


  He blinked, his eyes shining. Though she really couldn’t tell if his emotion was caused by anger or hurt or something else entirely. He was just too much an enigma to her still. Until he lied. Funny, the only way to know anything about him was to back him into a corner he had to lie to get out of. Because then she would know what he was really feeling.


  “Do you want me back, Mitch?”


  “No,” he said firmly. “I want her back.”


  Even her sigh sounded depressed. “And if she no longer exists?”


  His pause was long. “Then I suppose only the first part of the answer works.”


  The first part. No. She looked at his cheek, praying she’d see the little dimple that would tell her he was lying. He needed a shave. But other than that truth, there was nothing else on his face.


  “Okay,” she said quietly, swallowing her pain. “What you think about me…is what it is. I can wait.”


  He flicked his head, staring at her with a furrowed brow. She didn’t know what he saw, what he was thinking. But it didn’t really matter anyway. There were no choices, no decisions to make. He would learn to accept her or he wouldn’t. But yelling at him wouldn’t help.


  After Mitch left, Landon pushed off the wall. “Well, that went better than I expected.” He’d been so quiet, Eden had forgotten he was even there.


  “Why didn’t you say anything? I needed your help!”


  “Do you have any idea what I’ve done to get through to him? And nothing ever works.” He sighed. “I think you’re the only one who’s ever done it. So…you just need to keep trying until you do it again.”


  The only way she could help him was to convince him of something he was unwilling to do—to work with The Clinic. How hard could it be to make the world’s most stubborn person do a 180-mind-flip and play nice with his worst enemy?


  “What if I can’t change his mind, Landon?” Before his time ran out?


  “When a man’s not thinking straight…” He shrugged. “Well, sometimes a woman’s gotta do it for him.”


  


  CHAPTER XVI


  “You need to bring her in, Bertram. You need to bring her in now.”


  “I don’t understand why you’re so angry. She’s exactly where we want her to be—with Turner.”


  “And?”


  “And…she has one more day to either come back with him or we go get her.”


  “You’re a bunch of goddamn idiots. She’s not only with Turner. Because Turner is living with a cop. No one thought that was a problem? That I might need that information?”


  “We’ve taken care of Landon. He’s not a cop anymore.”


  “So you think that, by taking away his badge, you also took away whatever fucking personality traits that made him want to become a cop in the first place? She’s seen the facility. She knows what all of you look like. What are the chances the topic never comes up?”


  “I don’t think she’ll say anything. She has too much to lose, mainly Turner.”


  “I give as much of a shit about what you think as I do about Turner. Do you have any idea how much damage she could do to us? We’re not exactly ready for prime-time viewing. If what we’re doing goes public, we’re not going to just get detention.”


  “I know.”


  “Then do your goddamn job. We’ve spent decades on this project, and I’ll not have it ruined by a little girl who wants to play house with her boyfriend and pretend they’re normal. She comes back now—willingly or unwillingly.”


  “What about Landon?”


  “Remember that shit I didn’t care about? That goes for Landon as well. They all need to be brought in now. Because of your ineptitude, none of them can be out there. We don’t know what she’s told them.”


  “I’ll see to it.”


  “Oh, and Bertram?”


  “Yes?”


  “Only she needs to come back breathing.”


  § § §


  She was on top of him, straddling his waist, pressing his body deeper into the mattress. Her hand was over his mouth. He couldn’t speak.


  It would have been a great dream if he’d been asleep. But he wasn’t.


  She stared down at him with wide eyes, a look of intensity on her face.


  “What the fuck?” he said, the sound muffled. “How’d you get out of your cage?” And into mine? And what was she planning to do with him? Did she honestly believe he’d want to be with her like this? How many times had he told Chastity ‘no’?


  She pressed her hand tighter to his mouth. “I made a key. Now shut up. I’m going to uncuff you now.”


  “I am not in the mood to fuck you, Chas.” As soon as his hands were free, he grabbed her arms and flipped them both over onto the floor. Her body was rigid under his. And damn it, if a part of his didn’t react in the same way. “Not now. Not ever. Got it?”


  “Would you please keep your mouth shut for once?” she asked in a whispered shout. “They’re here.”


  That stopped him cold. He listened, ignoring the pulse of his body. And then he heard something. Footsteps in the living room, an occasional bump as whoever-it-was navigated the house.


  Probably just Landon, too drunk to think of turning on the lights.


  “It’s just—” Then he heard another bump. Unless the cop had invited a lady-friend over, which he knew Mitch would kill him for—this was a no-happiness zone, after all—that meant that there was more than one unwelcomed person downstairs. And that wasn’t good.


  He scrambled off her and quickly pulled on his pants. No man should fight naked—it just gave his opponent a better shot at grabbing something vital. She jumped off the ground and went through the open door of the cage.


  “Stay here,” he told her.


  “Oh please,” she snapped. “As if that’ll happen.”


  He glared at her, hoping that in the darkness, she could still see the dissatisfaction on his face. Then he crept to the door and nudged it farther to check the hallway. Should he go warn Landon? His room was in the opposite direction of the stairs. Hell, if the fight turned into what Mitch wanted it to be, Landon would hear eventually. Hopefully, he wouldn’t be too unhappy about getting to the party late.


  Damn it, they’d better be from The Clinic and not just some stupid kids trying to swipe his electronics. But, actually, they’d have to be some smart kids because the alarm system that he and Landon had installed was definitely not available at Walmart. So whoever was downstairs had hacked their way in, or bells would be ringing and the house would be singing.


  When he stopped at the top of the stairs, he felt the heat of her body right behind him. He could only afford a momentary warning glance at her. They were too exposed. And if anyone started walking up to the second floor, they’d see them both. So he didn’t waste time shooing her away. Maybe he was getting nicer. Nah. It probably was because most of his night had been filled with prime, Grade-A porn starring the two of them. And that made him feel slightly magnanimous towards everyone. Except the assholes who’d broken into his house and forced him out of a fantastic dream.


  He crept down the stairs, his back against the wall. She followed. Damn her. In a fight, he wouldn’t have time to worry about her. The bastards had already taken her once, and there was no way in hell they were taking her again.


  As soon as they hit the first floor, she stepped in front of him. He reached for her arm to pull her back, but she was already turning the corner. She was going to get herself killed. By an unknown amount of enemies.


  “Evening, gentlemen,” she said, smiling.


  Okay, there are at least two.


  Her gaze didn’t stray. “Are you looking for me?”


  She was out far enough that Mitch would be able to see someone attack her just before they got to her. The element of surprise is a fairly good item to pocket in a battle, so he stayed where he was. But he silently cursed at her…because it made him feel a little better.


  “We were sent to make sure you were alright,” someone said.


  They were talking. And they didn’t know he was there. This is gold. Finally, an honest conversation he could eavesdrop on.


  “Alex sent you?”


  The guy may have answered, but he didn’t do it vocally. All Mitch saw was a scowl pass over her face.


  “So you decided to break into the house?” she asked impatiently. “Don’t you know Mitch’s phone number?”


  The floor squeaked and the intruder asked, “Where are Turner and Landon?”


  “Upstairs sleeping. Like I was and would like to be again.” She shrugged nonchalantly, letting out a yawn. But her body was in a fighting stance, taut and ready.


  A fucking beautiful thing to behold and...Behave, asshole. Mitch wiped his hand over his eyes. This was not a good time to lose focus. So he only took one more long, appreciative glance before re-centering.


  “So…now that you know I’m okay, you can go.” She flicked her head to the front door and started walking backwards toward it. “Do you want me to show you out?”


  He heard the footsteps on the other side of the wall and readied himself. Then her face changed.


  “What’s going on?” she asked warily.


  “You need to come with us.”


  “No. They said I could leave whenever I wanted. And I wanted.” She shook her head. “Tell Alex not to wait up. I’ll swing by when I can.”


  She looked honestly bewildered. As if she’d thought she could trust them, but they’d just proven her wrong. Mitch had no idea what was on the other side of the wall, but whatever they were doing wasn’t gentlemanly. Therefore, he could be as fucking brutal as he wanted to be and whatever happened would be one of those ‘all’s fair’ kind of things. Wonderful.


  “You need to come with us.”


  “Um…you already mentioned that,” she said. “And I very politely said, ‘thanks, but no thanks’. When I’m ready to go back, I’ll call you for a ride. Or maybe Mitch will bring me.”


  Mitch could tell she was trying to lure them out, trying to coax them closer to where he stood. It was actually quite impressive how calm she was. And quite different from how both Eden and Chastity operated.


  Fuck, what if she’d been telling the truth? Worry about that later, asshole. If you’re still breathing.


  “Turner’s coming too.” The voice came from about a foot away, with only some two by fours and drywall separating them.


  “Really?” she asked, her eyebrow raised. “Have you asked him yet? Because he doesn’t usually agree to…” Her eyes darted around the room as she searched for the right word. But when she looked at him, the message was clear. It was only a brief glance, but held a confidence, a fire, and a get-ready-to-kick-some-ass warning in it. “Well, he doesn’t usually agree to anything. Let’s leave it at that.”


  “We aren’t planning on asking him.” The guy rushed her, grabbing her arm and twisting it.


  Before Mitch took a step, she’d ducked under her attacker’s elbow, spun, and kneed him in the groin. Confident. Cool. Fucking fast. And really fucking hot. No fear in her movements or on her face as she downed the guy and stepped over his writhing body. Then she turned towards the intruder Mitch couldn’t see, her stance wide and ready.


  “Alex should’ve sent more than two of you,” she said.


  Bingo. Only two. Her eyes didn’t stray towards him, but he knew she’d just sent him another message. She knew what she was doing. Not Eden-ish in the slightest.


  “Did you bring a lot of backup?”


  “Yes,” the man said.


  A grin spread across her face. “Being surrounded by liars has made me a lot better at reading them. Still far from perfect, but you’re an easy guy to read.” Then her smile disappeared. “You coming, or what?” She egged him on with the flick of her wrists.


  On the floor behind her, the guy she’d just ball-busted—literally—reached for his weapon. Mitch pounced. Flying through the air, all he could think was, ‘Oops’. Blinded by his dumb-ass desire to protect her, he’d left his back exposed and was now hurling himself towards her legs. He tightened his abs, trying to twist away. But he was too big to avoid hitting her unless she moved.


  Her foot connected with the man’s face, and she jumped out of away right before Mitch landed. The guy’s head smacked onto the wood floor. Something cracked—maybe wood, maybe skull. Mitch’s hand already grasped the man’s arm, preventing him from withdrawing his weapon. But it didn’t matter, the guy was out. Like, a-ventriloquist’s-dummy-without-a-hand-up-his-ass out.


  Jumping to his feet, Mitch saw the other man aiming a weird sort of gun at them, jerking it from him to her and back. Her hands were up in submission, her feet moving forward. There was no way she could take him down. Not without ending up with an extra hole in her body.


  “No!” Mitch yelled. He grabbed her by the shoulders, wanting to stop her or be in front of her. If anyone was going to end up dead, it sure as hell should be him. Well…he’d much prefer it was the guy holding the gun, but that didn’t look all that probable.


  Time slowed as it often does in times of too much chaos, not enough logic. Each movement so slow, he wondered if anyone else noticed. If anyone else felt it too. But instinct is impossible to combat sometimes. And this was one of those times. He would protect her, even if he died doing it.


  She whipped her head towards him, silver-blue eyes filled with anger. He swung her in a half-circle, so that he was closer to the gunman. She tripped over the lump-of-asshole on the floor and barely caught herself before she fell. Her eyes widened at whatever she saw over Mitch’s shoulder. Then she reached out, screaming, “No!”


  Maybe should’ve thought about that for one more second first. Pretending to be heroic had simply given the guy a larger, easier target to hit—his back. But at least it wasn’t hers.


  The last thing he felt was a pain unlike any other he’d ever experienced. Like he was being stabbed in the back. By a thousand arrows. No shock, no diminishing, no end. Just ongoing agony spreading from the point of impact to the rest of his body—the pain was a flame and his skin was gunpowder.


  The last thing he heard was her scream. A wail of anguish, of wanting to go five seconds back in time but not knowing where the rewind button is.


  The last thing he saw was a look of horror mar her beautiful face. The disappointment, her open palm held out towards him. Close, but not close enough. Never close enough.


  And the last thing he knew was that his life would end in regret. Not being there when Eden needed him. Not giving the woman who stood in front of him a chance. Because he was so fucking afraid.


  Did this moment make up for all the others? No. He wasn’t sure anything ever would. And now, it was just too damn late.


  


  CHAPTER XVII


  Eden rushed forward, stepping over the man who’d attacked them. But she didn’t stop to look. All she saw was Mitch, his body convulsing, both arms reaching out to her as if he was already worlds away.


  “Don’t touch him!” Landon yelled from somewhere outside of her tunnel vision. “It’s a Taser, Eden! Don’t touch him!” Then over Mitch’s twitching shoulder, she saw him tackle the gunman.


  Frozen where she stood, she watched Mitch drop to the ground, every limb jerking, every muscle cramped and seizing. He was being electrocuted right in front of her, dying right in front of her, and she couldn’t even touch him. Be with him. Help him.


  She slid down to Mitch’s still-jerking body. Her hands hovering above him, wanting desperately to touch but her mind refusing to let them. Not until it knew she was safe.


  She scrambled around him, looking for a source. The only thing she knew about Tasers was from movies—electricity flowed from the handheld unit through wires into barbs that went into skin. There were no wires. But something that looked like a small dart stuck out from the large muscle of his shoulder.


  “How can I make it stop?” she yelled. “What do I do to make it stop?”


  Landon grunted as his fists struck over and over until the gunman let go of the weapon and his body went limp. Mitch’s body contracted suddenly, raising him off the floor, and then dropped. The shaking of his limbs slowed to more of a shiver. Like he’d just returned from a beach vacation. In Antarctica.


  Landon climbed off of the unconscious guard and grabbed the Taser, studying it. “I’ve never seen anything like this before. I don’t—”


  “Can I touch him?”


  As soon as he nodded, she ripped the dart out and threw it across the room. Then she put her ear to Mitch’s chest, listening for a heartbeat.


  “Is he…?” Landon asked.


  She waved her hand to shut him up. She needed to concentrate, focus. What she didn’t need were distractions or explanations or—


  She heard something. It was dim, slow, and erratic. More like someone in the ICU than the strong, masculine fighter Mitch was.


  Is. He is. She took a deep breath, smiling nervously. “His heart is beating.”


  “Shit,” Landon yelled. “Okay, that’s good. I’m going to…” He paced back and forth. “I’m going to…do…something.” Maybe Landon had never almost lost a partner before. Or maybe he had and reliving it was knocking all of his cop-instincts out the window. All the more reason she needed to keep her shit together—now she was thinking for all three of them.


  “We need to get out of here, Landon. He needs help. And we need to find a place these bastards don’t know about. Get some stuff together—clothes, money, keys, and then go make sure they didn’t do anything to the car.”


  “Yeah, okay. I’ll—”


  “Just go,” she snapped. She heard him bounding up the stairs.


  Why now? If they’d wanted her back, why did they wait two days? They had to have known where she was. Rules still unknown, and the game has changed. But the prize hasn’t. She looked down at him—her prize—and checked his pulse again.


  She knew she was crying, drops falling onto Mitch’s bare chest, but her body was cold, her mind logical. CPR was out, until—unless—his heart actually stopped. He was breathing. Shallow, but it was something. So what the hell could she do for him?


  “Mitch! Mitch, come back! Be okay. Please, be okay.” Words—useless. As if he’d start listening to her now. There was nothing to do but wait. Until he decided if he was going to fight, or roll over and die. She thought of calling out to Hyde. Hyde would never roll over. He would never give up. His name formed on her lips…


  “What the fuck was that?” Mitch groaned, squeezing his eyes even tighter and grimacing. “Mother-of-all-that’s-evil, what the fuck did that bastard hit me with? A harpoon?”


  “Thank God!” She kissed his face—cheeks, forehead, eyes, lips, feeling his warmth and languishing in his non-stop bitching about the guy who zapped him. It didn’t matter what he was saying, just that he was talking…and breathing…and being.


  He opened his eyes, flinching when he saw her.


  She recoiled slightly from the look of shock on his face. “It was a stun gun. A really strong one.” She stood up and tried to refit her I-couldn’t-give-a-crap-about-you mask. One that matched the one he was wearing.


  “Huh. Never been zapped before. I hate trying new things.” He stayed on his back, rolling his head from side to side slightly. But he didn’t get up.


  “Can you move?”


  He glared at her, perhaps unhappy she saw him weak. “Give me a minute.”


  Anger rose inside of her, overcoming the fear she’d felt moments before. What would she have done if he’d died? If he’d gotten himself killed? “You always have to be the tough guy, don’t you? I said I could take care of it, but nooooo, you couldn’t have that, could you? A woman couldn’t possibly take care of herself.” She dusted herself off and shook out her hand, glancing at the two unconscious men. The fight was going to leave some nasty bruises. Her shoulder hurt, but not enough to make her believe anything was too damaged. Of course, once her adrenaline died down, her pain receptors would probably start screaming at her. Too little, too late. And she knew it wouldn’t be long until her body started healing.


  Mitch looked at her upside-down while she yelled, not moving to get up. Finally, she had a chance to talk to him when he couldn’t run away. Sure, it had taken about 10,000 volts to put him there, but suddenly it was all worth it.


  “They weren’t here to hurt us, Mitch. We have something they need—our DNA, our selves. If they kill us, they won’t be able to find out what makes us tick. The last thing they want is for us to die,” she yelled, throwing her arms out and pacing. “So unless you force them into it, corner them into no other option, they won’t hurt us. But that’s just too hard for you to do, isn’t it?”


  “I think what they want is a bit more singular,” he said. “You said they want your DNA. Great, you’re safe. But I don’t think the same holds true for my pathetic ass. My genes are so useless, they’d probably be better-off buying a new pair.”


  “Why do you constantly need to prove that you have the biggest dick?”


  He squinted slightly. “I’m a man. That’s a basic requirement.”


  She walked around him so he was right-side up and so that she could double-check the expression she thought she saw on his face. Damn it. She screams at him, and all that happens is his eyes soften and the corner of his mouth curls up in amusement.


  “I don’t know why the hell you think this is funny,” she spat.


  “Not funny, just…ironic.”


  Why did he always do that? Her anger was her own. He should respect it and treat it accordingly, which did not mean that he should belittle or be amused by it.


  “You were very impressive,” he said.


  “Don’t do that! Don’t say that! I don’t want to thank you right now. I want to beat the shit out of you right now for almost getting yourself killed.”


  “Now, to be fair”—his grin disappeared—“I think I almost got both of us killed.” He swallowed. “Sorry about that.”


  “Don’t be sorry!” Not now. Not for this. For anything, or everything, else. But not this. Not after she’d seen, felt, tasted, his death. Twirled it in her mind as the possibility became a probability. It didn’t even matter that it hadn’t actually happened. Because knowing what it felt like, experiencing that loss, had already left her with the reality of what it would be like someday. Someday soon, if he didn’t accept help.


  “Okay. I take it back.”


  “Damn, Turner. Are you alright?” Landon asked, carrying a bedsheet filled with crap over his shoulder Santa-style.


  Mitch rolled his head to the side to look at him. “Peachy.”


  Landon hefted his sack of goodies onto a side table.


  “Put that stuff in the car,” Eden said, knowing there was a thin layer of ice coating her tone, but not caring. “And make sure there aren’t more of them waiting to ambush us outside.”


  He looked at her with a raised eyebrow. “Yes, ma’am. But don’t you think he’ll need help to walk?”


  “I think that you have a gun you know how to use. I have feet and arms that I know how to use. So how about we each use our strengths to get the hell out of here?”


  He stared at her, possibly trying to decide if he should tell her to fuck off or not. When one of the guards groaned, Landon sighed. “Fine. Tie them up”—he flicked his head towards the still-unmoving bodies on the floor—“I’ll call the precinct to let them know they’re here. Not that they’ll be held too long before someone ‘loses’ their files, of course. But it might delay them.”


  “Leave it to the cop to be the good guy,” Mitch said, still lying on the ground. “I would’ve just left them in Hyde’s cage until they starved to death.”


  Landon grumbled under his breath, but picked up the bag of supplies and pulled out his weapon before heading outside.


  “Do you have anything to cuff them with?” she asked, looking at the men on the floor.


  “That’s one-part erotic and two-parts just plain disgusting—they’re unconscious.”


  “If you crack anymore bad jokes, I’m leaving you here. Do you have any cuffs that aren’t attached to a bed or not?”


  “Boy, did you come to the right place. One pair. No, two. No—”


  “Just tell me where they are.”


  “Dresser in Hyde’s room.”


  Eden took the stairs two at a time and was back before he’d had time to think of something else obnoxious to say. Probably, although one could never be sure. Maybe almost dying had simply messed up his comedic timing.


  The men were still alive, but their weight was of the dead variety, and though she was stronger now, even rolling two-hundred-and-fifty-pound limp bodies across a wood floor wasn’t an easy proposition.


  “Well,” Mitch said, “isn’t this awkward? Making a lady do all the heavy lifting while I relax on the floor.”


  “You took a proverbial bullet for me. I think that means you’re off the hook.”


  “I wish it was a bullet. Bleeding, I can deal with.”


  “You’ll be fine soon. Unless you piss me off too much.” Already exhausted from the evening before, she muttered obscenities under her breath the whole time—some directed at the jerks she rolled around and other directed at the jerk watching her roll them.


  “You should be nicer to Landon,” Mitch said. “He’s a good guy.”


  “I’m over the whole good-guy, bad-guy thing. I think I’m more concerned with the let’s-just-stay-alive thing.” She slapped her hands together and took a deep breath. “Do you think you can stand?”


  “Absolutely.” Then in one smooth move, he tucked his legs in and rolled up to a standing position. “You were right! I’m all better.” His eyes widened as his knees gave out and he started to slide down. “Kind of.”


  Eden threw her arms around him and held him up until he straightened one leg out and then the other, sliding them underneath himself and taking up his own body weight. Which only left his arm around her shoulders and both her arms around his waist. He looked down at her, his jaw clenching and unclenching. She should probably let him go. Even if it meant he would fall on his ass. But the way he was looking at her—confusion mixing with wonder—didn’t allow her to move. Or breathe. Or speak. She knew he was looking at her eyes, but wasn’t sure what he was seeing. Could he look past her irises, into everything she was, everything he’d helped her become? Or did his vision stop at their color, unable or unwilling to look beyond it?


  “I need your help,” he whispered, his arm tightening around her.


  “Anything.”


  He cleared his throat, covering his mouth with his hand, the movement breaking through the moment. “I don’t think I can walk on my own quite yet.”


  They didn’t speak as they went outside. Mitch leaned on her, still trying to wake up his legs with each step. When they saw Landon in the driver’s seat, the car running, he shifted and pushed her away slightly. As if now that he was able to move on his own again, he didn’t want their skin to touch. She walked to the other side of the car in silent immature protest. If he didn’t want her help, then if he fell on his face, it would be his own damn fault.


  “How you feeling?” Landon asked him. “ ‘Cause you look like shit.”


  “Of course I look like shit, asshole—I just had electric shock therapy. What’s your excuse?”


  Ignoring their testosterone-induced repartee, Eden slid into the backseat, shocked to see Mitch do the same thing from the other side. Before either of them could say anything, the car started moving.


  Mitch slid down, his head resting on the window. “Where to, Jeeves?”


  “The hospital,” Eden said quickly.


  He lifted his head. “I don’t need a hospital. I’m fine. In fact, I feel great. Like my battery just got a jump-start.”


  Why was he so stubborn? She glared at him, pointing at his hands that were still shaking. “Sure you do.”


  He wrapped his arms around his chest. “I’m fine.” Then he called to Landon, “Where we going?”


  “First, we find another car.”


  “But—”


  “Don’t say a goddamned word, Turner. We need a car we know isn’t being tracked. Call it ‘an emergency vehicle requisition by an ex-cop’ if you want. But I don’t wanna hear your shit right now. Got it?”


  “Yes sir, Officer,” he said. “And then where are we going?”


  “Somewhere safer,” Landon said. “We should’ve left this house a long time ago. They hacked into an alarm system that was pretty much unhackable.”


  Eden knew they would come back. With lots of friends and lots of weapons. She just didn’t know why they’d used force. The point had been made—they wanted her back. She wasn’t free to come and go like they’d promised. Not surprising in the least. But why the violence? Why not keep manipulating her, keep using the carrot just out of reach to get her to go to them?


  Were they that afraid of Mitch? Only using him as a means to get her to do what they wanted? All she hoped for was that, with their help, with the serum, Mitch could be safe. Like Justin. She hadn’t attacked first, the guards had. They must have expected a fight. Otherwise, they wouldn’t have brought those fancy Tasers.


  “I know a place they don’t know about,” Landon said. “Police raid right before I got canned.”


  “Where?” Mitch growled. “Damn it, cop, if you say it’s a crack-house that you cleared out, I’m going to kick your ass. I’m not in the mood to fight off a junkie for a place to sleep.”


  “It was a brothel. Nice place. You’ll like it.”


  “Are you fucking kidding me? Great. But if I get woken up by a near-sighted john who doesn’t know the place was shut down, I’m not taking responsibility for my actions.”


  “Mitch,” he said, glaring into the rear view mirror. “We need a cage. How many places do you know that have cages? It’s either the zoo or the brothel—take your pick. But I sure as hell am not bunking with a monkey while Hyde is fighting it out to be king of the beasts.” His voice was calm and commanding, giving them no other option. Not that they had any. “So, to have access to a cage while not harming any animals, we’re going to the brothel. It probably isn’t as strong as yours, but it’s the best we got. Plus, it has a great view of a parking lot, cuffs on the walls, and mirrors on the ceilings. But, unfortunately for you, all the other toys are in lock-up.”


  “Bummer,” Eden said without thinking. Landon’s eyes widened in the rearview mirror, and Mitch’s whipped his head towards her. “You wish. I only meant it would be nice to have ball-gags for both of you.” She looked out the window.


  “That sounds like fun,” Mitch snapped back. “I almost forgot how kinky you are, Chas. Let’s hit a sex-shop before we get to the brothel, Landon. Give the lady what she wants.”


  She could feel his stare, his animosity, heavy on her shoulders. She spoke without turning. “If you don’t have something nice to say…”


  “Then say something fucked up,” he finished for her.


  She’d had it with him. He was acting like a child, unable to keep his thoughts to himself. When she flipped around, he was right in front of her. She shoved him back, but he didn’t move.


  “It’s nice to see your strength is back, Mitch. Maybe your brain will start working again sometime soon.” She cocked her head. “We can hope, right?”


  “Oh, my brain is working just fine. In fact, right now it’s telling me that the zoo seems like a great idea. Because sleeping with a lion seems far more appealing than sleeping with you.”


  “Believe me, you have a way better chance with the lion than with me.”


  “Will you two shut up?” Landon yelled. “This is why I never wanted kids.”


  Mitch laughed. “She started it.”


  Landon smacked the steering wheel with his fist. “I don’t know if you guys are going to kill each other, or fuck each other, or fucking kill each other, or kill each other fucking. I really don’t. But whichever it is, just get it over with so we can all have some goddamned peace.”


  


  CHAPTER XVIII


  “This was a great idea, Landon,” Mitch said, looking at the outside of the dilapidated two-story building. “Any chance there’s a hideaway key?”


  “We’ll have to break it down.” Landon pushed them out of the way and took a few steps backwards, readying himself to kick it in.


  “You mean, you want to break your foot,” Eden mumbled, stepping in front of him. She unclipped a safety pin from her dress.


  “What are you doing?”


  She looked at them like they were stupid. And maybe she was right. But that didn’t have anything to do with their confusion.


  “It’s a gift from Chastity,” she said, bending it and then hunching down near the door lock. “A leftover skill she imparted to me.”


  That was how she’d gotten out of the cage. A fucking safety pin. He’d have to speak to the cage company about that sometime really soon. Because that was just wrong.


  After a few minutes of fiddling, she stood, pushed the door open, and held out the disfigured safety pin.


  “Impressive and highly disconcerting,” Mitch muttered. “Remind me to keep a few of those handy from now on.”


  She stood back to let them pass. Mitch nodded to Landon to go in first, because there was no way he was going to let her be last. If she ran for it, he’d have to chase her down. And frankly, he wasn’t up to it. She followed Landon inside without glancing back.


  The windows were all boarded up, so the only light downstairs came from the outside streetlights through the open door. Then the room turned red. Mitch had a moment of paranoid flashback until he saw the cheesy red lamp with sparkling fringe that Landon had just flicked on.


  “The sun will be up soon,” Landon said. “So we’ll have light if we take the plywood off a few windows. But only the ones facing the alley. No need to broadcast our being here to the whole neighborhood. I hope neither of you is afraid of the dark.”


  Not the dark, just the darkness.


  Mitch shut the door, locking it with a multitude of chains and deadlocks, closing them off from the outside world. “You always take me to the nicest places, Landon. Did you come here a lot before it was shut down?”


  “You were right about needing a ball-gag, Eden,” Landon said.


  They wandered around the downstairs. Even before the raid, the brothel must have been a sad place, not a romantic one. They all went upstairs together, Mitch’s sarcastic commentary and the noises from the street the only things they heard.


  “Pick a room, any room,” Landon said, opening various doors as they came to them. “Except for you, Turner. You get the kinky one.”


  Mitch watched her move in front of him. In the limited light, all he could see was her shape which, frankly, was beyond enticing. And the way she’d fought… If he hadn’t caught the Taser dart with his back, she might’ve been able to dodge it. Or deflect it with one of those handy safety pins.


  Things would be easier if it weren’t so damn hard to look at her from any other position than behind. Confidence radiated from her, so different than what he remembered. Except that wasn’t exactly true, now was it? He’d already seen two sides of Eden—the first unsure, sassy-but-sweet, able to deal with him, compete with him, even though she was soft, kind.


  But then when they’d really been together, put aside all their bullshit and really been together, he knew Eden was different. Different than anyone he’d ever known. Different than the woman he’d thought she was.


  His belief started to slip. Like his grip wasn’t strong enough and the facts were tugging against him. Hard. He shook his head, trying to reclaim his surety that she couldn’t possibly be the same person. She’d definitely changed, but…he trusted her. He’d never be able to trust Chastity like that. Fuck it all. He just didn’t know.


  He inhaled sharply when she stepped into one of the rooms, disappearing from his view. He rushed to the doorway, holding onto the walls, wanting—no, needing—to see her.


  And he did—only her. Her head turning from side to side as she examined the room. Her hand running along the surface of the low furniture. Her foot nudging the futon. With her touch, she brought each object in the room into focus, made them real.


  The room had been designed to look Japanese…ish—futon on a low wooden slat frame, dirty rug made from some weed-looking things. A cheap decal of Mt. Fuji stuck on the window allowed the only light inside. Next to Mt. Fuji was a sharp point of light—probably from a streetlamp directly outside the window.


  “Go find your own room. This one’s mine.” Her words were sharp, but quiet, subdued. Like she was telling him to leave her alone, but didn’t want him to listen.


  “Yeah.” He backed away slowly, equally unsure. “Night.” This time he left because she’d asked. The emotional shit just gets in the way. Focus on the goal, not the woman. Unable to come up with another method of avoidance, he went to his room. His cage. A BDSM-themed room for people who wanted to pretend to know what being confined felt like. They had no fucking idea.


  When a cage is your only choice, it isn’t hot. It isn’t kinky. It isn’t sexy.


  It’s pain. Sharper than the strike of a fancy flogger, than a furry paddle, or padded cuffs.


  External pain was only a minor nuisance to Mitch. It was the stuff on the inside that scarred, wounded, destroyed. If the Doms and Subs who’d ‘played’ in this room had any idea what it was truly like, they’d shed tears. From a place their ‘play’ would never, ever touch.


  A few feet in front of the open cage-door was a throne, upholstered with red velvet fabric. Presumably where the Dom sat, watching her captive-submissive. Mitch turned the thing around so it faced away from the cage and sat down. He was in no rush.


  Was he like the submissive? Trusting someone enough to let them lock him up? No. It wasn’t a choice for him. It was a necessity for Hyde. But he trusted Landon. He had to. Because if he let the doubt in—the fear that the cop would never let him out, that he’d be caged for the rest of his life because those he trusted betrayed him… Well, he’d be broken. Even more than he was now.


  How many mistakes had led up to this moment? Could he even count that high? Trusting the wrong people, letting himself believe in them when he shouldn’t have. Until they killed his sister. Allowing someone who had loved and accepted him, knowing all the evil he was, out of his sight. Allowing them to take her away from him.


  And then it had happened again—with Eden. What the fuck was wrong with him? Couldn’t he learn the fucking lesson?


  He felt his shame become anger.


  His anger become rage.


  His rage become inhuman.


  “Landon!” he screamed, rushing to the cage and throwing himself inside. “Landon, I need you! Now!”


  Landon came running in. With one look of ‘Oh, shit!’ he slammed the door, looking around for something to bar it closed with.


  “Something we should have thought about sooner,” Mitch growled. What the hell was strong enough to hold Hyde inside?


  Landon scrambled to the chair and pushed it towards the cage.


  “That’s not going to work.”


  Then she ran in and slid to a stop just inside the door. “Did you bring what I gave you?” she asked Landon.


  “The serum?”


  First she nodded, then he did.


  “I’m not taking it,” Mitch said.


  “Your pride is going to kill you.” She didn’t make eye-contact as she crossed the room and slid that stupid-ass pin into the lock. When she started wiggling it, she stared at the ceiling, concentrating on what she felt instead of what she saw.


  When it clicked, she stepped back and looked at Mitch. After a deep breath, she shook her head and let out a sigh of relief. “You can stay in there for as long as you want to, but you won’t change. Not tonight anyway.”


  “How the hell do you know?”


  “I can feel it. I can feel him.” She set the pin down on the throne, and calmly left the room, leaving the two men glancing between each other and the lock she’d just fastened.


  Hyde was humming, encouraged by Mitch’s weakness. He wasn’t pushing to get out, though. His activity more like a reminder of who he was and what he could do. Mitch didn’t need the reminder.


  “Is she right?” Landon asked.


  “I don’t know if she can ‘feel’ him, but he’s mellowed.” Damn it, how could she possibly know Hyde better than he did? “Probably just a lucky guess. But just in case…”


  “Yeah. Just in case.”


  Mitch took a deep breath and shook the door. The bars were far weaker than his cage at home, used as a toy versus a prison. But the door didn’t open. The lock didn’t give.


  “Think it’ll hold him back?” Landon asked.


  “Not without a chemical back-up. How much narcotic did you bring?”


  “This is all there was.” Landon reached into his pocket, pulling out two syringes. One was bigger, less familiar, filled with cloudy white serum. The other was the kind he usually used, containing the poison he usually used. It was almost full, which meant that he might be able to squeeze two doses out of it, unless Hyde was truly determined to get free.


  “Fuck! In all the excitement, I forgot to go shopping. Any chance you brought my cell phone?” Although his supplier’s was probably his most frequently-called number, he’d never thought to memorize it. But it wasn’t technology’s fault, it was his own stupidity’s.


  After Landon shook his head, Mitch said, “Plan B. Can you hit me hard enough to make me unconscious but not brain-dead.”


  “I’d love to try, but it won’t be effective in the long run.” How long of a run did they have? “I should be able to get something on the street.”


  Mitch ran his hands over his face. Landon used to have morals, but somehow Mitch had been able to wipe them away in only a few weeks. Sending an ex-cop to go score drugs for him had to be some kind of criminal coup de grâce. “I’m sorry, man. I’d go myself, but—”


  “Hey, what’s a little drug-dealing between friends? Whatever I find may not be of the same quality, but…”


  It’ll do. Anything would do. And if it came with a nice arsenic filler, well… What more damage could that do?


  “Are you okay now or should I stay?”


  Mitch shook his body. It was buzzing. But how much of that was because of the Taser, and how much was because of Hyde? He reached a hand through the bars, turning his arm, judging how much room he had to maneuver. The space between each bar was slightly wider than his cage at home. “Pull the chair a little closer. Then leave the key and the syringe on it.”


  Landon had a question in his eyes as he dragged the throne towards the cage.


  “Closer.”


  At last the question overwhelmed him, and he asked, “Why am I doing this?”


  “Because I want to be able to get at them if I need them. What if I have to go to the little boy’s room? I’m not going to piss in the corner of my cage.” Like an animal.


  Realization hit Landon’s face a second later. “Oh. You sure Hyde’s arm is too big to fit through?”


  “You’ve seen him. You tell me.”


  Landon bunched his lips together and then nodded. “You sure you don’t want me to pull a mattress in here and—”


  “Back off, Landon! I’m a grown man. And I don’t want to fucking spoon with you.” He dropped the volume of his voice. “Again.” A good laugh now and then was all he could ask for. He needed it. And from the look on Landon’s face, he needed it too.


  “Yeah, well…I wouldn’t get any sleep anyway, what with your snoring.” He set the morphine and the make-shift key on the throne and tucked the other syringe into his pocket. “Sleep tight, darlin’. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”


  § § §


  Mitch spent the next hour or so pacing, the irony not lost on him. Caged and pacing like a fucking lion, driving himself more and more insane with every about-face. When exhaustion set up house, he grabbed the morphine. He couldn’t use all of it and he couldn’t waste a drop, just in case Landon couldn’t get any more. So, shakily, he shoved the needle into his arm.


  He watched the plunger go down, bit by bit, eyeing the fifty percent mark ahead. 100-90-80. At fifty, he should pull out. But what if he didn’t? What would happen if he just kept pressing? His thumb twitched, teasing, daring him to do it. Give in. Dump the whole damn thing into his vein and end this.


  Eden could go on her merry way, doing whatever the hell she wanted. Landon could go get himself killed. They didn’t need him. He was a liability. Can’t go too far if you’re always on the look-out for a cage for your compadre. Can’t just run for it if you have to wait for the motherfucker to turn back into himself.


  And if what she’d said was true, Mitch’s time was limited anyway. Should he just finish it? End Hyde with the same dose he ended himself. Maybe he should’ve asked Landon to leave the other syringe. If it really was the serum, he’d be able to control Hyde, or at least not worry that the bastard would explode out of him at any moment. And if it was poison, no one would ever have to worry about Hyde again. Or about him.


  Mitch didn’t believe in suicide. He’d fucked up enough times to deserve to live forever. To pay for his sins by being who he was and having to live with himself. Plus, offing himself would be an insult to the memory of his sister, Shelly. After all she’d done to keep him alive—including dying.


  But he also believed that killers should be stopped—in whatever way possible. He hadn’t killed anyone…yet. But it would happen. It was an inevitability. His body—the cage confining Hyde—was failing. He was failing. Nothing new.


  He took a deep breath, wondering what the last thing he wanted to remember was. With one more moment of life, what did he want? His bucket list was empty, had always been empty. He never made any plans beyond today.


  He took one more look around the room. And he saw the bars.


  No. He did not want to die in a cage. No fucking way would he die being a captive. If his death brought freedom, he wanted his life to end with it. And if—when—he woke up in hell, at least he’d know peace.


  His breathing was slow, his heartbeat barely a whisper. He pulled the needle out of his arm, capped it, and set it back on the throne, grabbing the make-shift key. By the time he’d even gotten the damn thing into the slot, he was irritable, all the calm of knowing how it was going to end gone.


  How the hell did she make it look so fucking easy? With that thought, her image appeared in his mind. Her confidence, her beauty. Shit. Not the way he wanted to go out—bitching about a key and thinking of her.


  Damn it. He already had too much shit to regret. Did he really need to add to the fire? What was I thinking? He couldn’t off himself before he’d done what he needed to do. And he couldn’t take their stupid serum either. As much as he hated Hyde, he knew the bastard was an evil of the necessary kind. Hyde was as pure as they came—focused on one thing and one thing only. And it sure as hell wasn’t butterflies, daffodils, or apple pie.


  It was hate. Hyde was a destroyer with no human emotions to fuck things up.


  Mitch hated himself almost as much as he hated Hyde. But the creature inside of him, constantly pulsing with anger, was useful. To tear apart their enemies and keep her safe. Mitch owed Eden that much. And more. And then he could die happy. Possible in a pool of his own blood as Hyde ripped his way out. It didn’t matter. All he had to do was hold on until then.


  Down, boy. If you behave, you might just get a cookie. He needed to keep it together for just a little longer. A few deep, cleansing breaths would calm him down. In through the nose, out through the mouth. It’s not working! Even with the dose of narcotic he had running through his system, he just wasn’t feeling it. Maybe if he could stretch his legs, walk more than five feet in each direction, he could relax.


  Okay. It was worth a try. In through the nose, out through the mouth, asshole. So with slow, deep, cleansing breaths, he closed his motherfucking eyes like she had and tried to coax the stupid-ass make-shift key into opening the goddamned door. Not working! It…it…it wor—


  Just as it clicked, he saw something move. The door to his room creaked. Even if Landon had been able to score some narcotic on the brothel’s doorstep, he wasn’t the type to come through a door quietly. He was more of a cow-bell-and-cymbals kind of guy.


  Mitch’s pulse was doing double-duty, counteracting the effects of the small dose of morphine. Pushing the cage door open, he prayed the metal wouldn’t catch, wouldn’t scrape, the sound giving him away. He slowly crept towards the door with a fist ready, not knowing what to expect. Because, let’s face it, he seemed to be nothing but wrong about all of it, anyway.


  As the door opened, he drew back his arm.


  They both inhaled when they saw each other, but neither of them flinched. Nor did they move. Or exhale.


  


  CHAPTER XIX


  “What are you doing here?” Mitch asked, his voice gruff and irritable.


  “I just wanted to make sure you were alright.” Eden tried to relax her shoulders, quell the intense fight-not-flight reaction she had when he’d surprised her by being so close to the door. But she knew it was just Mitch. Hyde’s presence was gone. Earlier, she’d felt him yank her into the room, like he’d had a chain around her neck. When the pull disappeared, she knew Mitch had regained control. For now.


  “I’m fine.” He turned his back on her and walked away, giving wide berth to the cage.


  She understood why he hated it, feared it. Who wants to be out of control? Like an addiction that no twelve-step program can fix. She understood because she remembered it. Had lived it. But no longer. Even though there were still moments, reactions she couldn’t control, thoughts she wished wouldn’t appear in her mind—namely lustful ones—she finally felt like she knew the skin she was in. The good, the bad, and the ugly. And she knew she could deal with Chastity, if she accepted all of herself.


  But being so close to him, not seeing a happy ending in their future—at least not until he understood who she was now—it was painful.


  What if she just pretended? Pretended to be the girl she used to be, who he fell for, who he remembered. Would that be enough for him? Would it be enough for her? Short-term—maybe. But lying is tough work. Being someone you’re not is even harder. Especially when you don’t like the person you’re pretending to be. When, inside, you know that you’re better than that.


  “What do you want?” he grumbled, pacing a few feet away from the cage. Each pass was exactly the length of one of its walls, like he didn’t realize he wasn’t locked up.


  “I wanted to make sure you were feeling better. And I wanted to tell you something.” She stopped herself from picking at the seam of her dress—that was something the old-her would do. Then she glanced at the syringe on the throne. “Of course, the perfect time would be while Landon was somewhere else, you were coherent, and there were bars between us, but how often is that going to happen?” She laughed alone. “One out of three isn’t bad.”


  “Two out of three. I didn’t have time to shoot up.”


  She flinched, just like he’d probably known she would, like he’d probably wanted her to.


  “Relax,” he said. “I’m not turning into your mom. ‘Cause aside from the whole mom-thing sounding truly awful, I’ve got no plans to OD. Or to leave you alone.”


  “I’d be easier to believe you if you looked at me while you spoke.”


  “What do you want from me?” He flipped towards her angrily, but kept his gaze on the floor in front of her, avoiding her eyes. “Did you come here to yell at me again? Go for it. I’m ready.”


  She shook her head and then realized he probably wouldn’t see the movement. “No. I wanted to explain how I’m feeling. You don’t have to believe me, but I need to tell you. So, if you want, you can turn off your hearing. If you want…” Damn it. She really wanted her voice to sound tougher. But there were so many things that she just couldn’t articulate, feelings and wants and needs that he wouldn’t understand. So any words she might use seemed weak, pointless. “Never mind.”


  “You want to tell me? Then tell me.” He looked at his nails.


  She swallowed. “I want you to know that although a lot has changed, my feelings towards you haven’t.”


  His jaw clenched, making his words tight and controlled. “Well, isn’t that nice. But I’m not in the mood for a roll in the cage right now.”


  She stood there, wondering what she could tell him, what to say, so that he would give her the respect of looking at her. “This isn’t about sex. This is about us. The two of us. At least being able to get along well enough to be in the same room at the same time. Not a cage, not a bed. I want you to treat me like a person.”


  “You sure?” he asked, running his hands through his hair. “You know how I treat people. Seems a strange thing to ask for.”


  “If you treated me like shit, at least you’d have to acknowledge that I was alive. That I’m a person.”


  “Are you? Are you a person?” His accusation hurt, almost as much as the look on his face as he lifted his head and glared at her.


  “So…if you don’t think of me as human, then you won’t have to think about who you want me to be. Is that it? The sweet, little girl who needed you to save her from herself?” As she spoke, she paced, besting the speed and frustration of his. “Well, guess what? She was never real to begin with. You cared about a girl who wasn’t a complete person. I’m still the one you took to bed, the one you let your guard down with. But now I’m better, stronger. I feel like I finally know myself. And I like who I am. What—”


  “Stop,” he said, his voice stern. Close.


  They’d been slowly approaching each other until they were within touching distance. Their subconscious minds drawing them together in a way their stubbornness wouldn’t allow.


  He fidgeted uncomfortably, but didn’t move away. “How…” Staring at her mouth, he dragged his teeth across his lip distractedly, as if their simple proximity made it hard to focus. Like two magnets—the closer together, the stronger the force.


  “How what?” she asked.


  “How did you do it? Break the wall? Did they do it or did you?”


  “The wall between me and Chastity?”


  He nodded.


  “I think I did…by myself. Because they seemed as shocked as I was.” But she didn’t think of it as a wall. She felt combined—strengths from both sides melding together, bring some of their flaws as well. She was whole now—a whole person with good and bad. But now she had a choice. If she did something wrong, she’d made the choice to do wrong. And just that knowledge was freeing. “I don’t know how it happened or even what exactly happened. If I did”—she shook her head—“I’d tell you. So you could do the same with Hyde.”


  “No. I could never do that with Hyde. He’s…” His lips tightened. “No.”


  “Shutting the idea down before you’ve even considered it doesn’t get us anywhere.”


  “And pipe dreams don’t get us anywhere either.”


  “We don’t know it’s a pipe dream. If it worked for me…”


  “I don’t want it to work for me. Hyde will never be a part of me. Never. Sure, he’s there. Always. And the bastard may be useful at some point. But he’s not me. If he was, I’d…hurt you. And I don’t ever want to hurt you.” His voice dropped to a whisper. “Not again.”


  “Do you believe me?” she asked.


  “That you’ve combined both sides of you? Yeah…I guess I do.” His nod was jerky, as if his neck muscles weren’t quite as sure. “Impressive, isn’t it? How long I can delude to myself? How you know when I’m lying to you, but I don’t realize it when I’m lying to myself. Now that’s truly fucked up.”


  “No.” She shook her head. “That’s human.” Then the question that she’d wanted to ask, been dying to ask but fearing the answer, came out of her mouth in a rush. “I know I’m not the Eden you remember, the Eden you loved, but is it…possible?”


  He didn’t, or couldn’t, answer. Instead, he stepped back, leaving her empty. Not confused, just empty. She understood. Still hating it, she understood. He needed time.


  Her gaze fell, eyes clouding. “It took some getting used to for me too, so I guess I shouldn’t be surprised.” She swallowed and took a deep breath, smoothing down her dress. “It’s okay. Everything’s happening really fast.”


  “I’m sorry, Eden.”


  She whipped her head up and looked at him. “You called me ‘Eden’.”


  He paused, then shook his head dismissively. “A slip of the tongue. It’s not what you think it means.”


  “You know what? It doesn’t matter. It’s okay if you’re not ready. Once we get this thing straightened out and get you the help you need—”


  His brow furrowed again. “They break into my house, shoot a jumper cable into my back, and you still think they’re trying to help us?”


  “Not help for the sake of being kind. But ultimately, once they realize they don’t set the terms, they’ll give in and give us what you need.” She was their miracle cure, after all. And there had to be a perk to that, right? Either they helped him or she walked. Permanently. It was as simple as that. No negotiation necessary.


  “No. They won’t,” he said slowly, as if the slower he spoke, the more readily she’d come around to his opinion. “For some reason you still think this is about us. They don’t give a shit about us. Why would they? It’s about control, Eden.”


  Hearing him call her Eden sent a warmth through her, whether he realized he was doing it or not. It was probably better that it was ‘a slip of his tongue’ because the more it happened, the more it proved that the idea was sinking into his brain. He’d have to accept it eventually. And hopefully, she’d be there when he did. She hid her smile because, truly, her name was only one word, stuck in the middle of a bunch of others that were dangerous.


  “I thought you would have figured that out by now,” he said. “Everything is about control. Controlling yourself, controlling other people.” His eyes were on her lips, drawn to them. The gruffness of his voice soothing her, despite the topic. “Fucking up what you don’t like so that what you want comes to be. So I don’t, for one minute, believe they ‘just want to help’.”


  His every movement, the sound of his voice, even when they disagreed, did something to her. He was right—it was about control. And the first step was to control themselves. So she walked over to the other side of the room. “I’m not stupid. I know they want something. But if it gets us something in return, then what’s the problem? It isn’t a contest. I’m not looking for a gold star or a blue ribbon. I’m looking to keep us safe and alive. So who cares if they think they’ve won something, as long as we get what we need?”


  “We know they need something from you, maybe from me, but only they know what.”


  “They want blo—”


  “Right, DNA, bodily fluids. Fine. But all they have to do to get that is ask.” He shrugged. “Well, not me ‘cause I’d definitely say no, but they could ask you. And you’d probably say yes, right?”


  She nodded. “I already gave them some.”


  He grimaced, perhaps at the thought of what they’d taken from her. “Then there’s your proof. If you already gave them that stuff, then why’d they come after us? Why’d they bother to send those jackasses to bring me in too?”


  She didn’t answer because she didn’t know.


  “This isn’t about us. That’s the problem—we don’t know why. Well, the most obvious answer is power.” He cocked his head. “Okay, so I take it back. It’s not all about control. It’s all about control and power.”


  She smiled and turned towards him. “Control and power? Is that it?” She took a step forward, and he matched it with one of his own, his eyes running down the length of her body.


  “Maybe money too.” Another step forward.


  “Money.” Another step. “What about sex?”


  He inhaled, taking another step. “What about sex?”


  “Is it all about sex too?” Another.


  “Right now it’s about the only thing I can think of.”


  She licked her lips, her gaze never leaving his face, but bouncing around it—mouth to eyes and back again. “Control, power, money and sex. Is that it?” Her next step left about six inches of air between them. It might have been a problem if she didn’t want to be there so badly.


  “Fuck, you’re beautiful.”


  She stopped. “Even with my eyes this color?”


  “It’s not—” His mouth moved, but no sound came out.


  She let him off the hook by ducking her head. Unfortunately, he’d either accept who she was or he wouldn’t, and she had no choice in it at all. She’d been someone else, someone not quite real, for her entire life. Now that she was finally free, she wouldn’t hide again. And if it meant that Mitch didn’t want her, well… She’d chosen him. With all her heart and soul, she’d already chosen him. And now he had to choose.


  His silence told her he still wasn’t ready. She wanted to make a joke, lighten up a conversation that hurt more and more the longer it went on. But she wasn’t in the mood for jokes.


  “It’ll take whatever time it does,” she said, backing away, giving him more room. “There’s no rush.” Was that true? How much time did they really have? Before Hyde took their time away from them.


  § § §


  Someone pounded on the door downstairs. Both of them turned, bodies rigid and ready to fight. When the knock became a rhythm, Eden moved first.


  “It’s probably just Landon. I locked up after he left.”


  “Are we absolutely sure we want to let him in?” Mitch stretched and followed her downstairs. Letting her out of his sight once had led to a tragic end. One he wouldn’t repeat. Doubt was constantly nagging at him, whispering in his ear, ‘You’re an idiot.’ Until he could knock the feeling out of his head, he wasn’t about to let his guard down. He’d do whatever was necessary to keep her safe.


  He knew Eden felt guilt, shame, remorse, and empathy—all of those stupid human emotions that did nothing but get people in trouble. None of those were in Chastity’s vocabulary. Chastity wouldn’t give up, she wouldn’t take his ‘no’ for an answer. She’d keep pushing, manipulating, adjusting her plan of attack until she got her way. It wasn’t that Eden would give up—because she wouldn’t. But what Eden would give was time. ‘It’ll take whatever time it does.’ Her words bounced around his head, replaying themselves like a forced mantra.


  The entire thing, the hold that she seemed to have over him, had always had over him, left him feeling weak. And Mitch didn’t do well with weak. Maybe it would be better to hand himself over to her, take everything she said as gospel, flop onto his back like a dog who needed a belly-rub. Just so he could stop being so confused about the whole-motherfucking-world and everything and everyone in it.


  He pushed in front of her—very ungentlemanly-like. But it was better than letting something happen to her. If there was going to be a fight, the first shift was his. War was easy compared to this shit. Unless the other side had another Taser. In which case, he would be twitching and hurting the entire time he killed the bastard who zapped him.


  Sadly, it was just Landon. “It’s me. Let me in, goddamn it!” he bitched as Mitch undid the locks. He stalked inside, slamming the door behind him. “You have no idea the shit I just saw. Without a frigging cop in sight. Not even a security guard.”


  “They were probably off somewhere shooting up.” He shrugged at Landon’s glare. “Not helpful?”


  “If the drug squad knew about all the smack in this neighborhood…” His words trailed off, leaving a sadness on his face. Perhaps remembering that part of his life was over. Maybe for a little longer. Maybe forever.


  Mitch slapped him on the shoulder, rebooting his thoughts, knocking the memories out. “So’d you get it or not?”


  Landon exhaled loudly, blinking. Then he held up a vial proudly.


  “Lookie, lookie, who’s got the juicie!” He swiped it out of Landon’s hand, turning it to look for cloudiness, knowing that purity wasn’t the biggest issue. “Great. The kind of present everyone wants to have under the tree.” Mitch chuckled bitterly. It did kind of remind him of Christmas back at the hovel he grew up in. Good times with the whole family. His mom holding Shelly and him tightly under a blanket, cowering while his father terrorized them. Ah, what he would’ve given to find a prettily-wrapped box of narcotic that would’ve shut the bastard up. But Santa doesn’t always give you what you put on your list. Or maybe Mitch had already been part of the naughty line-up.


  Landon rolled his eyes, smiling. “You’re such an idiot. And you have no idea how long it took me to stop the endless conveyer belt of E and coke until I finally found someone who had some morphine.”


  “Why didn’t you bring some E back too?” Mitch joked until his eyes hit her. He saw the look of pain on her face. “It’s morphine, not heroin, Eden.”


  § § §


  She nodded but her nausea didn’t go away. Remembering what had taken away her mother and her childhood wasn’t easy. And even though the drug in his hand had a different chemical make-up and name, it was too small a consolation. But she understood its necessity.


  Mitch lowered his gaze to the black plastic bag Landon held in his other hand. “What’s that?”


  Landon shrugged. “Snacks and drinks.”


  “What kind of drinks?” Suspicion laced every syllable.


  Eden watched the men glare at each other. Though she didn’t understand what was going on, she stepped forward, hoping her mere presence would break them out of it.


  “What kind of drinks, cop?” Mitch asked again.


  With a raised eyebrow, Landon slowly reached into the bag and pulled out a water bottle, tossing it to Mitch. Mitch caught it without looking, his stare resting solely on Landon’s face.


  “Wasn’t sure what flavor you liked, so I got a few.” The cop smiled nervously as he handed her two bottles of Gatorade and a couple sandwiches wrapped in plastic.


  “Thanks.”


  “What else is in the bag, Landon?” Mitch asked.


  “What’s wrong?” she asked.


  The silence hung there, stagnating the already-stagnant air.


  “There’s no way I can sleep now,” Landon said loudly, filling up the space with inconsequential noise. “Anyone else?”


  Mitch snagged the bag out of his hand, the plastic stretching between the men. “Give it to me.”


  “It’s just a little bottle.” Landon’s eyes darted from Mitch to Eden and back again.


  Oh no. Another issue to stack on the pile.


  “Yeah. Well, we’re about to have a motherfucking intervention.”


  Landon finally threw up his hands, releasing the bag. “I just got you narcotics so you wouldn’t get all beastly, and I’m the one with the problem?”


  “No. I got a far bigger and badder problem.” He took a step closer and kept his voice low. “But you deserve better. And I need one of us to be sober until this shit is over. Please.” It wasn’t a word he used often, so it held more meaning, more power.


  Landon nodded.


  Eden wanted to look away, ignore the addiction that had ruined her youth and was now screwing up her chance at a future. All of their futures. Each man was struggling with his own personal issues, but they couldn’t pretend they were alone. Everything involved all three of them. And until everyone was safe enough to walk away, their problems were hers. They could stay at the brothel until she figured out a way to convince Mitch that he needed The Clinic, just like they needed him. A business arrangement, negotiated by her. But before that, she had to think.


  “Listen, I need some sleep,” she said. “Last night I barely got an hour. So I say we take a nap before we discuss what happens next. Then you guys can fight or hug or do whatever it is you want to do. But I really don’t want to stay in this shithole for any longer than necessary.”


  The two men backed off, Mitch turning to head upstairs. Landon sighed and went to sit down in one of the god-awful chairs in the waiting room, where many-a-man had waited.


  “Just in case you change your mind, this,” Mitch said to Landon, holding up the bag he’d just confiscated, “is going in the cage. If you can get past Hyde, it’s yours.” Then he took the stairs two at a time.


  “Night, Landon,” she said.


  “It’s almost morning.”


  “Okay, well then…morning.” She paused on the stairs. “You going to try to sleep a bit?”


  “In a little while,” he said without looking up.


  “What the fuck, Landon?” came barreling down the stairs.


  Landon’s head whipped up, a big smile on his face.


  “What was that about?” Eden asked him.


  “He just found out what else was in the bag.”


  Eden waited for an explanation.


  “I got some condoms.” His smile faltered, probably a reaction to the grimace on her face. “Not for me! For you two.”


  “We’re not—”


  “Yeah, sure,” he said, disbelief arching his brows and curling his lips. “Well, use them or don’t use them.”


  “We’re a long way from that happening.” Unless it was angry sex. Or…God, I’d really love some great make-up sex right about now. And the best part wouldn’t even be feeling him inside of her—it would be knowing he’d accepted who she was. Unless he didn’t care who he was screwing.


  “Whatever you say,” Landon mumbled.


  She found the box of condoms in the hallway where Mitch had probably hurled them. With only an ounce of hope left in her heart, she picked it up and brought it to her room. She hoped to God the king-sized futon wasn’t sticky. Because that would bust the damn open. Everything that had happened since she woke up—not understanding who she’d become, not knowing who to trust, not being recognizable to the one person she wanted to lean on—would breech her walls and come flooding out. And she’d never be able to sleep if she was sobbing.


  


  CHAPTER XX


  Damn it. He couldn’t sleep. Not with her face stuck in his mind like an annoyingly catchy song, driving him crazy. The syringe rested on the throne just outside the cage. Along with the lock-pick Eden had figured out. That girl was full of handy skills now.


  He didn’t want drugs, he wanted out. He reached through the bars and grabbed the key, trying not to drop it or make enough noise to wake everyone up. He didn’t know what he would do—take another tour of the playrooms? Get a snack at the convenience store on the corner?


  Who was he kidding? He wanted to see her.


  It was a really fucking bad idea to get close. His mind was too conflicted. But when they’d argued earlier, he’d recognized her. Not in the words she said, but in the passion she said them with. That part of Eden still existed. And even if she was wrong about everything, he still trusted that. And it made him want to believe. And it made him want her.


  He opened the door to her ‘Geisha Suite’ and peeked inside. In all the times he’d imagined her sprawled out on a bed, he’d never been able to truly capture her beauty. And seeing her curled up on one side of the bare king-sized futon was better than anything he could dream up. When he’d dreamt of a normal life with her.


  But dreaming was for other people. Mitch couldn’t afford it. No. Dreams, hopes, and anything beyond right now were things he couldn’t afford to think about. So, wanting to enjoy this moment for as long as he could, he crept inside the room and leaned against the wall to watch her.


  Okay, this is only slightly psychotic. What would he do if she woke up?


  As if she’d heard his thought, she opened her eyes. Eyes that represented someone he still wasn’t sure he could accept.


  He jerked back.


  “Don’t leave,” she said, sitting up.


  He stopped with his hand on the doorknob. “I just…needed to use the bathroom. Picked the wrong door. Didn’t mean to wake you.” So very smooth, asshole. It’s amazing that you’re still standing.


  “Does anyone believe you when you lie? Because you’re really bad at it.”


  “So I’ve been told,” he mumbled, not turning towards her. He heard her get up, the slight shuffling of footsteps on the cheap faux-bamboo floor. He should leave. Get out while he still could. Instead he stood absolutely still. Yeah, playing possum will totally work. He felt her hand on his back. Suppressed a shiver. One touch and he was lost. Big, tough motherfucking possum.


  “Why did you come here?” she asked.


  “I’ll tell you if you move your hand.” He needed her to release him. He’d do anything if she would just release him.


  “Like this?” she asked, moving her hand in exactly the wrong way. Wrong because it wasn’t off. Instead she caressed his back lightly, tracing his spine.


  “No,” he whispered. He couldn’t even call what he was doing possum-like anymore. Now he was acting like a stray dog at the first sign of affection. Any minute he’d be panting. God, he hoped he he could stop before humping her leg.


  His abs tightened as she reached all the way around his waist, pulling slightly, wanting him to face her.


  “No, don’t.”


  She was too close to him—it wasn’t safe for either of them.


  “Look at me, Mitch. Really look at me.”


  He didn’t know what would happen if he did, but he couldn’t help himself. His body was screaming at him to turn around, fall to his knees, and beg her to tell him everything would be alright. When all he did was turn, his pride thanked him.


  He saw her exquisite beauty, the lines of her cheekbones, the softness of her lips. All the memories of their time together rushed into his mind. If he wasn’t already stunned speechless, he would’ve been.


  “I promise you, Mitch. It’s really me. Not Chastity. I’m still the person you know.”


  His only way out of this was to see at those eyes. The eyes of his enemy. So he forced himself to look. But, damn it, all he saw was her. Still beautiful, still kind. The color all that had changed, all he didn’t recognize.


  Damn it. His only way out still led back to her.


  Her hair was the same rich brown it used to be, her skin as smooth as a moonless sea, her voice the same pitch and cadence, but more like the days after he’d stopped being such a bastard. More similar to how it sounded once she’d finally gotten through all of his walls and could just be herself.


  He was too close to her. Her scent seeped into every cell of his body. One of them moved—maybe her, maybe him. His lips brushed against hers. He closed his eyes, knowing how close to the edge he actually was. Like a reformed alcoholic holding a drink. And then, in less than a moment, he felt himself fall off the fucking wagon.


  Relief mixed with desire mixed with shame, all jumbled up in a kiss that could only be described as endless. Their mouths opened, passion coming from weeks or maybe years of uncertainty, hoping to find comfort in each other. He wanted to consume her. Every part of her.


  She threw her head back and he devoured her neck, tasting her, remembering her, knowing her all over again. His mind filled with memories—happy ones of the days they’d spent wrapped around each other. Letting the taste of her linger on his tongue like a fine wine that he was never going to let go of.


  “Wait,” she whispered into his hair breathlessly, her voice heavy with lust. “Wait. I need you to tell me something.”


  “Anything,” he said as his teeth glided along her collarbone.


  “Mitch?” She took him by the chin and pried him off her, lifting it so they were face to face.


  But he didn’t want to answer the question he knew she’d ask. He couldn’t open his eyes, couldn’t see her. Because then he’d have to face the fact that those memories were just that—memories. And they would never be reproduced, no matter how much both of them wanted it.


  “Please, Mitch. Open your eyes.” Her voice betrayed a sadness he recognized in himself. She wanted him to stop pretending. But he didn’t want to. He was quite comfortable living in his memories. Kind of.


  “Look at me and tell me that you know who I am,” she said. “That the person you want to be with is the person you’re with right now.”


  He shook his head, feeling the chill of air between them as she stepped away.


  “I need to know that you can love the woman I am now. That you believe me. That you are choosing me and not pretending I’m someone I’m not. Please.”


  He opened his eyes slowly, as if each lash held a separate burden. He saw grief mar her beauty, felt her disappointment that his answer wasn’t immediate, unquestionable in its affirmation.


  “I’m sorry,” he whispered, tasting her as he drew his lips between his teeth in shame. “I can’t...” I can’t make any plans beyond this moment.


  § § §


  She swallowed, watching the words leave his lips. And round three goes to…no one. How many more bouts would they have before he stopped trying? Before she gave up hoping he’d try?


  When she moved to walk away, he put his hand on her shoulder. Then moved it to her neck and then her jaw, raising her chin so she was forced to face at him. But as soon as she did, he looked away. Like he wanted to believe, wanted to face the truth, but couldn’t quite bear it.


  “It’s not the color.” He dropped his head forward, his action belying his words.


  “I remember the way you used to look at me before”—she waved her hands around—“all of this. It made me feel amazing, like you were seeing something in me that I didn’t know existed. Like you could see beyond the pain and insecurity I wore on the outside, and into something better. And it made me want to be better. To let that part of me out, show her off. It kind of kept me going.”


  “When you were with them?” he asked softly.


  She nodded. “But before that too. When Jolie tried to kill me, and…with Hyde, knowing I had it in me helped me fight back. Like I had something worth saving. Then, after I woke up in The Clinic, all I could think about was getting back to you.”


  Anger flared in his eyes. “Damn it, Eden! Why did you come back? You should’ve run away when you had the chance!” He stepped away, his hand fisted, arm tightly coiled, aiming at the wall. At the last minute, he stopped, slowly relaxing his hand and running it through his hair. But his body was still tight, violence brewing just under his skin. “They knew where I lived. Where I worked. You should’ve just run in the opposite direction. You could’ve been free.”


  Free? “I couldn’t.”


  “Why the hell not?”


  Did he really not understand? After everything, could he still not understand? “Because of you.”


  “No.” He shook his head. “All I do is screw things up. The only safe place is as far away from me as you can get.”


  “What kind of life would I have if I’d run away? Wondering what would happen to you?”


  He chuckled. “Listen, I understand that you know how to fight now, but I really can take care of myself.”


  “It’s not the fighting I’m afraid of.”


  “Shit, Eden. Stop talking in riddles. Just tell me what the fuck is happening.”


  She sighed, afraid he’d ignore her words or not understand their significance. “If I leave, they won’t help you.”


  “I don’t need their fucking help.” His hands turned into fists again.


  She wanted to take them into her own and, after prying his fingers apart, slide hers through. But she didn’t move. “You do. Or you’ll die.”


  “So?”


  She flinched. “So? Don’t you get it? Without their drugs, you’ll die.”


  “So I’ll die.” He backed away. Creating another void between them. “I’m half-dead anyway. I’ve been half-dead my entire life. With a four-day reprieve when we were together. Then right back into a walking coma when you left. When I told you to leave. Fuck!” This time he didn’t, or couldn’t, stop himself. He took his anger out on the wall, but she knew who he was really punishing—himself. As if all of this was his fault. “So now I’m saying it again, but this time run farther—out of Florida. Out of the States. Go. Run for it. I’ll give you whatever money you need. Just leave. Go where they can’t find you. Have babies. A dog. A…normal man.”


  “I don’t want a normal man, I want you.”


  His laugh was guttural, defeated. “A very sad, but true, statement.”


  “I meant it in a nice way.” She didn’t care what kind of man he was, as long as he was still a man.


  “It doesn’t matter how you meant it. I said it was true and I meant it was true. I’ll never be the kind of man you need.”


  “The kind of man I need doesn’t give up. He fights. For himself and for me. You are that man. And you could be more.”


  “Nah.” He gestured to himself. “This is all there is.”


  She swallowed the part of her that wanted to make a joke, change the subject to defuse his anger, or lie. Because if she lied right now, for no better reason than to avoid the truth, she would be ignoring the best part of her old-self . The one who valued honesty. And she wanted to hold onto that for as long as she could. So she would come clean, hoping he’d understand the deal made sense because they would get something they wanted for something that didn’t cost them much—her blood, sweat and tears for his serum.


  “Alex told me they’re close to a cure. They just need more time. All we have to do is figure out a way to give them what they need without giving them all of us.”


  “No fucking way.” He started pacing again. “I’ll never give them what they want. I’ve already given them enough, when I didn’t know I was.”


  “They want me to go back, do their stupid tests or whatever. I need to do it. It’s the only way they’ll give you the serum. The only way to control Hyde. Without it—”


  “I can handle Hyde.”


  “No, Mitch, you can’t,” she said, glad her desperation wasn’t showing-through in her voice. “Stop lying to yourself. Landon told me how often you’ve been transforming and what you’ve done to cope. It can’t go on forever. You need to take the serum.”


  “No. I don’t. I don’t have to do anything. Not for them. And if it means I die, I die. But I’ll do it on my terms, not anyone else’s. Otherwise, I won’t be living at all. There isn’t much I can control, that I can chose. But this one I can. And I won’t knowingly give them that power over me. I just won’t. I make my own choices now—no one will ever take that away from me again.” There was a pause—in his words and in his actions, as if time just took a coffee break leaving them with nothing but this moment.


  “There’s only one thing I want that someone else controls,” he said. “And that’s you.” When he moved, it was towards her, not away. “I want to be with you, Eden. Just once, and then you can go. One more chance to be inside you. Shit, I want you so badly. Like, embarrassingly badly. Like, ‘I’m about to come in my pants just standing five feet away from you’ badly.”


  “You mean, if I say no, you’ll actually come in your pants?”


  “It’s a distinct possibility, yes.”


  She thought about it, knowing how much she wanted that and more from him, and then shook her head. “That’s not good enough.” Would he truly give up his life to prove a point? Just to be able to say ‘Fuck you’ to them?


  He put out his hands, palms up, a grin on just one side of his mouth. “You’re going to ignore a dying man’s last request?”


  Her inhalation sounded very close to a sob. Probably because it was. “Damn it, Mitch. How can you say that?”


  “Would you rather I lie?”


  “No, but it’s a lousy offer.”


  He winced. “Then it should be an easy decision to make.”


  “You want me to decide between making love to you and then leaving—knowing you’re somewhere far away dying—or walking away now and never seeing you, never touching you again? That decision?”


  “That’s the one,” he said slowly.


  She considered holding out—denying them both the opportunity to be together until he gave in and did what she wanted him to do. But she wanted him. God, she wanted him. And if she tried bluffing, she’d be deceiving them both. Withholding her body would just be another form of manipulation. He was offering her a chance to feel him again. But what would it get her? Sexually satisfied, but still mourning the loss of him.


  “How can you do this to me, Mitch? You’re such a prick.”


  His brow furrowed. “Yeah, I thought we’d gone over that a while ago.”


  “Fine.” Her voice was strong, even though she was dying inside. Leaving her with two choices that both led to saying goodbye. “Then I choose the latter.”


  “The latter?” Disappointment filled his face, even as he tried to shake it off and be strong, pragmatic. “Oh…fuck. I didn’t see that coming. So much for my ultimatum. And my irresistibility. Um…okay. I’ll set up a bank account for you or something. Can I at least get a hug goodbye? Or a pity-fuck?” He laughed sadly.


  She knew it was a cruel punishment for them both, but she was hurt. Beyond hurt. And she wanted him to feel what it was like. He would leave her? Just for his pride?


  Of course she wanted to be with him. One more time, a thousand more times. Neither would be enough. But walking away without feeling him inside of her was something she’d never be able to do. And she hoped— No, she prayed that once he remembered how they were together, how they were meant to be together—opposite sides of the same coin—that he’d want more time. No matter what it took to get.


  So her decision had been made, but not for the offer he’d given her. She’d be with him now, but she wouldn’t walk away. Not ever.


  “I was lying,” she said.


  “What?”


  “Lying. I do that now.”


  “Oh. That was funny.” He voiced his relief with a laugh. “So funny I think my heart stopped for a minute back there sometime. Just wait a minute until I can get it started again.”


  “I want to be with you.” She grabbed him by the shirt and pulled him closer. “But the other part is still up for negotiation.”


  “Not negotiable.” He barely touched her, their clothes the only physical barrier between them. Their lips hovered just a breath away from each other. “Whether we make love or not, you’re still walking away.” His lips grazed hers with each consonant he spoke.


  “Despite what you may think, you can’t control me. You need to understand that I’m not a damsel in distress, this isn’t a fairytale, and you sure as hell are no Prince Charming.”


  His mouth dropped open in shock as he pulled back slightly. “But…but…I’m almost freakishly charming. And I’d probably look good in a fluffy shirt.”


  She wanted to live in his laugh, enjoy the joke, ignore the fact that she knew he was still hesitant to make eye-contact. But what good would that do? It wouldn’t be enough. Not for this moment, or all the ones she hoped would follow.


  “There’s no such thing as true-love’s kiss. You either know me, and want me for who I am, or not. I can’t be the girl I was. Not even for you.”


  “Agreed,” he said after his smile had slipped away. “Here goes. On the count of three. One…Two...” He raised his chin and looked at her. Really looked at her. Into her. The intensity was almost palpable, drawing her in, pulling her towards him. He blinked. Then again. Slowly moving towards her, his eyes never straying from hers. Not once.


  He was close, close enough to-have-and-to-hold through all of it. Without even touching, their bond tightened. But it wasn’t confining, suffocating like the soul-scraping cuffs or the bars of a cage. This was safety, trust, like being wrapped in a cocoon. One in which there was no loneliness because the cocoon was big enough for two.


  “I want to kiss you,” he whispered. “Damn it, I wanna kiss you. But then I’d—”


  She knew what he meant—he might disconnect. If either of them looked away, even for a second, he might forget. And if they kissed, the thread binding them through their eye-contact would break. Physically and emotionally.


  She didn’t think her desire sprung from Chastity’s enormous hormones. It wasn’t the raw, almost-unpleasant need Eden had felt in the garage. This was so much more than that. It was pure, it was emotional. Only two people were here in this room. And those two people loved each other. They understood and accepted each other in a way no one else could. Coming together—figuratively now and literally soon—would simply be the culmination of everything.


  So she couldn’t look away either. The moment she did, she knew that Chastity would take over and turn this into just another one of her conquests. He didn’t deserve that. Eden needed to be the woman he wanted.


  He reached out and touched her lightly, his fingertips barely brushing the skin on her shoulder. His touch deepened, pressing her breast with one hand, keeping his other hand moving hauntingly slow, then cupping her hip. His breath grew shallow, matching hers as she arched her back, wanting more. With one finger, he took the thin strap of her dress over her shoulder and then did the same with the other side.


  Never looking away. As though blinded, they used their hands to explore each other, to know each other. In a way their eyes could never do. His palm brushed her chest, tugging slightly at the top of her dress. His eyes widened in frustration, and then he reached around her to unfasten it.


  “Ouch!” he said, pulling his hand back and shaking it off. “Something stabbed me.” The reaction instantaneous, he looked at his hand. She saw the moment he realized his mistake, saw disappointment cloud his face. Then he caught her eye again and stayed there.


  “Sorry. I’ll…” She reached back and felt the pointy end of the safety pin. After taking it out, she saw he was sucking on his finger. “Come on, Mitch. Am I really not worth a little poke?”


  “If this works out like I hope, it won’t be a little poke.”


  She saw his smile out of her peripheral vision, and she saw it in his eyes.


  “Oh!” he said dramatically. “You meant the safety pin, didn’t you?” As her dress slid down her body and she stepped out of it, he sighed. “I can’t look. I’m not looking. It’s a lot harder than it sounds, by the way.” He warmed her skin with his touch. They were as close as they could be without losing focus. He was everywhere, the pressure in side of her building, wanting more. Wanting everything.


  She made quick work of his pants, in part because he was so helpful, so anxious to get out of them. Hooking an arm around her back, he pulled her into his body. She moaned, feeling his erection pressing against her, needing him inside of her.


  Their lips hovered just out of reach, occasionally brushing skin to skin, quivering. Mirroring his, her head tilted slightly, wanting a forbidden kiss. But knowing—as much as they wanted it—that connection would break the even deeper one they were living right now.


  Eyes can deceive, create something that’s not real—their own perspective of the truth. Unless they’re held, locked with a lover’s own. Forced to look within the other person instead of being distracted by skin or blinded by desire.


  He lifted her up, resting her on his hips, wrapping her legs around him as he walked over to the futon. “There’s a good chance we’re going to fall.”


  “Then we fall.” She didn’t care. All that would happen is that she’d feel his weight on top of her sooner, feel his body press into hers. If they fell, they would fall together.


  “Timber,” he said as he let go and let gravity do its job. They laughed the whole way down. He rested on one elbow and wiped the hair out of her face, his brow furrowed. “Listen, I— It’s—”


  “Just spit it out, Mitch.”


  He blew out a heavy breath. “It’s not the color of your eyes that scares me. It’s more what’s behind them.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “That you look at me with so much fucking hope. And…I think…” He pulled back and she grabbed his shoulders, wrapping her legs around his hips.


  “Don’t you dare run away now,” she said.


  “I could be totally wrong here, but…”


  “Love?”


  His chest fell on an exhale. “Am I wrong?”


  “No.”


  “Yeah.” He bit his lip. “That scares the shit out of me.”


  “It shouldn’t.”


  “Well…things rarely affect me the way they should.”


  Smiling, she reached for the box on the nightstand. “We’ll see about that.”


  § § §


  When he slid inside her, they both stopped breathing. Stopped moving. Stopped laughing. Just…stopped. The Earth went silent just for them. So this moment could be everything he saw, felt, heard. Her look of tenderness mixed with a happy dose of lust. Her breathy moan, her incredible warmth, brought everything that was cold and dark into the light.


  And he could finally see. Finally see everything she was, everything they were together.


  When he could no longer deny the need to move, he rocked into her. Each movement proved they were made for each other, fitting so perfectly. Like nothing could come between them—no air, no light, no darkness.


  He watched her struggle each time her eyes started to close, recognizing how strong she was. There was no battle she wouldn’t win, not even with herself. And if he wanted anything, he wanted to fight for her.


  If she believed he could, then he could. Sometimes it’s that simple. What your love wants, you give her—no matter what you have to do. So he didn’t close his eyes, didn’t shy away from who she was, because that would have been weak. And he couldn’t have her think him weak. He would be strong…for her.


  § § §


  Not being able to lose themselves in a kiss did something unexpected. At least for her. It let her truly see him, never losing sight of the window into him his eyes created. She saw lust—kind of a given. She saw pleasure—also not a shocker. But what did surprise her was the unbridled vulnerability he was offering, a look into his heart. She wanted to live there, stay tucked inside of him, away from everything painful. She wanted to be there so that he would understand who he truly was. How amazing, how strong. Without her, he’d never find it, never believe it.


  Her body was on fire, every touch, every movement only heightening the heat. She wouldn’t last much longer. Not with him looking at her like that. His eyes burned, so close but still able to focus…on her. He was truly focused on her. Not who she’d been, who she was. Every bit of him was there with her, bringing her an insane amount of pleasure with every thrust.


  “I’m not going to walk away. Not now. Not ever.” When he stopped rocking into her, she realized she’d spoken aloud. Before he could move away, she wrapped her legs around him tighter, bringing him deeper.


  His eyes closed halfway as he groaned. But then he shivered and raised himself up. “We had a deal.”


  “Your deal sucked, so I made my own.”


  He pried her legs off and pulled out of her, scowling. “No.” Then he rolled onto his back and stared at the ceiling. “That’s not what we agreed on.”


  “I told you that I lied.” She climbed on top of him, forcing him to look at her, but not forcing him inside of her. “I won’t walk away from this. What we can have. You can’t make me.”


  “I don’t want to make you. I want you to understand.”


  “All I understand is that I was about five seconds away from a fantastic orgasm.”


  His abs tightened underneath her as he laughed. “Five seconds, huh?”


  She felt his hand touch her core. “Maybe ten.”


  “We’re going to talk about this,” he said, making circles with his thumb, sliding his fingers into her when she raised herself up. “But not right now. Because that would be a waste of a good orgasm, wouldn’t it?”


  She moaned as she lifted away from his touch and scooted down his body. “Yes.” Then she moaned even louder as he pressed inside her.


  “God, I missed this,” he whispered. “I missed you.” When he pushed up onto his hands, she wrapped her arms around him. “I’m going to kiss you now.” He held her face gently but spoke firmly. “And I don’t want to hear any arguments. There will be no negotiating. It’s happening whether you want it to or not.”


  She nodded. “But don’t get used to it. For today, and today only, you can call any shot you want to.”


  His eyes dimmed slightly as he ran his finger over her lip. “We may only have today, so I’ll take it.”


  “Don’t say that,” she said, her eyes immediately starting to water. “Please, don’t even think that.”


  “Hey, don’t screw up my big Prince Charming moment,” he joked, wiping a tear from her cheek. “But you need to keep your eyes open. So I can still see you.”


  “I don’t think that’s physically possible.”


  “Well, we’re about to find out.”


  It wasn’t. Everything disappeared when their lips met—the frustration, the doubt, the fear. All she could focus on was the incredible way he tasted, the passion she felt through each caress of his tongue. Their bodies moved in perfect rhythm, bringing more pleasure than any two people had ever deserved.


  And sure enough, about ten seconds later, she came.


  “Unless you’re calling for help,” Landon yelled, pounding on the wall between their room and his, “can you stop the goddamned screaming?”


  


  CHAPTER XXI


  She was so beautiful—flushed, mussed, and panting. Though he couldn’t possibly look that great, she smiled at him, still breathless from their love-making.


  Love-making. Making love. Huh. That’s not quite right. Not what it really was. Because you can’t ‘make’ something that’s already there.


  If things were different, they could have a life together. Build from this moment and share something Mitch had never even dreamt about. But things weren’t different. Outside of this room, nothing had changed. And as soon as the door opened, they had to deal with it. Something they both had to face. Because it wouldn’t get easier.


  He’d chosen. Her life over his. She could be free without him holding her back, without The Clinic using him as leverage against her. Contrary to what he wanted, time didn’t favor anyone. If Hyde really was going to take control permanently, he had to make sure that before it happened, she was free and The Clinic wasn’t.


  Damn it. He was going to have to tell her. And she was not going to be happy. But the shit was about to hit an enormous motherfucking fan. He’d be the fan, and The Clinic’s shit was going to get destroyed.


  He wiped a strand of hair off her cheek. “You know this isn’t going to end well, don’t you?” End. This, their lives together, had to come to a close. So a new door could open. But this time, nothing new would begin. Not for him. But seeing her, touching her, being inside of her seemed like the perfect send-off.


  “Why does it have to end at all?”


  “Everything ends. This, what we have, included. Because of who we are.”


  “And who are we?” She sat up, brushing away his hand.


  He didn’t want her to be angry. He just wanted her to understand.


  “Who are we really, Mitch? I feel stronger than I’ve ever felt before. I finally feel whole. All we have to do is…” She shifted uncomfortably.


  “Is fix me. That’s what you were going to say, wasn’t it?”


  She scooted away from him, drawing her legs and wrapping her arms around them.


  “Oh no you don’t,” he said. “I’ve spent my life avoiding this kind of conversation. So if I’m not running, you can bet your sweet-ass you’re not getting out of it. It needs to happen. We need to lay our cards on the table.” Even though his was a losing hand. “When we’re together, we can pretend things aren’t what they are. But pretending isn’t being. All we have to do is fix me.” He took her hand and traced the lines of her palm. “But I can’t be fixed. I’m like a wind-up toy that a kid just stepped on. There’s no fixing me.”


  “Not ‘fix’.” She looked away, struggling for words.


  “Fine. Drug. All we have to do is keep me drugged.”


  “You’d be just like you used to be, when Jolie was giving it to you. If we get a whole bunch of the serum—”


  “If we get the serum, I might—and I mean might—get better. But what happens when that bunch runs out? You think they’ll just keep handing it over? You think I want you to do whatever the hell they want you to do just so they’ll keep giving me their fucking drugs?” He wouldn’t be her pimp—selling her so he could get another fix. “You’ve already given them too much. I’ve already given them too much. These people…they won’t stop screwing with our lives.”


  “They’ve already agreed to give it to you.”


  “Not without something in return. They’re not the good guys. Hell, I don’t even know if we are the good guys. ‘Cause the universe would have to be seriously fucked-up if I fell into that category.” He gripped her hand tightly. “I have a choice, Eden. A choice whether I go along with it. If I tell them to go screw themselves, I can live my own life. For as long as it lasts. So I’m choosing to live on my terms, not theirs.”


  “And what about what I choose?” she asked, her voice sharp. He didn’t want that. Didn’t want what could possibly be their last moments together to be filled with animosity and arguing. But there was nothing he could do to stop it.


  “Huh,” he said. “Well, that’s harder. Because if you make the wrong call, I’m going to lock you in a cage until you agree.”


  “That’s the only option?”


  “The only one that works for me.”


  She had to understand the reality of where he was, what he was willing to do. He wouldn’t live if it came at the price of her freedom. And, though he knew she would mourn his death, he also knew that she’d go on. And that was the only gift he could give her. Well, maybe he could throw in some chocolate too.


  “They want me to do their tests,” she said, “but what else do we know for sure? Nothing.”


  “Exactly my point.” He heard the frustration in his voice. Not helpful. So he took a deep breath and tried again. “Look, there are only two things I know for sure. The Clinic lies. Big, fat, miserable lies. And I won’t, for one second, trust them with you.” He pressed up on his hands and took her mouth with his, claimed it, lived in it. For as long as he could.


  When she pulled back enough to speak, she still looked worried. “What’s the other thing?”


  “Huh?” he asked, lost in the softness of her lips.


  “The other thing you know for sure.”


  “Oh. Damn it, I hate it when you listen to what I say. It’s distracting.” He brushed his lips on hers, enjoying the unknown, incredibly-decadent scent that was Eden.


  “So you’re telling me you were lying.”


  “No lies.” They only had each other. And if the lies started, even a small one, the trust she had in him would be gone. So no lies. Not now. Not until the day he died. Fuck. He pulled away, wondering how much more time he had to look at her. “The other thing. Right. For some unknown reason the most beautiful woman in the entire world seems to think I’m worth something.”


  A smile brightened her face, erasing the lines of sadness. “I’m only with you because you’re great in the sack.”


  “Oh. Well…I’m glad you think that, and I’d be happy to prove it to you again shortly. But until then, I think we need to focus.”


  She straightened out her legs, lifting his arm so she could scoot down and press her body up against his. He knew what she was trying to do—distract him enough so that he’d agreed to whatever she wanted. And frankly, it would probably work. But he was determined to keep talking until his mouth became otherwise occupied.


  “Stop, Eden.” He took her hand off his cock and pinned it above her head. Fuck. That did not help. All it did was create more visible surface area to run his tongue— “Seriously, stop!”


  Did she know how she affected him? How he could barely think when she was around—naked or not? She brought him comfort, satisfaction. Not only in a sexual way, but also in a life-might-not-be-as-absolutely-terrible-as-I-thought way. In a holy-shit-I-want-to-stay-right-here-andlive-this-every-day-of-my-life way.


  But he knew how little time he had left with her. If things went the way he wanted them to, a war would start soon. If things went array and all hell broke loose inside of him, the war would still start. But instead of it being him against The Clinic, it would be her against Hyde. And he couldn’t let that happen. He would die before he let that happen. Take the bastard with him, in the most literal sense. His end, her beginning. A new life, without him around to screw things up.


  He didn’t want to see her if Hyde won. When Hyde won, if The Clinic was being truthful for once. He couldn’t bear the thought of seeing her through Hyde’s eyes, his thoughts about her filling Mitch’s head, corrupting his memory of her. She was perfect. She deserved everything. And since that was something he’d never be able to give to her, the least he could do is make sure she was free. That she was safe—from The Clinic and from him.


  So this time, when he was inside of her, he prayed.


  § § §


  Eden’s old-self would have told him what she was planning, thinking that omission was just another form of lying. But her new-self knew better. What people called ‘white lies’ were still lies, but the intent wasn’t to hurt or deceive. They were to help those who didn’t, or wouldn’t, help themselves.


  She’d come here to convince Mitch that he needed The Clinic’s help. His refusals meant nothing to her. Maybe his loss of hope was Hyde’s doing. Or being without the serum for so long. Or not seeing a way out. She understood his anger, but would never accept its result. Never.


  Landon’s booming voice carried through the closed door. “You guys want to break it up in there long enough to eat?”


  “No,” Mitch said, tightening his arm around her and shoving the other behind his head.


  “I smell food.” Eden kissed his chest and propped herself up on her elbow. “I’m starving. Let’s get up.”


  After he begrudgingly let her pull him off the mattress, she threw his pants to him.


  Things were a long way from ‘all right,’ but she enjoyed the tingling in her body, the sense of security she felt just looking in his eyes. It didn’t have to be temporary. She’d find a way to deal with The Clinic just enough to get the serum. Once she had it, he couldn’t possibly say no. They were together now. He’d accepted her. He wanted to be with her. His stubbornness would be a tough, inflexible wall to get through, but it wasn’t impossible. She’d gotten through his other walls—she could get through this one too. Now that he realized what he’d be giving up.


  He covered himself with his pants, pretending he had a shy bone in his body. “Stop staring at me.”


  “Put on your pants and I will.”


  When he smirked at her and dropped the pants, she groaned, tearing her eyes away from his amazing physique. “I’m hungry for food, Mitch. Not that.” It was a lie, but a harmless one.


  “I give you five minutes before you’re hungry for something else.”


  “Damn, you’re cocky.”


  “No, just hopeful.” He came to her and ran the back of his hand along her jaw. Then he flipped it over, cupping her chin in his palm and kissing her with the kind of passion that was probably illegal in Florida. Their lips reached out to each other, even as they pulled back to breathe. “And horny.”


  She pushed his chest, sending him back a step. “Food first. Put on your damn pants.” She turned and went through the door before he could argue…or distract her again.


  “Yeah,” he grumbled. “I’ll be down in a sec. Save me something.”


  As she left him, she knew things would be okay. While he still claimed he didn’t want their serum, it didn’t matter. He couldn’t control her, couldn’t make decisions for her. And she’d decided that the way it was going to be. For a little while, The Clinic would get what they wanted—her. And in exchange, she would get what she wanted—him.


  The pleasurable stench of fast food hit her halfway down the stairs. Delicious. She hurried into the waiting room where Landon was already stuffing his mouth.


  “I got you a couple burgers and some fries.” He nodded towards a bag on the floor, grease spots making Rorschach blots on the brown paper. “Figured you might need more than one.”


  “Thanks,” she said, pulling a masterpiece of cheap ingredients out, barely able to wait until she’d unwrapped it before biting in.


  “Better than the food they gave you at The Clinic?”


  “Oh yeah.” She wondered if Justin ate what they’d given her. How long could a teenager live on vending machine food? Probably forever. She realized that she’d barely mentioned Justin. If they knew The Clinic was helping a kid, wouldn’t Mitch and Landon be more likely to believe that their enemy wasn’t as evil as they thought, and be more agreeable to what she had planned? A business arrangement. Nothing more.


  “Landon?” She stopped, holding a hand up to let him know she’d speak just as soon as she swallowed. “There’s a teenager at The Clinic. He lives there and seems to like it.”


  “Like it? What are they doing to him?”


  “Nothing. They just strap him up when he’s due to transform. His Hyde is still predictable, but he didn’t say anything about medication.”


  “That seems highly unlikely, doesn’t it? We already know they enjoy keeping people in the dark.”


  “I guess. But supposedly the serum doesn’t work on all of us. Since he had nowhere else to go, they took him in. Doesn’t that mean they aren’t all bad?”


  “Evil is a funny thing, Eden. Except in the case of Hyde, it isn’t always clear-cut. No one thinks what they’re doing is evil. They always find a way to rationalize even the worst behavior.” He squinted at her slightly. “You don’t really believe them, do you?”


  She shook her head. “But I know we need them, or what they can give us. Mitch needs the serum, and they’re the only ones who have it.”


  “Hmm… I thought Mitch was pretty clear on that.”


  “You know better than to listen to him,” she joked, wanting to quell the deep look of suspicion on his face.


  “Any chow left?” Mitch called from the stairs, a spring in his step as if they were going to plan a party. When he saw her, his smile grew and his eyes softened. “Hey.”


  “Hey,” she said back.


  “I need to get laid,” Landon grumbled.


  “Yes. Yes, you do,” Mitch said, his eyes never leaving hers.


  “Jeez, enough with the post-coital crap. Can we focus for a minute?”


  “Yeah, we can plan while we eat,” Mitch said. “Okay, I’ve been thinking about this for…” He searched the ceiling for just the right word. “A while now. Anyway, I think—”


  “No, you don’t get to think,” Landon said, crumpling up a wrapper and tossing it into the bag. “I’m the one with training. I’ll do the thinking. Eden goes in with a microphone.”


  She whipped her head toward him. Why would she need a microphone?


  He continued speaking, unaware of the confusion that had just slammed into her. “While I’d love to be able to get one from the station, there’s no way. Tech is way too organized for us to sneak that shit out. So we get the best we can from one of the shops around here that sells security equipment.”


  Eden stepped back, aware of their conversation but removed from it. Not that it mattered—they were arguing about her as if she wasn’t there. They could plan all they wanted, she already knew what she was going to do. Honestly, the more involved and over-protective they got, the harder it would be for her. All she had to do was turn herself in and get the serum from Alex. Once Mitch understood that The Clinic would follow through on their offer and that she’d be okay, he’d agree to take it. Problem solved. Without their interference.


  “Then we call Eden’s friend, Fields”—Landon pulled out the cell phone and battery and set them on the table next to him—“and tell him she’s ready to come in and play nice. When they pick her up, we follow her back.”


  “No,” Mitch said, echoing her thought. She didn’t need them checking up on her, staking the place out for no reason. They needed to stay out of it.


  “She’ll have a mic,” Landon grumbled. “If something happens, we move-in faster. But we need to know where the hell the place is.”


  “No.”


  “How about instead of just one word, you use two, maybe three,” Landon said disgustedly.


  Mitch put down his food. “She. Isn’t. Bait. How many was that?”


  Great. If they kept this up, she’d have to break up a fight. “I’ll be fine. They won’t hurt me.” Unless, of course, two willful men jumped in to rescue someone who didn’t need rescuing.


  “You don’t go in alone. Landon doesn’t need me shotgun—he’s just going to be driving a car.” He turned to Landon. “You don’t need me to hold your hand, do you?”


  “Well, I don’t need you to hold my hand either,” she snapped back. “I can take care of myself.”


  “You think I haven’t realized that yet? I know you can take care of yourself, but I’m not sure Landon will be happy having a nervous-wreck telling him how to drive. So I go along for security. Mine, not yours.”


  “I’m not even sure why you think you need to come at all,” she said. “You’ve already made your choice. You won’t give them what they want. That’s fine.” Because she would do it for him. They could test her, make her live in a box, and do as many brain scans as they wanted. As long as they gave her enough serum to keep Mitch safe. The rest she’d sort out later.


  The men looked at her oddly.


  “Why do you want to go back, Eden?” Landon asked quietly.


  She smiled nervously. What was she missing? “To get the serum.”


  “I told you that I’m not interested in their serum.”


  “You told me that you wouldn’t give them what they wanted. Not that you wouldn’t take it if they gave it to you.” Why did they want to follow her? She thought they were just being men, but… All this time she’d been so focused on her mission that she hadn’t thought they’d have one of their own. “What happened to the syringe I gave you, Landon?” Then she looked at Mitch. “Didn’t you take it?”


  “No.”


  “Why not?”


  “For all we know,” Landon said, “it was liquid arsenic.”


  She understood their mistrust. It made sense considering how quickly all of this was happening. “But if I made sure it was the real stuff, you’d take it, right? If I get it for you?”


  “No,” Mitch said. “I told you no.”


  With each small shake of his head, her hopes crumbled a bit more. Like the walls of a condemned building scheduled for tear-down.


  “We agreed, remember?” he asked solemnly. She stared at him in silence. Suffocating silence. When she slowly nodded, he mouthed, “It’ll be okay.” She didn’t respond, didn’t blink.


  “So,” he said after a moment, turning away from her. “If we want to get out of this intact, we need to stop being defensive and waiting for shit to happen to us. We need to batten down the hatches, put on our grubbies, and get our hands dirty.”


  “There’s a surprise,” Landon muttered. “Turner wants to get violent.”


  “When it comes to that place, you’d better believe it. I want it wiped off the fucking Earth. I want to shove those Tasers so far up their—”


  “Wait!” Eden said. “Can’t you just stay here for a bit longer? Let me go figure stuff out so we can avoid starting an outright war?” Because you don’t shoot your supplier, not when they’re the only one.


  He looked at her like she had just told him she wanted to go shoe shopping. “They already started it. Don’t you remember? Let me refresh your memory—me, gyrating on the floor after they zapped my ass. I wasn’t dancing.”


  “I know, but…”


  “Are you worried about that kid?” Landon asked. “We’ll make sure any innocent people are free before we take the place apart. Don’t worry.”


  “No.” They couldn’t take the place apart. She’d known that they were angry, that they wanted to know the truth. But she’d thought that, once they understood what The Clinic was, they would want to leave South Florida, not bring the entire place down.


  “What innocent people?” Mitch said, tearing into another burger. She watched him, trying to understand how he could eat while they discussed something that would mean the end of his life.


  “Eden says there’s a kid living there. We’ll have to make sure he’s not around during the fight.”


  “Motherfuckers!” Mitch plopped down on the couch next to Landon. “There’s a kid in there? Well, that makes it a tad more complicated, doesn’t it?”


  Landon nodded, and then they both looked at her. She didn’t respond, didn’t move, still trying to process what-and-when things had gone wrong.


  Landon’s voice rang in her ears. “Since I’m the one with training—not to mention that I’ve been dreaming of this day for a lot longer than either of you have even known about The Clinic—let me tell you what we’re going to do.”


  The men leaned towards each other as they spoke. An occasional insult was thrown, but mostly they agreed on their goal: To take down The Clinic without getting any of them killed.


  “No, you can’t do that!” Her heart clenched, her vision started to constrict, drawing in on itself, darkening. That wasn’t right.


  Mitch stood and approached her, his arms out in front of him. “I thought you understood what was going to happen.”


  “Understand that you’ll knowingly not do something that will keep you alive?” Her jaw shook, breaking up her words. “That you’d destroy everyone’s chance at a normal life? How am I supposed to understand that?” She’d deluded herself, thinking they would understand how deeply they and The Clinic needed each other. She’d thought it had been about free will. It wasn’t. It was about revenge.


  “We’ll do what we can for the kid and anyone else they have in there,” Mitch said. “But if they knew what The Clinic was really doing, don’t you think they’d want the same thing we do?”


  “This isn’t what I want.” Her pulse spiked as she realized how opposing their goals were. And if he got his, he’d destroy hers. And himself. “No! You can’t go there. You can’t…”


  He took her hands, ducking down to catch her eyes. “It’s the only way we’ll know what’s going on. We need records, files, information. And then, yes, I’m going to wipe them off the face of the fucking Earth for all the shit they’ve done. But you’ll be fine.” He glanced at Landon. “Right? She’ll be fine.”


  “Yeah, completely. We’ll be right there. And I’ll make a few calls, have some friends on stand-by, just in case we need reinforcements. But, until we know more, I don’t want to bring in anyone who still has something to lose.”


  What was he talking about? They all had something to lose. Each other. Themselves. Their humanity.


  Mitch wrapped his arms around her. “And I’ll be right next to you the whole time, being a good boy until we’re inside. So you’ll be fine. I’m not going to let anything happen to you. Promise.” The end of his kiss met with him turning back to Landon, continuing plans that would get them nothing but revenge. Revenge that might cost at least one, if not all, of them their lives. There was nothing sweet or cold about it.


  “So we call them, what, tomorrow morning?” Landon asked. “That gives us enough time to get a mic and some shut-eye.”


  She closed her mouth, her mind, her feelings. How could they expect her to just sit back and not do anything? When it was within her power to help? No. If Mitch was too stubborn, too stupid, to save himself, then she’d do it for him. Even if she had to betray him to do it.


  “Weren’t we supposed to take a nap at some point?” Mitch asked.


  “We got a little distracted, didn’t we?” she said. The day was a blur for her—incredible pleasure followed by intense grief and a conclusion that left her only one choice. She wouldn’t allow him to kill himself—by fighting them or by not taking the serum.


  “Is that what you call it?” Landon grumbled. “Well, the next time you get ‘distracted’, do you mind doing it a little more quietly?”


  Mitch slapped him on the shoulder. “You got it, man.” Then he took her hand and put his finger to his lips. “Let’s go get distracted quietly.”


  Eden laughed at his wicked grin, enjoying it for as long as she could. But her smile was wooden. Their plan left her hollow. Any hope of things working out for them was stretched taut in her mind. Like a tree in a hurricane—no matter how much she tried to bend, it would inevitably break in half. But she still had to try.


  “Go get some sleep, Landon,” Mitch called as he stepped behind her and pushed her to the stairs.


  “Uh-huh.”


  They got as far as the top step before he grabbed her waist and pressed her against the wall, blinding her with a kiss. The heat of his hands on her ass promised pleasure. And the moan she released as his hips rolled on hers promised it wouldn’t be quiet.


  


  CHAPTER XXII


  After they both were so sated even breathing was a chore, he suggested they go across the hall to the BDSM-themed room.


  “I’m going to need a break,” she said laughing. “I can’t feel my legs.”


  “Then we nap first.” His smirk disappeared. “Seriously though, while I’m all for kink, the cage is...” His eyes darkened with regret. “The cage is too much of a reminder of him. You know what I mean?”


  She nodded as he pulled her off the futon. “Yeah, I know.” All too well. The cage provided as much fear as it did security.


  “But, just in case, I need to be in there while we rest.”


  “It’s okay. Landon told me.”


  He raised an eyebrow. “I’ll have to thank him later.”


  “Don’t be mad, he’s just worried.”


  “I’m not mad, I’m…” When the bravado drained from his face, all that was left was shame. “Not talking really well right now. I’m sorry.”


  “You must be tired—you’re never without something to say.” She smiled.


  He shook his head. “Not for that. I’m sorry that I can’t fall asleep holding you. I’m sorry I can’t wake up in the middle of the night and pull you closer just to make sure the dream is real. And I’m sorry I can’t…be what you deserve.”


  She blinked away the tears that filled her eyes, but one escaped, sneaking down her cheek. She wiped it away roughly. “It’s never been about what we deserve, Mitch. It’s about what we need, what we want, and what we’ll do to have it. I need you, I want you.” And I’ll do whatever it takes to have you…safe. So I can wake up in the middle of the night and have at you whenever I feel like it. Someday.


  He smiled and tugged her into a kiss. A long and feel-it-down-to-your-toes kiss.


  “I think I could get used to the new you. She’s…”


  “Naughty?”


  “Are you kidding? I spent four days in bed with the old you. And she was naughty. Nah, the new you is…” It seemed as if he couldn’t focus, his gaze moving from her eyes to her lips, then down her body. “Perfect. You are perfect.”


  After they’d dragged mattresses into the room—one for outside the cage and one inside—only the bars separated them. His hand still held hers long after his eyes had closed and he’d succumbed to sleep. She watched his chest rise and fall peacefully. Knowing she would give up everything to have it continue.


  Perfect? No, she wasn’t perfect. Not even close. But it warmed her to know that’s how he saw her. Especially because he’d soon realize how wrong he was. All she could hope for was that it would be worth it. And that someday…he might be able to forgive her.


  § § §


  After Eden took a short rest, everything and nothing was clearer. The boarded-up windows were the perfect symbol of their situation and their future. No light in or out, no way in or out. But there was a door. And she knew exactly where it led. She knew what she had to do.


  Silently apologizing, knowing how angry he would be when he woke up, she gently unwrapped his hand from hers. With a small grunt, he turned over, hopefully having an amazing dream. Maybe he was dreaming of what could be. Eden was determined to give it to him. Despite what he said, she knew he wanted to live. And if he was stupid enough not to? Well… she’d make him realize all he had to live for.


  She climbed off the futon, slipped her dress over her head, and went in search of the cell phone Fields had given her. It was her only way to communicate with The Clinic, with Fields. She tiptoed past the room where Landon slept and went downstairs. After grabbing the phone off the side table, she snuck outside.


  She speed-walked away from the brothel, glancing behind her repeatedly. As soon as Mitch or Landon discovered she was missing, they’d come looking for her, so she needed to move fast. When she turned the first corner, she started running, not really caring if she was headed towards or away from The Clinic. When she felt like she was far enough, she ducked into a convenience store, shook her head at the cashier, and dialed Fields’s number.


  § § §


  The second Mitch woke up, he started looking for her. But there weren’t that many places she could be. Fuck, they couldn’t have taken her again, could they? No. First off, he wouldn’t have slept through them dragging her away. And secondly, it would’ve taken The Clinic longer than one night to find out where they were holed-up. So somehow, she’d disappeared from right next to him, from a house that The Clinic couldn’t have discovered. Not that fast.


  How?


  Hyde loved Mitch’s paranoia. Ate it up like candy or raw meat or still-beating puppy hearts. Because paranoia meant that Mitch was weak. And that bastard did a continual body/mind check for any sign of weakness.


  Mitch didn’t have time for this—not if his paranoia was well-founded. Think of a fucking happy place, asshole. He rushed downstairs and saw Landon sitting in a red velvet chair, calmly drinking a cup of coffee.


  “Where is she?”


  Landon froze, his face a mask and his hand holding out another cup towards Mitch. “Isn’t she with you?”


  “Would I be asking you if she was?” he growled. “You didn’t see her come out?” She couldn’t have just left, could she? Fuck. When he’d said she should run for it, he didn’t think she’d do it. She never did what he told her to. And without even saying goodbye…


  The cop stood, tension in his face and his body. “No.”


  “How long have you been awake?” With Hyde taking a potato-masher to his insides, Mitch should get his ass back in the cage stat. But he couldn’t—there was no time. He had to push through, had to be strong, had to stay in control.


  “About thirty minutes or so, but I left to get coffee.” He waved to the cups resting on the table next to the chair. Then he did a double-take. “The phone’s gone. Shit, do you think she went back without us?”


  Thoughts of what might’ve happened filled Mitch’s head. In a very unpleasant way. He knew his pulse was thumping, felt its pound in his neck, heard it in his ears. Not a human beat at all. Like it was trying to keep tempo with a silent and tragic opera. That, or an invisible heavy metal concert.


  Control…focus. She could’ve run for it, but…maybe she decided in some stupid-ass moment of delusion that she could take them down on her own…


  Or maybe…


  With quickly-clouding vision and the feeling that Hyde was already breaking through, Mitch stared at the cop. Nooo!


  The cop who’d been with him every day since they took her.


  As an ally, not—


  Landon was the one who’d been with her when she was kidnapped.


  They left him bleeding!


  Landon was the one who set up the useless surveillance at the liquor store.


  To help. Damn you, he was trying to help!


  Landon was the one who couldn’t find a shred of a lead at the police station.


  That’s The Clinic’s fault, not his!


  And Landon was the only other person in this house, the only one left besides Mitch…and Hyde.


  Shaking, Mitch gripped his head with his hands. “Go away!” he begged. To Landon and to Hyde. Go away! He stepped forward, his vision even darker.


  Landon’s eyes widened, and he put his hands out. “Turner?”


  Mitch didn’t answer. What could he possibly say? It’s alright? I’m okay? Why would he say that? It wasn’t alright and he wasn’t okay.


  “Turner, stop! You need to calm down. Let’s get you an injection, okay? Where’s the vial? Mitch!” He stumbled backwards as Mitch, unable to stop himself, advanced.


  “Did you know Jolie, Landon?” His voice was low and menacing. He didn’t want it to be, tried to change it, shake it off before it was too late. “Or Carter? Did you guys compare notes, have a good laugh about how stupid I was? I don’t blame you—I was stupid. Still am. I’m always one step behind what’s happening. Who’s doing it. And the saddest part is that I always thought Eden was the trusting one.” He laughed, the sound hollow, filling the room in a way that angered him even more. Because he sounded insane, and he just…didn’t…care.


  “Mitch, I’m not one of them,” Landon said hurriedly, fear overpowering his incredible patience. “I’ve never been. I’m on your side, on Eden’s side. You need to calm down and think about this.” He glanced at the door. The one he wouldn’t be able to go through without getting past Mitch. “How many nights did you sleep down the hall from me? I could’ve taken you out a million times, but I didn’t.”


  “You’re right.” The useless weight at the end of his neck nodded like a bobble-head doll’s. “Why is that?”


  “Because I’m not one of them, you idiot!”


  Mitch snagged the collar of Landon’s shirt, twisting it. He knew Hyde was controlling him, manipulating him. But he’d made a fatal mistake by trusting Jolie—always assuming he understood her motives, how gray her morality was. Was the cop any different? Hyde was burning to be free—to have Mitch give in—to take over and lead a dance that would only be over once Landon was dead.


  No! He felt his arm pull back, fling forward, wiping the look off the cop’s face when it struck.


  Then Landon rallied, his expression no longer surprised, but fierce and driven as he shoved Mitch away. But Mitch didn’t let go of his shirt. When he stumbled backwards, Landon came with him. As they hit the floor, Mitch tried to hold himself in check, his body not entirely his. All he could do was limit the force of each punch he threw, not allowing Hyde to hurt as much as the bastard wanted to. Mitch rolled on top of the cop, pinning him to the floor with one arm and trying desperately to stop the other arm from striking.


  “I’m not one of them, damn it!” Landon wasn’t holding back. He slammed his fist into Mitch’s side, just under his rib cage. Tried to throw Mitch’s weight off of him.


  “I can’t stop him,” Mitch moaned.


  “Don’t let him kill me!” Landon was bleeding from the mouth and one eye. His grunts of pain filling Mitch’s ears and numbing them to everything else. “Mitch, don’t!” His eyes widened when Mitch put his fingers over his throat. Landon threw his hands out, scraping hard enough to leave lines of blood, his legs kicking violently under Mitch’s body weight. Then Landon’s arm flicked out to Mitch’s neck. His fingertips struck Mitch in the throat.


  Mitch jerked back, glad that his grip on the cop’s windpipe slipped. He gagged at the sudden fiery pain, the desperate sense of not being able to breathe.


  Somehow, the pain helped. Helped Mitch reclaim his body, reclaim himself. He tried to back away, to end the fight. Whether he believed Landon or not—if it was his paranoia that had kicked into over-drive—didn’t matter. What mattered was that a dead traitor would ruin Mitch’s chance of getting more information. And a dead friend would ruin him. Of course, Landon probably wouldn’t be too thrilled with either outcome.


  Hyde’s power lasted for a moment more. But it was enough time to land one last punch, knocking Landon out. The force flung Landon’s face to the side, his eyes closed, his body limp. Mitch staggered backwards, tripping on Landon’s legs and falling against something hard. Maybe a chair, who knew and who cared? Mitch’s legs sure didn’t. He slumped down, his eyes never leaving the body in front of him. A constant murmur of useless apologies coming from his lips.


  What have I done? He scrambled up and went to check if Landon was still breathing. He was.


  Mitch’s next stop was upstairs. He only filled the syringe halfway, not giving himself another chance to screw up. He needed to be coherent and breathing, so he could apologize. Even if he couldn’t trust him again, the cop had done way too much for him. Landon had saved Mitch’s ass from self-destructing too many times to count. And for that, he deserved clemency. Even if he was working for enemy. Maybe.


  As soon as he got downstairs, he saw the cop’s body jerk, abs contracting, raising him off the floor, eyes wide open, as if still expecting to be in the fight. But the war between them was over. One war among many for Mitch—the never-ending one within himself, and another just beginning with The Clinic. And he was so fucking tired of fighting.


  It took a minute of groaning and coughing for Landon to be able to focus and balance.


  “I’m sorry,” Mitch said.


  When Landon moved to get up, Mitch stuck his hand out to help. And to apologize. But it would probably take more than that to make up for almost killing him.


  Landon shook his head. “Don’t need your help.” His voice was scratchy, but the intent was still there. He stood awkwardly and went to sit in a chair across the room.


  “I’m sorry,” Mitch repeated. What else could he say?


  “Enough.” He held up his hand, leaning forward, bracing his other arm on his thigh. “How’d you stop him from killing me?”


  Hyde. “You got a few good hits in. The pain soothed him. Made him easier to subdue.”


  “Got anything to drink?” He looked up from the floor. “I mean water.”


  “You can have whatever you want, man.”


  Landon pointed to a bottle of Gatorade on the side table. Mitch walked slowly and handed it to him gently. Least he could do.


  “So do you believe me?” the cop asked quietly. “Or do I sleep with both eyes open from now on?”


  “Not sure,” Mitch said, sitting back down, exhausted. He could only imagine how the cop felt. “Sorry, man. I wanna trust you, but…my judgment has been proven wrong so many fucking times, it’s two bus stops past pathetic.” He was blind. To himself. To others. You name it. “But even if I do”—he shook his head—“I’m not sure you should trust me.”


  “Yeah.” He took a slow, deep breath. “Here’s what’s gonna happen. I’m going to jot down a list. You’re going to call the numbers on that list.”


  “What’ll that do?”


  “My old partner from the Atlanta precinct will tell you about Tara—why I left Atlanta and came here. Then you’ll call my mom. She’ll tell you what I’ve done since.”


  “You have a mom?” Mitch joked.


  Landon nodded, grinning slightly. “And two sisters. One decent brother-in-law and one I wouldn’t care if you got to. You can talk to all of them. Ask as many embarrassing questions as you want to. And then I’ll give you their addresses.” His eyes seared the promise into Mitch’s. Landon was offering up his entire family as collateral, proof he wasn’t in on it. And trusting Mitch enough that nothing would happen to them. That was something Jolie had never done, nor would’ve ever done. Even if she’d given a shit about her family.


  Mitch’s nod was slow and confirming. “That’s proof enough.”


  “Good,” Landon said, taking a small sip from the bottle. “Then don’t try to kill me again.”


  “Deal.” He got up, crossed the room without moving too quickly, and put out his hand.


  Landon took it, his grip tight, not letting go even after they shook. “ ‘He who does not trust enough, will not be trusted’, asshole.” Then he released his hand and leaned back in the chair with his eyes closed, a small smile on his lips.


  “Thanks for the tip, Confucius.”


  “That was Lao-tzu, not Confucius.”


  “Oh, right. Lao-tzu. Wasn’t he the guy who also said, ‘He who has nothing interesting to say should shut the fuck up’?”


  Landon laughed. “I think that was someone else.”


  How the guy could forgive so easily was beyond Mitch’s comprehension. He’d always assumed Landon was good at holding a grudge. What else would keep him so focused on The Clinic?


  The Clinic. “You still got that syringe?”


  “The supposed serum?”


  Mitch nodded. “I’m thinking I should take the plunge, test it out. You know, so I don’t wig out on you again.” He couldn’t be this out of control and expect to accomplish anything.


  “Screw that,” Landon said. “I wouldn’t take it. Of course, I also wouldn’t almost murder you, but…”


  “I wouldn’t either. Not if I was still me. He’s gaining traction, Landon. Every move I made was his. And I could barely slow him down.”


  “But you did. Just like the night that Jolie was killed. You stopped him. So just…keep doing that.”


  “I don’t know if I can,” he mumbled.


  “So you think the serum will do it for you?” He shook his head. “What’s that saying—‘Resentment is taking the poison and hoping someone else will die’? Nah, if you take that crap, I’d be more likely to go with: ‘Stupid is taking the poison someone gives you and hoping like hell you don’t die.’ No, stick to the hard stuff, asshole. Then, once we get in there, we grab the shit right off the shelf. That way you know what it is.”


  But what if, by then, it’s too late?


  


  CHAPTER XXIII


  Eden had made sure to set the meeting place far away from the brothel, not wanting The Clinic to know where the brothel was and not wanting Mitch and Landon to know where The Clinic was. She had one chance to do this. One chance to do this right. And she couldn’t have Mitch screw it up by destroying the only thing that would keep him alive.


  She’d play nice. Be the good, obedient girl she used to be. Pretend to want to come back. Pretend that Mitch had rejected her as well as their offer of help. Once she was inside, she’d find the serum and steal as much as she could. And then, she’d run.


  When she saw the SUV, she stepped out from the corner she’d been hiding in, glancing around to see if they’d brought backup. The car parked about fifty feet from her and waited. No one got out, and no other cars appeared—not that she could see. But she knew they were being cautious, anticipating a possible ambush. So she raised her arms and turned in a tight circle. If she’d had a white flag, she would’ve waved it.


  “I’m alone,” she called out. “He’s not here.” After waiting another minute for some sign of…anything, she walked towards them. She wasn’t afraid, even though there was a strong possibility they would jump out, shove her to the ground, and drag her in. And after the fight at Mitch’s house, they’d probably enjoy hurting her a little. Claiming self-defense. So she moved slowly, not wanting to start anything or give them any reason to attack. Supposedly, they wouldn’t hurt her, but it would be stupid to test the theory unnecessarily. She needed to be healthy, unbruised. Because once she had the serum, she might have to fight her way out.


  When she was about twenty feet away from the car, both doors opened and Fields and the other guard—whatever his name was—stepped out, their weapons raised, eyes surveying the area.


  “It’s just little ole me, Fields. I come in peace. Take me to your leader.”


  “Stop talking and start walking.”


  “Yes, sir.” She saluted, careful not to move too quickly. A bullet lodged somewhere in her body or recovering from a Taser’s jump-start would only delay her plan.


  He opened the back door for her.


  “Always a gentleman,” she said. “Nice to see you.”


  He holstered his weapon. “Why didn’t he come with you?”


  She shrugged dramatically. “Can you believe that he doesn’t trust you people? I mean, what have you ever done to him?”


  “That’s too bad.” His face didn’t change—not that she expected a warm welcome. No, the cuffs he slapped on her wrists and the blindfold he shoved over her head were more what she’d expected.


  In the sudden darkness, she felt Fields’s arm under her knees and behind her back as he picked her up and set her down in the car. She didn’t fight…him. Her fight was internal—forcing herself to remain calm, to accept the confinement, the lack of sight or ability to protect herself.


  Greater good, Eden. Remember the greater good. “Can we go to a drive-thru? I’m starving.” Talking, reaching out, wanting to connect to the world with her other senses was too strong to ignore.


  After he slammed her door, she heard the two men get into the car and shut their own.


  “How was your outing, Eden?” Fields asked.


  “Really great, thanks. How are the guys who came to visit me doing?” she asked casually.


  “Very kind of you to ask. They’re doing much better.”


  “No trouble with the police, then?”


  “None whatsoever.”


  Play nice. Pretend like you give a shit. “They understand that I was just protecting myself, don’t they?” She didn’t really care what they thought, but the last thing she needed was to have two more variables.


  He paused. “They were just doing their jobs.”


  “Yeah, and their jobs included forcing me to do something that I wasn’t ready to do. And I don’t like it when people try to force me to do things. Maybe if they’d…oh I don’t know…not broken into the house and attacked me, we wouldn’t have had to argue. If they were just doing what Alex told them to do, then I should probably discuss it with her.”


  “It’s already been discussed, so there should be no more trouble.”


  “Well, that’s just…great.” She tried to quell her desire for noise and focused on the drive—how long it took, how many turns, and which direction they were going. The trip back seemed shorter, but she wondered if part of that was the dread of going back. Did that mean that the brothel, which was southwest of Mitch’s house, was closer to The Clinic’s facility? The trip out had felt like it’d taken forever. So how much of that was perception and how much was fact? For all she knew, The Clinic could be in downtown Fort Lauderdale and they were taking the scenic route to confuse her.


  After they stopped, Fields took her out of the car and removed the blindfold. Eden had to squint—the florescent lights burned her retinas. When her vision returned, the first thing she saw was Alex, looking exactly the same as she had a few days ago. She might have been wearing a different shirt, but Eden wasn’t sure.


  “Welcome back, Eden.”


  “Gee, thanks.”


  “I’m saddened to see that Mitch didn’t come in with you.”


  Eden’s lips were tight. “Well, after what happened at his house, you can imagine he might be hesitant to accept your invitation. I thought I was allowed to go whenever I wanted to, and that you weren’t going to hurt me.”


  Glancing at Fields, Alex flicked her head and then walked away.


  “So much for my freedom, huh?” Eden held her hands out to him as they walked. “But now that I’m back, can you take the cuffs off?”


  “Alex?” he asked.


  “Of course,” she said without turning. “She’s safe now.”


  “What is it with you two?” Eden asked them. “Are you screwing or something? I can’t figure it out—it’s like you take turns being in charge.” Neither one of them replied, but Fields seemed unusually slow with unlocking the cuffs. She should’ve waited to start harassing them. Too late now. “Oh, are you not allowed to talk about it here?” she asked him. “I’m shocked—The Clinic seems so open to new things.”


  “No, we’re not sleeping together. Now, if you don’t mind, shut the hell up.”


  She rubbed her wrists as each was freed. “I wasn’t sure you were going to let me out of those.”


  “You aren’t a prisoner.”


  “Really? You could’ve fooled me.” Not that they had—their big promise of freedom involved a closed space with nothing but locked doors.


  “The men were sent to check on you,” Alex said. “We didn’t know if Mitch was holding you against your will or what he was planning to do with you. We wanted to bring you in for your own safety. Until he’s under control. If you tell us where he is, we can go get him and make sure he receives the care he needs.”


  “I don’t know where he is,” she lied. Mostly. Maybe he and Landon had gone out for breakfast—who knew?


  Alex stopped in front of her office, her hand on the doorknob. “Strangely, I have a hard time believing that. The guards sent to retrieve you told me that you two seemed to be partnered-up pretty well.”


  “We were. And then we weren’t.”


  Alex sighed and went into the office, stopping to fill a coffee cup. “Want some?”


  Eden shook her head. “It makes me jittery.”


  Alex chuckled. “We don’t want that, do we?” She took her cup and sat down, indicating that Eden should take the other seat. Fields waited just outside the door.


  “I love that we keep having these discussions, Alex. I really do. I come into your wonderful office like I’m a second-grader who stepped out of line on the playground, you tell me how disappointed in me you are, and then I fake a frown. But the things is…all it really gets us is more wrinkles. And Lord knows, that’s something you don’t need more of.”


  Alex’s angry glare showed off exactly the lines Eden had been referring to. Right between her eyes. “Look, I’ve had a long day. So just tell me if you came back to help us or only to bicker with me?”


  “A bit of both, I guess.”


  “What about Turner?”


  Here goes. She faked a frown. “He didn’t want me.” She wasn’t sure if Alex’s matching expression was faked or not.


  “I’m sorry to hear that, Eden. I know how much you care for him.”


  Oh, please. As if the woman had any idea how much Eden cared for him. As if she even gave a shit. Eden was a product to them. Livestock to be tested upon. And livestock should be seen, not heard. And certainly not treated with any respect.


  “Yeah, well,” Eden said. “He couldn’t accept that I’ve changed. And he still doesn’t think he needs help. He’s been coping in other ways.” She didn’t want them to think he was close to combustion, or they might decide he needed to be ‘put down’. “But he’s not transforming very often, and he actually seemed okay.”


  Alex’s lips disappeared, and she tilted her head like she was talking to a child.


  I swear to God, if she calls me ‘honey’, I’m going to lose it.


  “It’s only a matter of time, Eden. If he doesn’t get help…”


  “He’s fine,” she snapped.


  “For now. If he won’t take the serum, there’s really only one way left to help him.”


  Anger filled her, stroking her skin and leaving goosebumps behind. “If you go after him, I’m not going to help. It’s his choice, not mine and not yours. His. Unless he…is out of control, he still gets to choose. That’s the deal—take it or leave it.”


  “Of course he does. Geez, I don’t understand why you still think we’re evil. Of course he gets to choose. He can be whomever he wants to be, with whomever he wants to.”


  Was that a stab? A jab to remind Eden that he hadn’t chosen her? Was that the game they were playing?


  “Until he’s unable to make logical choices, that is.” The pitch of Alex’s voice lowered a few notches, leaving Eden with the impression that playtime had just ended. And now the real fun begins. “Once he’s transformed permanently, we can’t allow him to be free. I think you know that, don’t you?”


  Eden swallowed. “Yes.” She knew. She knew that she had a very limited amount of time to find out where they kept the serum, grab it, and get out of here. Before they realized the real reason she’d come back.


  Alex nodded solemnly. “But when I said he could be whomever he wants to be, I was talking about the cure.” She leaned forward in her chair, intense and business-like.


  Here it comes. Maybe she’ll even sprinkle a little truth on top. Accidentally, of course.


  “We’re close, Eden. We think…” She stared at Eden so long it went way beyond uncomfortable. Like she was reading something written in code on Eden’s face.


  “Stop looking at me like that.”


  Alex blinked. “Sorry, I didn’t realize I was.”


  Whatever. “I’m back. I’m here. What do you want me to do?”


  “The first step is to do tests, at different times and with different kinds of stressors. Test your reflexes and senses, which I believe have heightened.”


  Eden didn’t nod or say a word. They’d find out soon enough. She’d help them by standing still or jumping when they said jump, but she’d be damned if she was going to tell them anything they couldn’t witness firsthand. And if Alex had any idea how easy it would be for Eden to kill her...well, negotiations might be harder locked in a cage.


  Alex was still talking. “Then we’d like to give you a pharmaceutical that seems to encourage an Abnormal’s Jekyll or Hyde to emerge. And then…” Her face suddenly changed, grew tight, nervous, her body pulling back into itself.


  “Damn it! Just tell me. What could possibly be left that would scare me?”


  Alex looked at her nails. Picked at a chip. “We would like you to…” She shook her head. “It would be a great assistance if you would…”


  “Say it already! You want more blood, more DNA, what?”


  “When you were with Turner, did you…um…did you have sex?”


  Eden couldn’t stop her flinch. “Excuse me?” What the hell? She’d prepared answers for a whole bunch of potential questions, but not that one. Why did she want to know that?


  “Did you have sex? While you were with him?”


  Her chest was tight, her breathing shallow, so when she spoke, it was soft. “I told you he didn’t want anything to do with me.”


  “Stress does funny things to people. And a common effect is the desire to copulate. Especially when two people are reunited after a long absence. So I’d hoped—”


  “You hoped we found the time to screw?” she spat. “Why the hell would you hope that?”


  She leaned back. “We need stem cells, Eden. Stem cells carry DNA but can transform into any organ. They’re like blueprints.”


  “I know what they are, but adults don’t— Oh shit.” Eden fell back in the chair, not taking her eyes off the woman in front of her. She could tell Alex was trying to hide her anxiety and maybe excitement. Good God, why? This is what they wanted from her? The big miracle that would save them all? Stem cells. Collected from the umbilical cord after a baby is born.


  “You want me to…” Have a baby? She couldn’t say the words. Could barely even think the words. Not now. Not now that she knew what she was. How could she even consider bringing a child into this madness?


  They set it up. As it hit her, she put a lock-down on her facial expression, so it wouldn’t give her away. The manipulating bastards set the whole thing up. Telling her that Mitch was going to die, introducing her to a few people they supposedly help, and then letting her go. So she’d think they wanted to help Mitch as much as she did. All so that the first person she ran to would be him. Knowing there was a good chance she and Mitch would…what did she call it? A good chance they’d ‘copulate’.


  This was insanity. She’d give them nothing. Ever. She would only take what they should’ve offered freely—a way to keep someone alive. Even that could be part of the set-up. Maybe Mitch permanent switch into Hyde was a lie too. Shit.


  “No,” she said finally.


  Alex blinked and pressed her lips together, as if she was surprised by Eden’s answer. But what the hell would Alex have said if their roles were reversed? “We would never do anything to a child, Eden. That’s not what we do. But the umbilical cord, filled with the embryonic stem cells we desperately need, is usually disposed of anyway. We can take the cells without harming you or the child.”


  “Why me?” She didn’t care anymore. The question would be expected and so she asked it, feigning uncertainty on her face while feeling absolutely nothing inside. “Why will only my DNA help?”


  “Your paranormal abilities are unparalleled. That’s always been the case, but now it’s even more apparent. You’ve somehow been able to do what we’ve never been able to do—combine your paranormal qualities with your human ones. With the indeterminate cells of your offspring—provided it also has the DNA of a Hyde—we can develop a better control serum for all of you. And, at some point, we may be able to find a way to completely reverse the condition.”


  Bullshit, bullshit, bullshit. “And all I have to do is get knocked up and, what? Hang around here for nine months? Sounds delightful.”


  “We’d want to do regular testing, but not continuously for the entire gestation period. You’d be free to come and go as you please. Once the baby is born, it will be yours.”


  It.


  “You could keep it, and if we’re right, you could have a normal life. With Mitch and the baby.” The pitch of her voice raised with every word and turned into some sort of terrible sing-song that no one would ever want to hear. “Don’t you want a normal life? To not worry about yourself?”


  Eden’s head kept shaking, tiny little movements in response to the nonsense she was hearing pour out of the woman’s mouth. She was insane if she thought Eden would agree.


  “To not worry about Mitch?” Alex paused, giving his name time to resonate in her mind.


  She knows. She knows I’d do anything for him. How? Was it written that clearly on her face when she thought of him? No, they don’t know me. None of them.


  “Don’t talk to me about Mitch,” she hissed. “It’s the worst argument you could make. Mitch would never, ever bring another life into this hell. Never.”


  “But I’m not asking him. I’m asking you. Mitch will die, Eden. With our drugs, he won’t transform as often. But without a cure, his time will come to an end. A lot sooner than it has to be. Your child could save his life. Isn’t that worth talking about, at least?”


  No, I’m done talking. She’d come here for something, and she was going to leave here with something. As soon as possible. And it sure as hell wasn’t a baby. They could all go screw themselves for all she cared. “I’ll do your tests. Give you blood, DNA, and pee in as many cups as you want. But don’t ask me for anything else.” Because if I hear the idea come out of your mouth one more time, I may have to hurt you.


  “Just…would you think about it? Please.”


  “No. You can’t ask me to do that.” She shoved her hands under her thighs, so Alex wouldn’t see how white her knuckles were, how much she was fighting the inclination to throttle her.


  “I know it’s hard, but it’s the only way. For everyone, all of you. If you won’t do it for yourself, do it for Mitch and Justin and all the others.”


  “Isn’t there someone else? Two people who you’ve helped who already want to have a baby…together?” If so, she’d have to talk them out of it. Or at least make sure they had up-to-date information about what might happen to their child.


  Alex shook her head. “We’ve tried with other Jekylls, but your kind has fairly low fertility rates. Especially when you’re young. In fact, we just lost a fetus we were very hopeful about.”


  “Just imagine how its mother felt,” she said before she could stop herself.


  “We’re not that callous, Eden. Of course we were concerned with how the mother felt. But she’s still very young and has a lot more time to reproduce.”


  “Reproduce? Again with the cattle references. We are people, Alex. People. Not animals.”


  “I misspoke, I’m sorry. I know you’re people. But I’m a scientist and we tend to…try not to get too involved with the people we are studying. To stay unbiased.”


  “Oh well, that makes everything okay then,” she snapped. “So if this woman wants to have a kid, why doesn’t she try again?”


  “She’s just too young to carry a fetus with the hormonal spikes that a Jekyll or Hyde produces. We almost lost her. But beyond that, any offspring— Sorry. Any child she would carry still won’t have the combined DNA that you do. You have no idea how unusual you are—having the…special DNA from both parents.”


  “Wait, am I ‘unusual’ or ‘special’?” she asked bitterly.


  “Eden, it has to be you. Genetically, it has to be you.”


  She wanted to puke. But she didn’t. She did something worse—she cried. Tears dripped from her eyes, but they didn’t seem to be coming from her. She knew her answer—nothing would change it. There was no way in hell she would bring a child into this world on the off-chance it would be the miracle they needed. No way. And even if she wasn’t absolutely, three-hundred-percent sure she would say no, she knew Mitch would rather burn in hell than go along with it.


  “Mitch would never—”


  “It’s okay, Eden. We’ll figure something out. Maybe send someone else to talk to him.” Alex came around her desk, a worried look on her face. She probably thought Eden had just realized she was out of options. That she’d do it, even though she didn’t want to. To save Mitch.


  “It’ll be okay, Eden. I promise. After this, you can have the life you want. The one you’ve always dreamed of. With Mitch.” Why the hell did she think she knew what Eden wanted?


  But Eden played along, standing up shakily and resting her butt on the desk, allowing the tears to drip down her cheeks. Everything she couldn’t control, everyone she’d lost, uncertainty, fear, hate, were all freed from the confines of her soul.


  Because, honestly, none of it was useful. None of it brought her any closer to her goal. And that was what she needed to focus on. Let go of all the pain, so it wouldn’t distract her.


  And best of all, it made Eden appear weak.


  Made Alex’s brows furrow in feigned empathy. Forced her to pretend to give a shit about the weeping, pathetic girl in front of her. Distracted her from the keycard Eden covered with her hand and curled up into her fist.


  


  CHAPTER XXIV


  Alex dialed slowly, dreading the call she had to make. But, all things considered, her conversation with Eden hadn’t gone as badly it could’ve. Sure, Eden had been upset, but that was to be expected. Alex finally felt like they were communicating, being honest with each other. Hopefully, Eden now understood the good that might be possible if she agreed, and the bad that was inevitable if she didn’t. Because whether Eden wanted the responsibility or not, she was the solution. And, more than anything, Alex needed something good to come of all of this.


  So until the moment her boss started speaking, Alex hadn’t felt all that bad.


  “Cancel your trip for the company picnic—you’re being replaced.”


  “But we got her!” She pressed the phone to her ear. “Eden’s back now.”


  “Well, isn’t that good news,” he said dryly.


  “Sir, she came in willingly. After spending a few days with Turner. I don’t think it ended well, but can you please wait until we find out exactly what happened?” It was a good thing they never teleconferenced because desperation was not an attractive look for her. But after everything she’d done, everything she avoided thinking about, she couldn’t give up now. It wasn’t about the money. It wasn’t even about the science anymore. It was because she was so deep in this pit that giving up before something positive came of all of it was more than she could handle.


  “Fine. I’m going to assume Turner and Landon are not longer problems. If that assumption is incorrect, your replacement will handle it.” The pitch of his voice never raised, not even when he was angry. Or maybe he was always angry. “Until then, bring in some more guards and tell everyone else to go home. Call me as soon as you know if she got herself knocked-up. Otherwise, do it the other way.”


  Not again. Thankfully, Alex’s whimper was silent. “You mean with another Hyde? She’ll never agree to that.” She started picking at the corner of the file on her desk, peeling the folder apart layer by layer. “Our only choice was Turner.”


  “No. Her only choice was Turner. And that didn’t work out so well. So from now on, we make decisions for her because, evidently, she sucks at making them.”


  “I think…if we just give her more time. Maybe approach Turner directly. We could use her safety to get him to agree. I think—”


  “Don’t think. Just do what I tell you to do. That way everyone’s happy.”


  Everyone? Hardly. Try: No one else but him. “This is wrong.”


  “Deciding what’s right or wrong is above your pay-grade. If you can’t manage it, that’s fine. Because I already have someone lined-up who can.”


  I didn’t trade-in my soul just so I could be replaced. “You mean like Jolie?” Words shot out of her mouth like venom, but the poison remained inside. “She worked out really well for you, what with screwing everything up and all.”


  “Are you sure you aren’t one of them? Your moods change faster than the minute hand on my Rolex. Just when I think you might be smart, you up and get mouthy.”


  She looked at the ceiling. Somehow, he would know how close to tears she was, and he’d probably enjoy it.


  “I’m not going to force a pregnancy on her,” she said, bringing the phone close to her mouth, so he wouldn’t know how difficult it was for her to speak, to say the things she should’ve said a long time ago. “She should have a choice.”


  “Fine. I’m not without feelings.” He sighed. “Here’s her choice: She makes a baby with the man she loves and they live happily ever after. Or...the man she loves doesn’t get his widdle baba of serum and will soon turn into a psychotic monster full-time. How’s that for a choice?”


  She’d thought it was a bluff. “You mean you’d really deny him the serum unless they reproduce?”


  “Do we have a bad connection here? Hold the phone closer to your ear, so you can hear me better. No pregnancy, no serum. Yes pregnancy, yes serum. Do you want me to repeat it?”


  “No. I understand.” She understood that he never bluffed. And then she understood that she was talking to an empty line.


  Her office was too small, too claustrophobic. She needed to get out of this godforsaken place.


  “Alex?” The door cracked open. Only one person would open without knocking first.


  “Now’s not a good time, Carter. Can I find you later?”


  He opened the door all the way and came in. “Alex, I’m not feeling very well.” Another reminder of the ‘good’ she was doing here. Poor Carter. He really did look terrible.


  She busied herself by shuffling papers, straightening out her desk. “I’m sorry, but I can’t help you right now. Eden’s back now, so you’ll have to wait.”


  “Is that my file?” he asked, pointing to the one she’d practically destroyed while on the phone. When she moved to leave, he blocked her way. “Listen, Alex. I’ve done a lot of bad things in my life. But I’m trying to do better. But I can’t if I feel like I’m about to die all the time.” He held his arms out to his sides.


  “I can’t help you. I’m sorry, but I can’t give you any more.” Before he started begging, she pushed past him, wanting to escape. But her sins still held on tightly, and running away was never enough to shake them off.


  § § §


  Mitch eventually calmed down…sedated…in the cage. Not letting go of the safety pin/lock pick, he’d ordered Landon to stay in the room. Did Mitch trust him? Not really. The time for trusting anyone—including himself—was long gone. And any lingering scraps of belief in the justice of the universe had been wiped out as well.


  Once his heartbeat had returned to normal, and with a top-off of the narcotic, he and Landon went from storefront to storefront, angrily demanding information from everyone they encountered. After only a minimal amount of threatening, a clerk from a convenience store confessed to seeing her get into a black SUV. Convenient. The Clinic handled deliveries and pick-ups.


  So she’d called them. Why the hell had she gone back to them? Willingly. And why hadn’t she said anything? The question not only hurt his ego—it hurt his heart, his soul, and all the other parts of himself he’d handed her.


  Trust, gone. Faith, gone. Even for her.


  If that was what she wanted, then he had no choice but to let her go. He was still baffled by how she could trust them, but what the hell could he do now? Go after her? Sure. If he knew where the fuck to go. And when he found her, he’d take every fucking bit of anger, pain, and frustration out on the people who’d done this to them. Wipe them off the planet, leaving no trace of them behind. Regardless of what Eden wanted or hoped for.


  Goals were important. And, though his goal hadn’t changed, now he had even more motivation. Because she’d gone there for him. She’d sold herself to them, so that he could live. Unacceptable. He was going to end them if it was the last thing he did. Even if he had to go door-to-door wearing a target on his chest, screaming, ‘Anyone with a Taser gets a free shot’.


  


  CHAPTER XXV


  Lying in feigned peaceful repose back in The Clinic’s guestroom, Eden felt the walls of this hellhole close in around her. Like a mime in a box. Except she wasn’t pretending—the box was real. And she couldn’t get out. At least not until she completed the task she’d set for herself. She touched the keycard that was tucked into her bra.


  Alex was going to be so pissed. But it served her right after all the lies, after she fed Eden one more about it not being safe for her to go outside anymore. That she was only safe inside The Clinic, and that they needed her. Eden had let her talk, knowing what Alex really meant: She was trapped inside of these walls until they didn’t need her anymore. Until they had what they wanted. Until they’d convinced her to have a child, she’d never be free.


  She imagined the next day would be a parade of sorts. A line-up of all the people Eden could help—Justin, Fields’s daughter, probably more—to tug at her heartstrings. But those strings had been played so hard, they were already broken. And, unlike the rest of her, they didn’t heal quickly.


  Patience, Eden. Patience. That was a very tall order. Wait until nighttime, when some of them went home to their happy, normal lives, where they could pretend their day job didn’t involve testing monsters. Where they could pretend they weren’t monsters for doing it.


  After her lovely discussion with Alex, they’d done more tests. Not surprisingly, when she’d asked about the results, they shuffled papers and mumbled about nothing being conclusive. Sure, why the hell should they tell her anything? It was only her body they were testing, so why would she care?


  She knew they would check her blood and urine for hormone levels, especially the ones that appeared after conception. Damn it, she hoped they hadn’t gotten what they’d wanted—that she’d accidentally gotten pregnant with Mitch’s child.


  She would not be bred like a piece of livestock. Would not have her child poked and prodded like a lamb due for slaughter. Stem cells. Yeah, sure. As if they’d be able to stop themselves once they had them.


  These people weren’t trying to help Abnormals, they were trying to breed them. For what purpose, she had no idea. But she’d find out. They must have computers. Somewhere. Weeks ago, when Jolie’s boss thought he was talking to Jolie, he mentioned emails. So yippee for them—The Clinic tried to be green. But it wasn’t the environment they were worried about, it was the lack of a paper trail. But digital docs left a trail as well, and she intended to scour the whole frigging forest of deception to find it.


  An excruciating amount of time later, the overhead lights dimmed, giving the ‘lights out, children’ signal. She stood and walked slowly to the door, putting her ear to it and listening. Then she turned the knob, again moving as slowly as she could bear, testing their promise of her freedom within the facility. It was locked. Shocker.


  She called out, “Hello? Is anyone there?” Hopefully, there was someone right outside the door. A guard who, with a smile to prove how much they trusted her, would politely suggest that she go back to bed. And if she insisted? Made up an excuse that she needed to get some fresh air, or get a drink, or go to the little girl’s room? What would happen then? How long would he be able to keep up the appearance of congeniality? How long before he pulled out that fancy Taser of his?


  “What do you want?” said a voice from the other side of the door.


  Hurray for predictability. “I need some help.” She released the knob as the guard opened the door. She saw him a moment before he saw her. Thankfully, he wasn’t any of the ones she’d already fought—they’d have been happy to go another round with her. This one was young, fresh-faced. He probably had no idea how expendable he was to his employer. You take one down and another pops up in his place.


  “Hi,” she said.


  “What’s wrong?” The poor guy would know in about thirty seconds, just as soon as she could reach him.


  “Could you help me flip the mattress? I’m having a Princess and the Pea moment with it.”


  “Um…” He glanced down the hallway.


  “Please? It’ll just take a second.”


  He reached for his cell phone.


  “I think the two of us can handle it. It’s just a mattress.” She smiled her most girlie smile, one she hoped looked needy and sweet.


  “I don’t think so,” he said, pushing the door. “Go back to bed.”


  “Come on,” she whined, pushing against him.


  “Just go to sleep.” He stepped behind the door to get more leverage until all she saw was one of his legs outstretched behind him.


  “Fine.” She readied herself and then quickly released the door. As soon as it started to swing towards her, she shoved it as hard as she could. It clunked into him, and he stumbled away holding his head. A second later she was behind him, her arm wrapped around his neck, cutting off his air like Fields had done to her. Except she wasn’t as gentle. His limbs flailed around, but only briefly made contact with her. Hopefully his lame fighting skill was a sign The Clinic was running out of well-trained guards.


  As his movements slowed, she whispered, “You need to get a different job. You’re not cut out for this,” into his ear. Once he stopped moving and became a big lump of useless weight, she released the pressure on his windpipe and dragged him into the room.


  She grabbed his cell phone, keycard, and Taser, and then remembered the intercom box on the wall. There was nothing other than what she’d just taken off him to break it with. But she had to break it. Eventually he would wake up and call for help, and she needed all the time she could get. Damn it. She weighed her options. She needed every tool she could hold onto. She tried to tuck the cell phone and his keycard into her bra, wishing her breasts were smaller so she’d have more room.


  “I should have paid more attention in class.” Then she turned the dial on the top of the Taser to max, pointed it at the intercom, and pulled the trigger, hoping the unit would short-circuit.


  Sparks surrounded a dart like the one she’d ripped out of Mitch after he’d been zapped. “Thank you, physics!” As soon as her finger came off the trigger, the sparks began to die off. Great. These fancy Tasers were probably one-shot deals. But she kept it, just in case. With a quick glance to make sure the guard was still unconscious, she left the room, verifying it was locked.


  She came around the corner at a run, sliding to a stop in front of the first door she saw. Might as well start here, right? Since none of the doors were marked, she might have to try them all. With her luck, this would probably be the staff lounge, complete with a vending machine and coffee maker. As she swiped Alex’s keycard in front of the locking mechanism, she vaguely wondered what their ‘new employee training’ program was like. Did they get a huge chart of the facility and have to memorize which door led to which room? Opening the door a crack, she almost laughed, imagining the look on Alex’s face when she gave her back her card.


  Until she heard moaning.


  With a quick glance around, she pushed the door open. It seemed heavier than the others, but she couldn’t be sure. Honestly, she’d had better days. She was tired of all of this shit and her body was probably just pissed off at her.


  The hallway lights didn’t shine far enough into the room to light up anything past the first two feet. She peered into the darkness, hoping her improved vision would let her see whatever else was in there. Whoever had moaned. At least, it had sounded like a moan, but she could’ve been wrong. The prickle of trepidation on her skin left her hoping she was wrong.


  A sound from somewhere down the hallway made her jump. She stepped inside and shut the door firmly, but quietly. They couldn’t find her. Not yet. With no light from outside, the room was completely black. So she slid her hand along the wall, feeling around for a light switch. Nothing.


  Great. With her hands out in front of her, she felt around the wall on the other side of the door. Nothing there either. She gave up, knowing that if she tripped over something in the darkness and sent The Clinic’s tools of torture clambering to the ground, they would see-through her offer to cooperate and be on her like hyenas on a wounded member of the pack.


  Reaching out, she felt the doorjamb and followed it until she felt the knob. All she needed was enough light to see, so she opened the door a crack and wedged one of her shoes between it and the edge. Her shoe crunched. The door was definitely heavier than the others. Why?


  Oh God, was that another moan? She knew there was something wrong. Sensed it. Knew she should turn around and try another room. Just find the goddamned serum and get the hell out of Dodge. Don’t get distracted.


  But she couldn’t leave. Not until she knew what was making that sound. A sound that, while it could barely be heard, reverberated inside of her.


  An invisible force, similar to the one she’d felt when she’d met Justin, pulled her forward. Maybe it was just another sleeping room. Maybe she’d see him strapped lightly to a bed with the cushioned straps he’d described.


  Yeah, right. The pull, the need to move closer, was far stronger than she’d felt towards Justin. More like the one she felt around Mitch, but darker and less pleasurable. As she stepped into the middle of the room, the overhead lights turned on automatically. Motion-sensors. So why didn’t they turn on when whoever else was in here moved?


  The room was big. Various trays of medical equipment, small work desks, and other crap she didn’t care about were spread out throughout. One wall was a continuous row of glass cabinets. And of course, one could hardly miss a line of cages along the far wall. Three cages, all in a row. With numbers on large placards hanging off the cross-bars. How frigging convenient—all the doors were open to welcome whoever The Clinic wanted to throw inside. Three-two—


  Her stomach wilted when she looked into cage number one. Unlike the first two, its door wasn’t open. And the overhead light didn’t shine as brightly as it did in the other two cells. She studied the placard as she crept forward, her eyes unable—or unwilling—to look at what was beyond the sign, even though she felt its presence like a heavy burden on her chest.


   


  Hyde01


   


  Without moving, she traced each letter and number at least three times with her eyes. Until she realized that she hadn’t run away. So somewhere within it, her mind had already decided it was going to make her look. It was just stalling, or building courage, or another equally-useless activity. She counted to three and looked up just as she heard a growl.


  Directly in front of her, chained to the wall, was a monster. A Hyde. A thin cement bench was flush against the cinderblock behind him, giving him only a few inches to sit on. Two thick metal cuffs enclosed each of his wrists, short chains attaching him to the wall, stretching his arms out to the sides just parallel to his shoulders. They sagged in their bindings, huge muscles flaccid but still holding tremendous power if flexed. It must have been excruciatingly painful to not be able to lower his arms.


  How long has he been like that?


  The cotton pants he wore were torn and fraying where they’d rubbed against the edge of the bench, bloodspots dotting the fabric. He hung there limply as if he were on a cross. Or like a twisted, disturbed artist’s rendition of DaVinci’s man.


  When he lifted his head, she saw the hate radiating from his eyes. A hate so dark, she felt it seep into her pores, leaving her filthy. She’d never seen that much evil. Not even in Mitch’s Hyde. Her feet were frozen where they stood, but her legs shook, not knowing whether to step forward or flee.


  “I can’t believe you stole my frigging keycard!”


  When she heard Alex’s voice from right behind her, Eden flipped around and aimed the Taser in one fluid motion.


  “Did you tase your guard?” Alex wasn’t alone. Fields was there, along with two other guards. “Because if you did, the gun is now about as useful as he was.”


  “Damn it. I hate it when I’m right,” Eden said as they all poured through the doorway. She lowered the Taser and stepped backwards, towards the creature.


  “Who is he?” Eden asked, not caring who answered, as long as someone did.


  “Not something you should be around,” Alex muttered. The rest of them stayed quiet.


  “Some-thing?”


  “Yes, Eden, some-thing. That”—she motioned to the Hyde—“is what could happen to your precious Mitch. That is what they turn into, if they don’t get themselves killed first.”


  Eden’s entire body shook uncontrollably. “No.”


  “Look at it!” Alex’s voice was loud, vicious, wanting to hurt. “Get used to that expression. Because unless we find a cure, that’s what you’ll spend the rest of your life with. Taking care of him, changing his diaper, all that good stuff.”


  “Why didn’t you give him the serum?”


  “We did. But it was too late. His transformations had already done too much damage to his system.” Alex shrugged like it was just another day. As if Hyde01 was a butterfly they’d found, stabbed through the torso, and kept in a shadowbox on the wall “Now he doesn’t come back at all. He can’t. Not fully. He can speak when he’s pumped full of it, but he’s not…real at all.”


  “Real?” How could she say that? She didn’t know what was going on in his mind. Eden turned around to face him, not caring if they grabbed her from behind. They would do it anyway, and there were too many of them to fight. So, with only a few moments left before they did whatever the hell they were going to do to her, she stared at him, looking for…something inside of him. Needing to see something human inside of him.


  He watched her approach, tugging against his bindings.


  “Don’t get too close, Eden. I’m telling you—he’s gone. G-O-N-E. Gone.”


  His eyes slicked towards Alex and he growled. Like an animal.


  “See?” Alex said.


  “That doesn’t prove anything. Even a rabbit would growl if it was strung up on the wall like that.”


  When his gaze switched back to her, she saw it. A brief moment of humanity within his pained eyes, as if the man inside him was begging for help. For something to end all the pain and torture that awaited his future. And then it was gone, leaving only rage behind.


  “No,” Eden whimpered, imagining he was Mitch. But it was beyond that. No one should be put through that. “He’s still there. There must be something you can do for him.”


  “Like what? Nothing works on him anymore.”


  “Then put him out of his misery.” Anything would be better than this. “For god’s sake, Alex, there’s a man inside him somewhere.”


  “The Clinic doesn’t kill people.”


  “Are you fucking kidding me?” she shouted. “You’re torturing him! You’re giving him something, aren’t you? Just give him more.” She glanced around the room and saw trays of medical equipment and tiny vials on them.


  “It won’t work.”


  “Then what are these? Barbie toys?” She ran to the closest tray, knocking it over while trying to grab it. Supplies flew everywhere, scattering all over the floor. She slid to her knees and frantically started picking up vials and syringes. But their labels all had codes she didn’t understand. “Please tell me some of this is for his pain. Tell me you are giving him something for his pain!” From her knees, she looked up at Alex, begging for her to at least nod. “Please.”


  Alex looked down at her calmly. “Like I said, Eden, nothing works.”


  As the guards moved forward, she saw Carter standing still behind them, leaning against the wall. He looked even more haggard than the last time she’d seen him, dark rings under his eyes, his body hunched in on itself.


  “Carter?” she whimpered. He’d loved her once. A delusional and destructive kind of love, but love nonetheless. He didn’t look at her. Instead, he stared at the monster behind her, his eyes afraid but not surprised, as if he’d seen it all before.


  She skittered backwards on her hands and knees until she hit a desk. She watched the men spread out, not knowing which way to move, not seeing a way out of this. Cornered, like an animal.


  “Stand up, Eden,” Fields said, his voice cold and mechanical.


  “You knew about this,” she said to him, her eyes darting from him to Carter to the other men. “All of you knew about this. How could you let this happen? For god’s sake, Fields, that could be your daughter hanging up there!”


  “No,” he said, shaking his head. “That’s nothing like my daughter. It only happens to males.” He flicked his head toward Hyde01 without looking at him.


  And somehow it all made sense. None of them saw a human being hanging there. They only saw a monster.


  “Then it could be Justin. Carter, I know you hate Mitch, but think about Justin. He’s a person!”


  Carter’s stare broke, and he finally looked at her. His face was tired, worn out, confused. “Eden, they’re doing this for you. And for Justin. And even for Mitch. It’s helping them figure out—”


  Alex stopped him with a simple raise of her hand. Her smile was predatory, condescending. At any moment Eden imagined the bitch would be offering her candy if she’d just help find her lost puppy. “That’s why we need you,” she said. “Why it can only be you.”


  “No-no-no-no-no! If you think I would bring a child into the world with the possibility of this happening to it or Mitch, you have shit for brains. You people are insane. This is all insane.” She wished her voice had been stronger, less pathetic. But her will to fight was dying—she could feel it.


  How do you fight people who aren’t capable of feeling anything? Words had no effect, because they could be so easily dismissed. Regardless of how much truth they held. And fists? Fists only left temporary pain, a physical discomfort accepted in the name of righteousness.


  “Genetically, the child has to be yours, Eden.” Alex glanced at the guards standing in front of her. Then she looked back at Eden and silently mouthed, “But it doesn’t have to be Mitch’s.”


  “No!” Eden yelled the word until her breath ran out.


  The men moved in unison, lunging toward her. All three of them, like they’d probably done a hundred other times. She kicked her legs as Fields took hold of one, but the other men each had one of her arms and they weren’t being gentle.


  “Please, Fields,” she begged. “Please, don’t do this.” She felt her shoulder give out, the pain making her scream even louder.


  Hyde01 echoed her call, crying out to God or to the devil. The sound so frightening, it stopped everyone in the room. They all looked to him, saw him move like he was having a seizure, blood staining his shirt above and below each metal cuff as he slammed his fists against the wall. His cry didn’t stop, not even for a second, even when he started pounding his head against the concrete. Again and again he threw his head back, squirming within his bindings.


  Eden wanted to cover her ears like Carter and Alex were. Wanted to make him stop. But all she and the men who held her could do was cringe. But she wouldn’t close her eyes like they were doing. She wouldn’t pretend he wasn’t real. That he didn’t exist. That he didn’t matter.


  Fuck them.


  He mattered.


  She felt the sting of a needle in her arm as one of their goddamned poisons pushed its way into her bloodstream.


  “Put her in cage three!” Alex’s scream was barely audible over Hyde01’s howl. The guards lifted her and started carrying her towards the line of cages along the wall. Eden tilted her head all the way back, seeing Hyde01 upside-down between the men who held her upper body. After they put her down and shoved her into the cell, he stopped screaming.


  And even though she couldn’t swear to it, right before his head dropped forward and his body slumped like he’d just run out of batteries, she thought she’d seen him smile.


  


  CHAPTER XXVI


  Mitch was pacing outside yet-another unremarkable office building, glancing irritatedly at Landon, when the call came in.


  Landon checked the caller ID. “It’s my buddy who was watching the liquor store.”


  “Well, take the fucking call!”


  After a few ‘heys,’ ‘reallys?’ ‘no shits?’ and one mention of Carter’s name, Landon held the phone out towards Mitch. “Someone wants to talk to you.”


  Mitch snatched it out of Landon’s hand. “Where is she, asshole?”


  “Nice to talk to you too, Turner,” Carter said from the other end of the line. “I’m doing well, thanks.”


  “I give about an atom of shit how you’re feeling. Maybe less. Yeah, less. Split that atom in half and right before the big boom, that’s how much I care. Where the fuck is she?”


  “I’ll show you.”


  He rocked back on his heels. “The Clinic? You’re going to just show me where The Clinic is? Just like that?”


  “Well, sure,” Carter said, his tone cloyingly sweet. “Since you’ve always been so nice to me, I thought I’d help you out a little.”


  Mitch paused, unsure what to say. Thanks? For what? It could all be part of their master plan—tell the boy scout to invite him to an ambush.


  “Are you still there?”


  “Yeah,” Mitch grumbled. With no one to trust, never knowing if anyone—and he meant anyone—was bullshitting, what’s a guy to do? He ran a hand over his face roughly. “What the hell do I have to lose?” His life was over. And if, in those very last moments, all he got to do was rip this little fucker’s head off, well, that would have to do.


  “Look, she’s in some serious trouble. The Clinic wants to help, but they’re getting desperate. And by ‘desperate’, I mean they’re planning on doing something not-so-nice to her. I need your help. But not if you’re going to go in there like a bull in a china shop and ruin everything.”


  “Unless someone is wearing red, I can probably control myself.” For the first couple of minutes. “Where are you?”


  His sigh was long, drawn out as if his lungs didn’t want to let go of the air. “Bring Landon. He’s still sane, isn’t he?”


  Mitch looked over to Landon, instantly suspicious. “Mostly. Why do you want me to bring him?”


  “Because he was a cop. And he’ll protect me from being killed.”


  “The Clinic wants to kill you?”


  “Maybe,” he muttered. “But what I meant was that he’ll protect me from you.”


  “Oh, sure. That makes sense. When and where?”


  § § §


  “Can’t you drive any faster?” Mitch growled from the passenger seat. The fucking cop wouldn’t let him touch the wheel. Which, in a way, worked out better for Mitch—he’d be able to jump out as soon as he saw Carter, whether the car had come to a complete stop or not.


  “We need him to talk, not bleed, so keep your hands to yourself.”


  “Sure thing, boss.”


  They’d set up a meeting point near the liquor store, but a bit less public. It seemed that not only gun-runners and drug dealers liked backstreet alleys—cops did too. Since the whole thing was ‘off the books’, the guy who’d found Carter wanted to keep the pass-over quiet. Mitch had no problem with that—the fewer people around, the less likely someone would complain about the screaming.


  As soon as Landon turned the corner into the alley, Mitch saw them. A balding forty-something guy who looked like he’d spent a few-too-many years eating donuts stood right next to a terrified and oddly-postured Carter. The guy looked like he needed to be in a hospital bed…with the morgue on speed-dial.


  Not my problem. Just as he’d planned, he jumped out of the car before it stopped and swung around the opened door, his feet hitting the pavement at a run.


  “Turner, stop!” Landon yelled.


  All Mitch could see was the bastard who’d helped fuck up his life. Eden’s life. Probably a whole bunch of other people’s. Not through Hyde’s eyes though, which was something.


  Landon’s buddy held out one hand, his other one moving to where his weapon would’ve been if he’d been in uniform. “Shit,” he said, stepping in front of Carter. But Mitch was moving as if he’d just been shot out of a cannon, and tubby-there wasn’t going to stop him.


  Carter ran for it, hobbling down the alley. Mitch followed, easily doubling the speed Carter was limping at. What was the saying? ‘Don’t run unless someone is chasing you?’ Well, Carter was finally doing something right. Because Mitch was chasing him, and planned on bringing him down like a fucking gazelle.


  He heard angry shouts from the cops behind him, but really, who gave a shit? This was ‘off the books’, so there was little they could do to him. He wanted to feel Carter’s jacket in his hand, feel Carter’s cheek against his fist. The desire was overwhelming.


  He was gaining. Finally, the years of running on that goddamned treadmill-to-nowhere, trying to expel all his pent-up energy, were paying off. And in such a poetic manner. He reached out just as Carter turned the corner. As soon as he felt the fabric of Carter’s jacket with his fingertips, he yanked backwards. Carter stumbled, his momentum tacking hard, like he’d just plowed into a brick wall. But the wall was next to him, and he hadn’t hit it yet. Ironically, Mitch was there to catch him—literally and literally. He shoved his arm between Carter and the brick, so his wrist buffered the impact of Carter’s head. Mitch cringed at the pain, yanking his hand back out of reflex, sending Carter in the other direction. Carter pitched sideways and fell onto the concrete, not moving quickly enough to stop himself from landing face-first.


  Fuck. Mitch couldn’t have the kid unconscious or dead. That would delay the fun of beating information out of him. Mitch shook off the thought. Think, asshole. Think.


  Landon had been right—Mitch shouldn’t have come. He was going to just fuck things up, accidentally beating the only guy with any information about The Clinic so badly, he wouldn’t be able to speak.


  He leaned over Carter’s body. “Shit, are you okay? I—”


  Carter flipped over and kicked Mitch right in the balls. Mitch’s teeth slammed together. But even that wasn’t enough to stop the motherfucking-girlie-ass wail from squeezing through. He was going down. There was no way to stop it. So instead of fighting it, he made sure he landed right on the asshole who’d probably just made him sterile. He also made sure he landed with his fist in Carter’s side.


  “Let me go, you bastard! I told you I was going to help, for God’s sake!” Carter struggled underneath Mitch’s larger mass. But Mitch had him pinned so well, he really deserved a WWF Smackdown belt.


  The pain in his balls was receding slightly, enough to actually bring things into focus. He liked pain, craved it. He even might’ve asked for more, if he didn’t know it would be another shot below the belt. There was pain, and then there was PAIN. It wasn’t all created equally.


  “That wasn’t nice, Carter.” From his knees, he rocked backwards and then stood, bringing Carter up with him, his fist wrapped tightly in the guy’s shirt.


  “Nice?” he said, gasping for air. “You just chased me down an alley and tackled me! And I’m the one who’s not nice?”


  “True, but I’ve never claimed to be a decent guy—you have. Repeatedly.” Mitch grabbed him by the scruff of the neck and dragged him towards the footsteps thundering down the alley.


  Landon skidded to a stop, as breathless as Mitch and Carter were. A few seconds later, his buddy caught up, completely red-faced and wheezing.


  “Damn it, Turner! I’m so tired of this shit!”


  “Yeah, but look what I found. Can I keep him?” Mitch squished up his mouth and looked at the kid he held. His forehead and lip were bleeding. “You know, once I clean him up a little.” Mitch leaned down and dusted him off.


  Carter shoved Mitch away weakly. “Keep him away from me. I’ll help, but only if you can control him.”


  “Wow,” Mitch said sarcastically. “Face facts, Carter. You’re not a boy scout anymore. They’ve stripped you of all your patches and yanked off that sash so fucking hard, you’re probably bleeding internally. If not, I’ll make sure you are soon.”


  “Leave him alone.” Landon pushed Mitch backwards with a shove to his chest, creating distance between him and Carter. But seriously, he’d need to create about a mile and a half of distance to keep him safe from Mitch. “He’s right—he said he would help. Now don’t you think it’s a good idea to let him tell us why?”


  Mitch cocked his head to the side. “I wasn’t going to hurt him.” Too badly.


  Carter ran his tongue over his lip and then wiped it with his hand, pulling it away to look at the blood. “Yeah, well… Try harder next time.”


  “Give me your hands, Turner,” Landon said.


  Mitch sneered, holding his hands out. “Now you want to hold my hand, Landon? I thought you didn’t want anyone knowing about our love.” Then he saw the cuffs come out. “Oh, come on! I was just kidding.”


  “I’m done with the games. I’m done with the jokes. You’re gonna get someone killed. And, unfortunately, it probably won’t be you. Shit, it’ll probably be me. So give me your goddamn hands before I shoot you and put us all out of our misery.”


  Mitch looked at the three men. Two of them feared him for sure, maybe three. And all three definitely hated him. Could he take all three down? Yeah. While in cuffs? Hmm… maybe not. But Landon’s expression didn’t change.


  “I won’t let anything happen to you, Turner,” Landon said quietly. “Remember that list.” The list. Landon was promising on the lives of his family. Although, it was a moot point if Mitch was already dead.


  “I’m not talking until he’s wearing those,” Carter said, nodding towards the cuffs.


  Fuck. If he had the kid alone, it wouldn’t be an issue. But the city’s not-quite-finest were waiting. Impatiently. Did he have a choice here?


  His mind flashed over the past few weeks, then a brief, condensed version of the last fifteen years. When the hell had he ever had a choice? He stewed in that realization, the discovery of the fucking century, until he realized something else. He was still alive, still fighting. Without ever having the chance to rule his own miserable life, he was still kicking. So what did one more decision made by someone else matter? If he had to, he would take down the entire world wearing two shiny, metal bracelets.


  “I need your hands.” Landon’s voice was subdued, quiet, borderline-regretful.


  Without any other option, Mitch stuck out his hands, his jaw clenched tightly. Positive that at least he could take out Carter before he was killed—if that’s what he’d just signed up for by allowing his hands to be bound. A second later, two matching bracelets were attached to his wrists.


  “It’s about time,” Carter said.


  Landon glared at him then flicked his head. “Let’s go back to the cars to talk.” The other cop and Carter walked ahead of them, despite the fact that handcuffs could hardly hold Mitch back. In fact, the short chain connecting them would fit perfectly around someone’s neck.


  Landon yanked him forward, bringing them closer together. “Don’t say anything,” he mumbled.


  Mitch turned to him. “What?”


  “Shut up.” He held the key to the cuffs in his palm, covering the other men’s views with his fingers.


  “Don’t tease me, cop.”


  He tucked the key into Mitch’s hand. “You can put it in your own goddamned pocket, asshole. I’m not putting my hand anywhere near your pants.”


  Mitch stifled his chuckle, closing his fist around the key and turning away before shoving it into the pocket of his jeans. It would take him at least a few seconds to get it out, but at least he wouldn’t be defenseless. Not now. Not ever.


  “Thanks,” he said gruffly, walking next to the only man in the world who might actually deserve his trust. “I’m glad I didn’t kill you.”


  “Oh, please. It would never happen. I’d have come back and beaten your ass.”


  “You think so, huh? You fight like a girl.”


  “You mean like the girl who saved your ass a few days ago? That kind of girl?”


  “Nah. You fight like a girl being tickled by her boyfriend.”


  Landon coughed into his hand. “Hate to break it to you, Turner. But you’re not my boyfriend.”


  “So you keep saying. But you’re making a big mistake—I’m a hell of a lay.”


  “I know you’re lying, but thank god I’ll never know for sure.”


  Back at the cars, Mitch wondered if the other men noticed the smile on Landon’s face. It was small to be sure, but it was there.


  “Stay right here, Turner, and do not do anything stupid.” Landon pulled his buddy a step away to have a whispered conversation.


  Carter was leaning up against the car, rubbing his shoulder. He glared at Mitch and Mitch glared back. But that got old quick, so Mitch turned his attention to Landon and his friend. The chubby cop couldn’t keep his eyes off Mitch. Then he shook his head broadly enough to make Mitch wonder if the jiggle of his cheeks was creating its own momentum.


  Landon smacked the guy on the back. “Thanks a lot, man. I’ll call you later.”


  They all watched him get into his unmarked police car and back out of the alley.


  “Okay then,” Landon said. “Where were we?”


  “Carter was about to tell us where he finished his recovery. You are recovered, aren’t you, kid?”


  “I was,” he grumbled. That was hard to believe. He looked about four breaths away from death.


  “You should be more careful—alleys have notoriously bad footing.”


  Carter shook his head. “I’ll tell you where she is because I want what’s best for her. I always have.”


  Mitch snorted.


  “Didn’t I tell you to shut up?” Landon barked at him. “Say another word and I’m putting you in the car.”


  Then it was Carter’s turn to snort. Mitch opened his mouth to say something, but then closed it again, biting down on his tongue in the process. The metallic taste of blood brought a sense of justice with it. Maybe it was about blood too. Control, power, blood, and lo— He shut his eyes to be rid of the word. But all that did was bring the image of her to the forefront of his mind, making it clearer and more painful.


  “How often is he losing it now, detective? A lot? How much time does he spend in his cage?”


  Mitch wished he could close his ears as tightly as he could his eyes, block out the truth of Carter’s words.


  “That’s not what we’re here to talk about,” Landon said. “We’re here to find out where The Clinic is and what they’re doing to Eden.”


  “She’s safer in there than she would be out here, around him. What did she tell you, Mitch? Did she tell you how close you are to the breaking point? That the asshole will disappear and Hyde will be all that’s left? Hell, maybe we’ll all be better off then.”


  “Do you have a death wish, kid?” Landon asked. “I swear to God, I feel like a frigging kindergarten teacher here. Do not speak unless you have something nice to say.”


  “I’ll tell you about The Clinic because of her,” Carter said. “But not him. He should take Eden’s mom’s way out—off himself. Or just rot in his cage like her father.”


  Mitch’s eyes shot open. And no amount of threatening could stop him from speaking. “Her father? He’s still alive?”


  Landon moved fast, stepping between them with both hands on Mitch’s chest.


  “Barely,” Carter said from over Landon’s shoulder. “But he’s been very helpful, unlike you. So they’re doing what they can for him.”


  Mitch put his palms out, letting the cop know he would be civil…ish. But he needed to know about her father. “Did she see him? Does she know he’s alive?”


  A wave of sadness drifted over Carter’s face. He looked at the ground a few feet away, the corner of his mouth twitching as if it had something to say but need to work out the phrasing so it wouldn’t get him killed.


  “Talk,” Mitch demanded. Something had happened. Something unpleasant. And he had to know what that was.


  “Yes, she saw him, but she…didn’t know it was him.”


  “Golly, you mean The Clinic keeps secrets?”


  “Sometimes the secret is better than the truth.”


  “No. Secrets get people hurt. They wound. Because they never stay secret. Because afterwards…all that’s left is disappointment and distrust.”


  “She’s better off not knowing,” he said, shaking his head. “Would you want to spend your entire life pretending your dad was some kind of hero who was forced to leave you behind? And that any day he’ll come back for you? Only to find out he lives in a cage because he’s a monster? And he’ll never, ever be human again? Believe me, that’s not the happy reunion a kid always hopes for.”


  He’s a monster. Like me. The words echoed in his head, swinging around like a wrecking ball, knocking over whatever hope of a happy conclusion to this he had left. So she’d been right. What The Clinic had told her was true. He would turn and never come back. There goes the idea of freedom, the tearful reunion, the light at the end of the tunnel, and the motherfucking happy ending.


  At least for him.


  It took him two seconds to make his peace with it. Time to move on. He’d get her out, make sure she was safe before whatever poison was a part of him took over and annihilated him. She’d be better off. And, let’s face it, no one else would even notice he was gone.


  “Where is she?”


  “Where do you think?”


  “Oh,” he said through gritted teeth. “The next thing that comes out of your mouth had better be an address, or you are fucking dead.”


  


  CHAPTER XXVII


  When Eden came to, she was lying on a bed. In cage three. With a headache. Just great. She reached behind her quickly to see if there were any more safety pins in her dress. No such luck. Then she slid onto the floor to see if there were any lose springs in the mattress. Maybe she could configure them into some rough-ass kind of key to get the hell out of here. But the bed was a futon—wooden legs and wooden slats where springs would be. No metal at all. So unless she could whittle a key out of bamboo, she was stuck.


  “Hello, Eden.” Across the room, Alex was sitting at a desk piled-high with paperwork. “You’re up early.” Her voice was saccharine-sweet, but the frustration seeped out everywhere.


  “Did you get a lot done while I was out?” Eden checked her arms for new injection marks, but for all she knew she’d been asleep for another two weeks. And their tests hadn’t involved needles. She felt her belly, pressing down, hoping to God she’d feel pain if they’d done anything down there. “What did you do?”


  “Not enough. The sedative doesn’t work as well on you as it should. You’re more like him in that respect now.” She nodded towards cage number one.


  Eden knew she wouldn’t get any answers. Alex held all the power now and would gladly rub Eden’s face into it any chance she got. But Eden could handle a little embarrassment, a little power-play. Especially if it came with a few accidental answers.


  “Am I going to be a mommy?” she asked, hating herself for the lightness of her voice.


  Alex looked down at the papers in front of her and wrote something.


  “Did you breed me while I was unconscious, Alex? I have a right to know. And telling me couldn’t possible make a difference now, could it?”


  Alex glanced up briefly. “You were only out for thirty minutes.”


  Having no idea if thirty minutes was adequate breeding time or not, Eden didn’t bother asking. She wouldn’t get a straight answer. At least not on that subject. “So, this guy is Hyde-o-one?” Eden asked. “Meaning, he’s the first one you found? The first generation model? How long has he been like that?”


  “A long time.”


  Eden looked at Alex through the bars of her cage. “So…does this mean I’m not allowed to go outside with Fields anymore?”


  Alex ran her hands across her face, pressing her fingertips into the bridge of her nose. “You know, Eden, this has been so much more difficult than it should’ve been.”


  Unbelievable. “Do you have a headache? If you let me out, I’ll go get you some aspirin.”


  “I don’t want to do this. I don’t want to cage you up like an animal.”


  Eden’s mouth dropped. Was she serious? This was about her? “Geez, I’m really sorry that I caught you in all of your lies, Alex. I should’ve never done that to you. Will you ever forgive me?”


  Alex didn’t look up.


  “Why does The Clinic have so many women working for them? I mean, I’m all for equal opportunity and equal rights, but don’t you think it’s odd that your bosses keeps hiring women to do their dirty work for them? To be on the front line like you and Jolie?”


  She licked her lips. “Women are more efficient than men are.”


  “And by ‘more efficient’, you mean, more deadly?”


  She put down her pen and sat back. “I don’t hurt people. If nothing else, this study has taught us that women are the more logical sex. Even your Jekyll—the one you used to have—was logical. She had needs and she took care of them.”


  “Don’t remind me.”


  “It’s not all about sex, Eden. It’s about the now, selfishness, instant gratification. But because of testosterone, the Hydes turn those instincts into violence. They crave violence, enjoy it even. That defies logic. It makes them unpredictable and dangerous. But the differences help us understand your kind. And now, because of you, we have so much more to explore.”


  “Great news, Alex. I’m really happy for you.”


  Alex continued speaking as if she hadn’t heard anything. “We don’t know why your genetic make-up is different than other Abnormal’s. But, ultimately, why doesn’t matter as much as figuring out how we can manipulate it.”


  “For the good of all Abnormals,” Eden said dryly.


  “Exactly.”


  Was she delusional or simply a liar? This didn’t add up. One look around this place told Eden that. Mitch’s Hyde was number 16, so they weren’t talking hundreds of Hydes running amuck. And this research couldn’t be cheap. Those kind of resources weren’t available for something that only affects a handful of people. Unless they were completely lying about the numbers. No, the lies had stacked up so high, they’d topple over any minute. If Eden could keep Alex talking, that is.


  “And how you figure it out doesn’t seem to matter, right? I don’t get a say in what you do to me. How you get what you want from me?”


  “We need embryonic stem cells. That’s it. You won’t even know we’re doing it. But we’d like to get them neonatally. We tried collecting them from a preterm fetus, but, at the four-month mark, they didn’t work.”


  “With whose fetus? I thought the last Jekyll who got pregnant couldn’t keep it long enough.”


  Alex shook her head. “That was a different case. That one was too young, not developed enough to carry a child.”


  “Not developed enough? What the hell, Alex, how old was she?”


  She scowled. “What you’re insinuating is disgusting. I meant that her Jekyll wasn’t developed enough. If it had been a normal pregnancy, she would’ve been fine. But her system wasn’t prepared for the added components of a full-blooded Abnormal fetus. So we lost it and almost lost her. And in the only other case of pregnancy we’ve been able to monitor, the female was a human who carried the genetic markers of an Abnormal, and the male was a Hyde. But unfortunately, the woman was killed before—”


  “Holy shit. You’re talking about Mitch’s sister. Shelly. You were using her to get another guinea pig. But why? She didn’t transform.”


  Alex shook her head. “Not as a guinea pig. She would’ve been able to keep her child.”


  “You bred her to a Hyde! Did she consent to it, Alex? Or did you have to tie her up?”


  “I don’t have people raped! That’s not…” Her head shook wildly, loosening her ponytail so much that thick strands of hair only exaggerated the action. “No one is raped!”


  Eden relaxed…a little. Alex’s freak-out at the thought of someone being raped was real. So while Eden had been unconscious, they hadn’t bred her. But what would happen if Eden kept refusing? Would that indignation disappear in the name of doing ‘good’?


  “I’m going to be, aren’t I?” she called out. “I’m going to be forced to breed.” The volume and pitch of her voice rised at the same rate. “I do not consent to this, Alex. Whatever you do to me will never be consensual! Do you hear me?”


  Her lips held tightly together, Alex stood up, grabbed a few file folders, and went to the door. Then she turned back to Eden. “Neither of us have a choice anymore, Eden.” They stared at each other for a long moment before Alex looked away.


  “No one would spend this kind of money to help out a handful of freaks. Of Abnormals,” Eden said to her back. “You don’t even believe your lies anymore, do you? That what you’re doing is altruistic, for science, or that you’re helping us. How well do you sleep at night, Alex?” But all she was yelling at was a closed door.


  § § §


  Eden did a fair amount of pacing along the far wall of the cage. Every time Hyde01 made a sound, she felt shaken. And sick. What The Clinic was doing to him was so far beyond wrong, they probably considered it right. Even if they were doing all of this for ‘good’, to cure Abnormals, how the hell did they think they were going to accomplish that?


  “Cause it turned out so well in the book,” she mumbled.


  Hyde01 responded with a growl.


  “I couldn’t agree more.”


  Every muscle and hair follicle tightened when she heard someone open the door.


  Fields walked in and set a cup of coffee on the desk Alex had just vacated. “How are you doing?” Giving wide berth to Hyde01, he came to her cage and handed a bottle of water to her through the bars. “Why are you looking at me like that?”


  She blinked, Alex’s words still buzzing in her head like a bee no manner of shooing will get rid of. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to think about it, it was that she couldn’t stop thinking about it.


  Would they be satisfied with stem cells? No. What they wanted was a child to study from birth. And how long would it be until they needed another?


  The Clinic wanted to have babies. How fucked up is that? She’d never trusted them, but this? Nah, she’d never seen this coming. She’d been such an idiot. Never thinking beyond what they said. Knowing they lied, but still only hearing what she wanted to hear. Mitch was right. She’d been so focused on the stupid business arrangement that would get her what she wanted that she hadn’t thought enough about why they would agree to it.


  She should’ve known better. She’d seen enough evil in her life to know it doesn’t hide. It waits. Patiently. Until you can no longer breathe. And when you finally take your head out of the sand, it’s already too late.


  Damn it. “Why are you doing this, Fields?”


  “I don’t know what you mean.” But he did. She could tell by the way he wrapped his arms around his chest.


  “Do you ever think about what happens if they get their way?”


  “You’ve seen the good they’re doing. And there’s so much more they can do.”


  She couldn’t even imagine how ‘much more’ they would do. What their endgame was. Didn’t he care that his daughter was part of all of it?


  “Hello? Eden,” he said, “stop staring at me.”


  “You seem like a… Okay, I won’t go as far as saying you’re a good man. But I don’t understand how you can see what they’re doing and go along with it. Why would you?”


  He took a deep breath. “I know you don’t think it’s right. Shit, I don’t even think all of it’s right. But I’m a father. And, believe me, if you ever do have a child, you’ll understand. There’s nothing you won’t do for your kid. Nothing. Someday, when all of this is over, maybe you’ll understand that.”


  “Someday? I didn’t think Alex could wait that long.”


  “Wait for what?” He looked at her totally confused.


  “To have a—” Her mouth hung open, useless. Oh god. “How old is your daughter, Fields?”


  “Sixteen. Why?”


  “Sixteen is… really young.” She didn’t know for sure, but she trusted her gut. And her gut was telling her there was nothing The Clinic wouldn’t do, regardless of who they hurt.


  “Yeah, it is.”


  “How many nights have you left her here alone after they asked you to go do an errand or something?”


  “A few.” He stepped towards her, suspicion aging his face. “Why?”


  Eden didn’t want to look at him, didn’t want to see his face when he realized a truth he’d been afraid to acknowledge. Moments of complete betrayal and anguish shouldn’t be shared, or witnessed. Fields should have privacy once he understood exactly what they’d done to his daughter.


  Alex walked into the room and calmly went to the line of cabinets against the wall, pulling out a vial and a syringe.


  “Is that for me?” Eden called. “Something to keep me from talking?”


  “Why did you ask that?” Fields kept his voice low and glanced at Alex.


  “Is that who you were telling me about, Alex?” Eden called loudly. “The pregnant girl who almost died because her Jekyll wasn’t mature enough?”


  He looked at Alex, his moves slow and deliberate. “What’s she talking about?”


  “I have no idea, Fields.” She rested her butt on the corner of the desk and flicked the cap off the vial. “Why don’t you go home now? I’ll see you in the morning.”


  “Fields, I’ve never lied to you,” Eden said. “How confident are you that she can say the same?”


  “I…” He glanced at Eden, his eyebrows pressed together. “Alex?”


  “I told you to go home,” Alex said, the pitch of her voice screechingly high. “Ignore her. She’s just trying to manipulate you. You know how much I care about Alicia. I would never hurt her.”


  Even if Eden hadn’t already known Alex was lying, she would’ve known at that moment. All she had to do was get Fields to stop deluding himself that they were all on the same side. “She wants to breed me, Fields. By force. Did you know that?”


  “No one’s going to force you.” His head shook. “It’s your choice.”


  “No, Fields, it’s not. They already tried it once. But it didn’t work. The girl almost”—she took a breath so the next word would have all of the power she wanted it to—“died. She was so young that her Jekyll wasn’t mature enough to carry the fetus.”


  “Don’t listen to her!” Alex said, coming around the desk, her hands shaking as she tried to fill the syringe. “You know how Jekylls lie.”


  Eden’s grip on the bars tightened. “You need to shut your mouth before your nose starts growing, Alex. Or better yet, come clean. Purge yourself of all that bullshit. It’s worth a shot, right?”


  Alex tore her gaze off of Fields and glared at Eden. “Listen to the tough girl locked up in a cage, surrounded by her enemy. Everyone is expendable.”


  “Finally! She speaks the truth!” Eden yelled. “You realize that goes for you too, right Alex? You’re just as expendable as I am. Maybe more. Because I’m a freak-of-nature who my enemies want to breed. Hmm… Which one of us do you think they’d keep around if it came down to it? The Abnormal one they can use, or the abnormally-bitchy one they already have used?”


  “Enough!” Fields yelled. Then he backed away from Alex, staring at her. “You tell me the truth, or I tell her the truth.”


  “Tell me the truth about what?” Eden asked. These people’s lies could fill a ten volume set, where the heck was he going to start?


  Fields spoke through his teeth, his body tense. “Tell her who Hyde01 was.”


  Was?


  “I am telling you the truth,” Alex said. “We didn’t do anything to Alicia.” Her words were sputtered, her eyes were wide, and her head was shaking side-to-side slightly even as she denied it. Every part of her body screamed, ‘I am a huge, fucking liar’.


  Fields was a big man. And it turns out that big men have equally big tears. As they fell down his cheeks, he didn’t move—not to brush them away, not to strike. His stillness making everything and everyone in the room follow suit.


  “I. Don’t. Believe. You,” he said to Alex, barely moving his mouth. “She said she had flashbacks, but I told her they were just bad dreams. I thought they were just sick fantasies her Jekyll was showing her. And then, when she almost bled to death, you told me it was her Jekyll’s fault. And I believed you.” Suddenly, he flipped around to Eden and headed straight for her, his hands grabbing the bars between them. “Do you know what they did to my daughter?”


  She shook her head. “I wish I did. I wish I could tell you what they’re doing to any of us, but I just don’t know. I won’t lie to you though, Fields. You know I won’t. They want to breed me. They’ve done it before. To Mitch’s sister and, yes, to someone too young to carry full-term.” She shrugged. “Maybe it was Alicia, I don’t know. I don’t even know how many of us there are, how many of us The Clinic is using.”


  “Not many. Not here, at least. Just a few women and a few men. But this isn’t the only facility—”


  “Don’t!” Alex screamed from behind him.


  He turned to face her. “When I’m done with her, you’re going to tell me exactly what you’ve done.”


  “You need to believe me,” Alex begged. “I haven’t done anything wrong. And telling her anything will only make her more vengeful and more dangerous. Think of Alicia. Come on, Fields, we’re close to a cure! I know some parts of this aren’t pretty, but what we’re doing could give Alicia a normal life. So that one day she’ll get married and have—”


  “Have babies?” When he turned back to Eden, gone was the look of sadness, of anguish, of betrayal. All that was left was a man, a father, who would protect what he loved. A father who was finally speaking the truth. “That thing in there, Hyde01, started everything. He was normal, for a Hyde. But then…”


  “Fields, shut up!”


  “…the board decided they needed a control.” He spoke quickly, as if afraid his courage would fail before he got all the words out. “Every experiment needs a control, someone who gets a placebo instead of the drug they’re testing.”


  He jerked, shock filling his face, and then spun around. “You bitch!” His arm shot out, and all Eden saw was Alex flying to the side and hitting the ground a few feet away. Then he reached over his shoulder and yanked out a syringe.


  “I’m so sorry, Eden,” he said, turning. But not like before. This time his movements were sluggish, off-balance. He was blinking like crazy as he fought whatever Alex had injected him with.


  “It’s okay,” she lied. “Let me out, and I’ll try to help you.” That wasn’t a lie—he’d just proven he could be trusted by taking a syringe in the neck.


  He nodded, stumbling forward a step. “They were testing on their own founder…to see what happens to your kind…when you don’t have the serum…” he slurred. “And now…now he never comes back.”


  “Let me out, Fields.”


  “Please.” He fumbled for something under his shirt, pulling out a long chain with a key on the end. “Find Alicia and tell her...” Just as he pulled it over his head, his eyebrows bunched, and his eyes widened. “…sorry.” Then his body fell forward, smacking into the bars of the cage.


  Holding her head, Alex slowly got to her feet. “I really wish you hadn’t mentioned Alicia, Eden.” She snatched the chain out of his hand, walked calmly back to the desk, picked up her cell phone, and ordered whoever was on the other end of the line to come and pick up the trash.


  


  CHAPTER XXIII


  The Clinic’s facility was so utterly and disappointingly anti-climatic, neither Landon nor Mitch spoke for a long time. It was dark and they couldn’t get too close, but from what they could tell, The Big Bad Clinic was contained in a white one-story building with a few windows that were either blacked-out or had the kind of film that made them opaque. An industrial-sized door in the front and who-knows-what in the back. Probably a golf course and a nice fountain. It was so fucking normal! No guards patrolling the area, no barbed-wire gate, no mean-looking dogs. In fact, the only growling was coming from Mitch.


  “Can we please stop doing drive-bys and do something?” Mitch grumbled on their fourth time around the block. “Just let me out, I’ll knock on their front door and tell them I’m new in the neighborhood.”


  Landon scoffed. “Before beating them with a bundt cake?”


  “You got a better idea?”


  “They know both of you,” Carter said from the passenger seat, his head against the glass, his wheezing breath fogging up the window near his mouth. “The second someone sees one of your faces, all hell will break lose. We need to wait until things settle down a bit. In about an hour, there’s a shift-change. The new guards start their rounds on the opposite side of the facility, so it’ll be easier to go in unnoticed. And since we can use my keycard, you shouldn’t have to shoot up the place too much.”


  If Mitch wasn’t still pretending to wear the handcuffs, he would’ve smacked the back of Carter’s head. “They gave you a key to the place? Why didn’t you tell us that earlier?”


  He shrugged. “Slipped my mind. Probably because of the near-concussion you gave me.”


  “Great, more waiting,” he bitched. “Then, with any luck, we go in, find Eden, and get her out in no time.” Oh, and burn the motherfucking place down. But Mitch didn’t mention that.


  “Our first stop is the cage room,” Carter said.


  “Why do they have her in a cage? I thought she was going to help them.” Mitch knew he had no right to say anything—seeing as how he’d put her in one as well, but they’d known who she was. He hadn’t. It was a small consolation, but he held onto it. He needed as wide a gap as possible between their actions and his.


  “I don’t know for sure if she’s still there. They might’ve taken her back to her room. We’ll have to check.”


  “Then why don’t we go to her room first?” Mitch wanted to crawl into the front seat. Or grab Carter by the neck and yank his head around. You know, not to break anything, but to see his ugly face. Because there was something off about this whole thing. And he might be able to figure it out if he knew the boy scout was lying.


  “No, the cage room first. Then, if she’s not there, we’ll check her room.”


  What the fuck is in the cage room besides cages?


  “I’ll distract the guard and then signal you,” Carter said. “But if you screw it up, I’m not helping.”


  “You’re a great guy, you know that?”


  “Thanks. Oh, and one more thing. If they find us—which we have about a 1% chance of not happening—don’t let them tase you.”


  “They don’t have any real guns?” Landon asked, confused. Apparently unhappy that these bad guys worked differently than all the other bad guys he’d dealt with.


  Carter shook his head. “No, but all of them carry Dart Tasers.”


  “Yeah,” Mitch grumbled. “We’ve met.”


  Carter turned to look at Mitch, his grin a cold reminder of their relationship. “They tased you? Damn, I wish I’d seen that.”


  “As soon as I get hold of one of them, I’ll show you how they work. Maybe take a video so you can have a souvenir.”


  “Considering that you’re still here to threaten me, it means that the Taser wasn’t turned all the way up. The ones the guards use aren’t your average, off-the-shelf variety. These are the hard-core, black-market, customized, you-do-not-want-to-mess-with-them kind.”


  Landon grimaced. “This is South Florida. Nothing should surprise me.”


  “You don’t understand. Not only do the darts make them able to be used at a longer distance, these are rigged for Abnormals. At the low-volt setting, they’re just garden-variety-incapacitating, but on high? They could put down Mitch’s more interesting side.”


  “They’re strong enough to knock out Hyde?”


  Carter shook his head. “They’re strong enough to kill Hyde.”


  The silence got irritating quick. Mitch didn’t want Landon to start worrying or Carter to start celebrating. “Okay, good to know. Any other little tidbits to tell us?”


  “Not that I can think of,” Carter said. “Maybe you shouldn’t have hit me so hard.”


  “Maybe.” But it had been worth it.


  A long while later, Carter needed to take a piss. So they parked the car a couple blocks from The Clinic’s facility. And because they’d already forced him to hand over the keycard to Emerald City, it made no difference to Mitch if Carter was using his tiny bladder as an excuse to run for it. Mitch had been dealing with bad fucking karma his whole life. Carter would get what was coming to him. Because karma couldn’t give a rat’s ass about intent. No, that shit was all about action. And Carter’s actions were so far away from good, there was a strong possibility that he was taking Hyde classes.


  Not to mention that a slug could outrace the little prick at this point. In the short time they’d been driving, Carter’s complexion had grown paler, until even his lips lacked color.


  “What the hell is wrong with him?” Landon asked, after the kid had gone a few feet into the bushes.


  “Don’t know. Don’t care. You just concentrate on getting Eden out. Whatever happens, just do that. Got it?”


  “Damn it, Turner.” Landon didn’t turn around, he simply refocused the rearview mirror, and they spoke to each other’s reflections. “Don’t do anything that’ll get me killed.”


  Mitch smiled. “I don’t want to be a hero. I just don’t want you to do that whole ‘leave no man behind’ shit I see on TV.”


  “Yeah, okay.”


  “Wait. Seriously? You’re not even going to argue with me?”


  “Oh. No, Turner,” he said, dead-pan. “Don’t sacrifice yourself for all of the rest of us. If it comes down to you or me, save yourself.” He opened the car door. “Happy now?”


  “You could’ve been more sincere about it.” He looked at the WTF-expression Landon wore.


  “I’m going to check on him,” Landon said. “Make sure he’s still conscious. You just stay here and be pretty.”


  “I’m on it.” Fuck it all, Mitch had a friend. First time ever. He finally had a friend who could put up with his bullshit, who protected him from himself, and who might end up in a lot more trouble than he deserved. “You’re exactly the kind of asshole I can respect, you know that, Landon?”


  Then, after one more scowl, the cop turned away. “Bet you say that to all the guys you almost kill.”


  Mitch still had a lot to make up for. And he would probably run out of time before he’d done it.


  § § §


  As soon as Carter tapped his watch and gave the thumbs-up signal, they went in ninja-style. Minus the all-black, lethal throwing-stars, and any knowledge of martial arts, that is. Not to mention that Landon practically had to carry Carter in. The guy was almost staggering. Every time Mitch asked him what the hell was wrong with him or Landon asked him if he wanted to go to the hospital, Carter just ignored them.


  “Seriously, man,” Landon said. “You don’t look so good. Are you sure you don’t need help?”


  “No,” Mitch said. “We’re doing this now. We don’t have time to take him anywhere.”


  Landon scowled at him. “We can leave him at that strip mall we saw, call 9-1-1, and then come back here.”


  Carter pulled away from Landon’s side, balancing on his own two feet. “I need to get inside. Get my medicine. Then I’ll feel better.”


  Landon tried to argue. But, for once and only once, Mitch was on Carter’s side. The kid’s knowledge of the layout of the place meant that no matter what, he was coming along for the ride. Even if they had to drag him in by the scruff of his neck.


  “You get us inside,” Mitch said, “and you can have whatever you want.”


  While Mitch and Landon stayed behind, peeping around some bushes like Toms, ready for an old lady to come out and start yelling at them, Carter finally came through and did something productive. He went to go tell the guard who-the-fuck-knew and who-the-fuck-cared to get him away from the door.


  Mitch knew there was a huge chance that the kid would turn on them. In fact, he expected it. So, when they caught up him, Mitch would keep it short—knock him out and stuff him in a room he couldn’t get out of until they were done.


  “We need to get rid of Carter.”


  Landon flinched. “We’re not killing him.”


  “Of course not.” Although the thought had crossed his mind. Frequently. “He’s on his way there already, without us doing anything.”


  Landon nodded, his mouth tight. “What do you want to do?”


  “We can’t have him changing sides again. Plus, he’s oddly concerned with getting inside the cage room. And not because Eden’s in there. He’s about as trustworthy as I am. So I say we knock him out until it’s over.”


  Landon just grunted.


  “Think of it this way, Landon: He’ll probably be safer that way. If this gets rough, he’ll get hurt. You know, ‘cause he fights worse than you do.”


  “So knocking him senseless is your way of helping him out?”


  He nodded. “I can be helpful.”


  Carter waved at them from the back entrance.


  As they ran across the grass, Landon said, “Remind me to never ask for your help.”


  “I’d say no anyway, so don’t worry about it.”


  “Fine, but let me do it. I know where to hit him without causing permanent paralysis.”


  “You never let me have any fun.”


  When they neared the door, Carter shoved something in his pocket. “I already shut down the camera feed.”


  “What was that?” Mitch asked. If the kid had a weapon, he needed to know about it. About two hours ago.


  “Nothing,” Carter mumbled.


  “Hand it over, or I’m dumping your body somewhere in Alligator Alley.” He stuck out his palm, and, after a quick glance to Landon who said, “Give it up, kid,” Carter placed an empty syringe into Mitch’s hand. Whatever had filled it was blue. Nothing shot into a vein should be blue. Nothing.


  “What the fuck was in it?”


  “The guard, he…I don’t…” Whatever he was stuttering was left hanging. One thing was for sure—Carter had completely lost any leftover traces of morality that he might’ve had.


  “You just bring that kind of stuff with you wherever you go or what?” He knew the answer, but he wanted to hear it come out of Carter’s mouth.


  “Fine,” he said, his face pointed towards the ground. “I brought it as protection. For you.”


  There it was—the answer Mitch had been waiting for. But it didn’t stop him from mouthing off because…well, because that’s who he was. “Protection, huh? I usually opt for condoms, but whatever floats, dude. Although…geez, this is awkward.” He sighed. “You’re not my type. Not to mention that my dick…” Another sigh. “Yeah, my dick is the only thing I don’t want to shove up your ass.”


  “Are you going to kill me?” he said weakly.


  “Nah,” he said, slapping Carter’s shoulder. “Not enough time. Sure as hell is tempting, though.”


  “Can we break this up,” Landon said, “and get what we came here for?”


  Even though the empty syringe was no longer a weapon—unless Mitch tried poking someone to death—he shoved it into his pocket, and they took off down the hallway. Slowly. Brain-numbingly slowly. Thanks to Carter’s quickly decreasing ability to walk straight.


  Landon stood behind him, shaking his head unhappily like he still wasn’t convinced this was a good idea. Which it wasn’t. When it came down to it, none of this was a good idea. And if Mitch thought too much about it, he’d probably decide to wait until they came up with a decent plan before trying anything. So he didn’t think about it.


  “I need to get the medication,” Carter mumbled, his gait jerky. “Need to find my medication.”


  “Whatever,” Mitch mumbled back.


  Was that what Carter wanted in the cage room? His meds? Which meant that Eden was probably nowhere near the place, and the prick just needed their help to get his precious drugs. Which also meant that he couldn’t simply ask the-Clinic-powers-that-be for a prescription. So he was probably just as unwanted here as they were. That actually eased Mitch’s paranoia—at least Carter wasn’t setting them up for an ambush. Sometimes, being unwanted was a good thing.


  When they reached the first of many, many doors, Carter stumbled. Mitch and Landon both rushed forward to grab him so he wouldn’t smack his head on the floor and break it open. Ironic, because a second ago they’d decided to do something similar.


  His body suddenly went limp in their arms. That, against their forward momentum, made one big fumble. Mitch’s foot—and all the weight attached to it—came down on Carter’s calf. Something cracked, but the kid didn’t make a peep.


  “What the fuck?” He looked at Landon, equal amounts of confusion on both of their faces.


  Landon leaned down, putting two fingers against Carter’s neck. In what seems like hours, Landon finally said, “Nothing.”


  “Nothing? As in, dead?”


  Landon raised his eyebrow. “Yes.”


  Holy hell. Well, wasn’t that a strange turn of events. Carter had been living close to death for as long as Mitch had known him. Everyone involved with The Clinic lived that way. But to just collapse in a hallway, after going through all the shit he’d outlived?


  Well, that’s fucking tragic.


  But they didn’t have time for any long monologues, a list of Carter’s accomplishments. Mitch would leave that to The Clinic. Because, honestly, any list he made would be very, very short.


  Carter. A total screw-up. Doing all the wrong things for all the wrong reasons. Deluding himself into thinking that evil was good and that he wasn’t part of it. May he figure it out in the afterlife, wherever the fuck he ends up. “Amen.”


  Sighing, Landon stood slowly, folding his hands together. “Do you think whatever he did in the past is forgiven by what he was trying to do now?”


  “He wasn’t here for anybody other than himself.”


  Landon studied him. “Isn’t it exhausting for you? Not to believe anyone has any good in them?”


  “Yep. It is.” He nabbed Carter’s keycard from his pocket and handed it to Landon. “But someone who is good is locked up in here somewhere. And we need to go get her.” Then, out of respect for Landon, he carefully hoisted Carter’s body into his arms and waited as patiently as he could for the cop to open the closest door. They both peeked inside before Mitch went in and put the kid’s body down.


  Not speaking, they moved along the silent hallway a bit too slowly for Mitch’s tastes. He knew it was only a matter of time before someone found them, so why try to fight the inevitable? Why not just fight? Take down as many of the motherfuckers as they could along the way?


  Mitch stopped and looked back to Landon who was standing in front of a door, unlocking it. “What are you doing? Carter said her room is down the second hallway.”


  “Yeah, but he also said that her father would be in the cage room. I thought you wanted to get him out too. Or, at least, see if we can.”


  “Not yet. Eden first. Then her dad.”


  “Look, the farther we go into the building, the more chance there is of running into the guards. We do this in order of what’s not going to get us killed the fastest.”


  “No.”


  “He’s right through this door. We get him out and see who else they have in there. Then we find Eden.”


  “No.”


  “Shit.” He grimaced, obviously losing his considerable patience. Finally. “Be smart, Turner. This isn’t a game. We can’t fight them all.”


  “I can try.”


  “You can try? What about me? Are you so frigging stupid that—” He blew out a breath. “You know what? I’m not wasting time arguing with you.” He swiped the keycard in front of the lock and opened the door.


  Mitch waited for a second. He felt Hyde pushing to be free, like water in a hose, searching for any crack to break out of. Hyde wanted to follow the cop. But all Mitch wanted was to find Eden. Find her and get her out of this fucking place. Then he’d worry about her dad. He forced himself to turn away from the door. Steadying himself by putting a hand on the wall, he stumbled a step before he heard Landon say, “Holy shit!”


  Damn it. I don’t have the time or the patience for this shit—holy or not. But Mitch did an about-face and went back to the door Landon had just gone through. His stomach so tight it felt like he was wearing a steel corset, he pushed open the door and stepped inside.


  


  CHAPTER XXIX


  Mitch’s entire body spasmed when he saw the Hyde. Strung up on the wall like some sort of marionette. Blood stained its pants, dripping from the metal clamps around its wrists. Ice cold eyes stared past Landon like he wasn’t even there. Honing in on Mitch, calling out to the evil inside of him. Like seeking like.


  Mitch had never seen another Hyde, not since his father. Not since his own Hyde had truly matured into the bastard he was today. Never thought he would. Unable to stop his feet from moving forward, he approached the beast in the cage. So this was Eden’s father—Hyde01, or so the sign said, the big daddy of them all. The one she never knew and—damn it, Carter was right—the one she was better off not knowing. As Mitch gripped the bars of the cage, the beast didn’t growl. He didn’t move. All he did was watch.


  “What do we do?” Landon asked from somewhere behind him. Mitch understood why the cop wouldn’t want to come closer. Mitch didn’t want to be closer, except that he did. He wanted to fight. Like some kind of absurd stallion-call, Hyde01’s eyes promised war. A fight to the death that Mitch couldn’t refuse.


  This was her father. He tried to pull away, to break the bond that surged between the two beasts. Think about her, asshole. Think about why you’re here. But he couldn’t pry his hands off the steel. Instead he yanked at them, as if he was already inside the cage.


  “Hello, sir,” he said, glad he could still control his voice. That it was his voice and not Hyde’s. “I’m Mitchell Turner. I’m sorry we had to meet like this.” Each word he spoke helped him focus. He wasn’t this beast—he was still a man. At least partly. He held onto that, praying it could overcome the intense need to kill the creature in front of him. No, he would not be that.


  “I’m here to help,” Mitch said. “Although how that’s going to happen is a tough one ‘cause you do not look like a very nice guy and I can’t really feel my body.” Then he called out to Landon, “Think there’s enough morphine in here to down this bastard? A gallon, at least.” Just to combat the pull he had over Mitch. This is a bad fucking idea—her daddy or not. “Where the hell am I going to put another goddamn cage?”


  Hyde01’s eyes widened and he shook himself…like a wet dog.


  Memories of Mitch’s own father filled his mind—the hate, the hurt, the murder. The night his father’s Hyde killed his mother. The night his father’s Hyde died by Mitch’s hand. He jerked back, finally free of the bars. Then he stumbled into Landon.


  Hyde01 started slamming his fists against the wall he was attached to, drawing his arms forward as much as the chains allowed and then flinging them backwards. The chain and cuffs clanged along with his growls. Blood splattered the wall and the floor. Mitch leaned against Landon, unable to stand or do anything other than shake.


  The cop wrapped his arms around Mitch and dragged him backwards. “We need to leave. We can’t take him, not like this.” He shifted Mitch onto his feet and came in front of him. “Turner?”


  Someone moaned.


  As soon as Landon’s bulk stood between Mitch and the beast, Mitch could blink. His eyes dry and scratchy. Then he heard her voice, like out of a dream—calling out his name. Fuck, I’m totally losing it.


  Landon flinched, looking behind him towards one of the other cages. “Oh shit, Eden!” He shot forward, leaving Mitch concerned about both their sanities.


  Then he saw her, slowly standing up from the ground, holding the side of her head, blood trickling down her jaw from behind her ear. Eden. He couldn’t move. Motherfucker! He wanted to go to her, rip the fucking bars out of the floor to get to her. But he just couldn’t move. No Taser to blame this time. No, this time his paralysis was all his.


  “Eden, are you alright?” He knew he’d just growled. Not a human sound at all. Both Landon and Eden looked at him, their expressions telling him they’d heard it as well.


  “Turner, don’t screw this up,” Landon warned. “Not now, man. Not now.”


  What could he say—‘I’ll try not to’? He still felt the stare of Hyde01, his presence, calling out to Mitch’s Hyde like the serpent calling out to Adam and Eve. Seductive. But instead of an apple, he was offering peace. The peace Mitch knew he’d feel if he gave in to his evil, gave up the fight, and gave away his humanity.


  There was nothing he could do about it, nothing he could do with that creature in the room. The need was primal, even more potent than poison. The venom tore through his veins, incapacitating him, rooting him to where he stood, even as he heard Eden calling for him. Begging him to help her.


  He couldn’t. Once again she needed him, and once again he was unable to be who she needed.


  “I can’t…fight.”


  “Yes, you can, Mitch. You can fight. You can win.”


  He saw the look on her face. The terror in her eyes as her gaze darted between the monster in the cage and…and…at Hyde. Numero sixteen. Him.


  The facts crushed him, suffocated him. She’d finally seen what he really was, everything he’d ever tried to hide from her. It was all laid out to bare. He knew that she’d met Hyde—seen him, fought him—but it was something he tried not to think about too much. Because the pain was something he couldn’t live with. Knowing that she was looking at him and seeing Hyde instead sickened him. He prayed death was listening to his pleas. To end him. So he never again had to see that look on her face.


  “I’m so sorry, Eden.” He knew he was repeating the words over and over, hearing her tell him she understood, that it would be okay, and a thousand other things. But he didn’t listen. He couldn’t listen. Because she was lying to him. How could she possibly understand? He wouldn’t be okay. Not ever.


  Humiliation felt like a thousand swords piercing his gut. Like some sick bastard was dissecting him, prying apart his skin and then his ribcage. Exposing the ugliness that was inside. There was no way to stop, no way to take it back, no way to turn around and head in a different direction. Like hitting a brick wall at light-speed. This is now. Here. The end of all of him.


  § § §


  Eden did understand. And she wept for him. She saw the shame and desperation in his face. Heard it in his voice. How many times had she told him that she understood? Ten? Had he even heard her? She saw what being in the room was doing to him, seeing another Hyde, feeling the same pulse of something unnatural that she did. But it looked like it was magnified in Mitch. Like every tendon, every muscle, every joint was frozen, his face filled with terror at something in himself he couldn’t control.


  Oh no. She hoped it was a trick of the light. That his eyes weren’t actually lightening, changing, transforming into Hyde’s. “Landon, you need to get him out of here! Now! He can’t do it alone, and without a key, I can’t help him.”


  He turned towards Mitch. “Oh, shit.”


  Though she couldn’t see his face, she heard the shock in his voice. “Get him out of here! Now. I’ll be fine for a little while longer. Right now, he needs your help more than I do.”


  Mitch swallowed. “I can’t make my feet work.”


  Landon seemed confused but, as always, the guy was on it. “Where’s the key?”


  “I saw one of the guards put it around his neck.” Before they took Fields out. “But they all look so similar, I don’t know which is which.”


  “There are multiple keys?”


  “No, I was talking about the guards. I’m pretty sure the key works in both cages, and I doubt they’d all share one key.” Not when Alex thought it was so much fun to torture Hyde01. “Find Alex. She probably has a duplicate.” After a quick explanation of where Alex’s office was, she shooed him away. “Hurry. Mitch is…”


  They both looked at him. Shock and fatigue from his muscles being contracted so tightly for so long were making his entire body shake. Landon ran over to him, prying his arm away from his side and looping it around his neck.


  “I can’t move my feet, man. I can’t…fight it.” Mitch’s voice brought tears to her eyes—it sounded hopeless, as if he’d already given up.


  “Hurry!” she yelled. “Knock him out if you have to!”


  Landon stopped trying to walk next to him, wrapped both arms around his waist, and yanked backwards, practically dragging him to the door. Mitch’s legs moved stiffly, erratically, content to stay stuck to the poisonous ground, even as it killed him.


  “It’ll be okay, Mitch,” she called. “You just need to get away from him. It’s his pull. He’s not you. He’s nothing like you. You’re better than he is, Mitch. Don’t forget that.” She kept talking until the door closed behind them. Then she glared at the monster one cell away from hers and wished for freedom that might never be.


  § § §


  Each step gave Mitch control, little by little, as more distance was put between him and Hyde01. He could think more clearly, evaluate and reassess the situation. But each step was also painful—taking him away from someone he loved and who needed his help. And right now, he was useless to her.


  By the time they got out of the room, he was crying. Not bawling like a baby, but close. Inside. On the outside, it was just a single tear. He didn’t bother to wipe it away—it was a sign of who he was, who he’d always be. A useless pile of shit. But free of the confines of the room, at least he could move on his own again.


  “Next time we fight each other,” Landon said, a tight-lipped smile on his face, “we’re doing it in there.”


  “You’re a good man, Landon. You’re a fucking good man.”


  Landon brushed off the compliment with a shake of his head. “So make sure I get out of this alive. Got it?”


  “Got it.” Alright, bastard. What the hell you gonna do now? If this was his last stand, he needed to be standing. “I can walk now…I think.” Freed from Hyde01’s force, he shifted onto his own feet, hearing Landon’s sigh of relief.


  “Was it Hyde?”


  Mitch nodded, but said nothing. Words couldn’t even begin to explain what had happened, how lost he’d been. But he was back now, shaking out limbs that were finally listening to his brain. A brain that was finally doing what it was supposed to. A moment ago, he prayed for death, but he couldn’t just go out without doing something right.


  “Okay,” Mitch said. “Time to reevaluate. Just in case you missed it, I can’t be in that room. You’re going to need to get her out of there without my help. I can play gatekeeper and kick anyone’s ass who gets close, but if they get past me, I’m no good to you at all.”


  Landon smirked. “So then, nothing’s new. You’ve never been any good for me.”


  “I could fucking kiss you right now, you know that?”


  “You even try, and the only way you’ll be able to stop anyone from going through that door is as an unconscious lump on the floor that they have to hurdle over.”


  “No kissing, got it. Shall we go find the key to Emerald City and get her the hell out of here?”


  “No skipping either.”


  


  CHAPTER XXX


  Alex’s office was just down the hall, exactly where Eden had said it would be. But Carter’s keycard didn’t unlock the door.


  Mitch kept his eyes on the hallway, playing look-out while Landon grumbled. “If it’s not working, no amount of swiping will change that.”


  “Damn it.” Landon waved the card, yet again, in front of the lockbox.


  “Use your gun.”


  “They’ll hear it.”


  “Don’t shoot the lock, beat the shit out of it.”


  Landon checked that the safety was on, and smacked the knob hard. “This isn’t going to work.”


  “Then come up with another option.” Then he heard an odd thunk, and the door swung open. “See? Told you it would work.”


  They went inside—Mitch to the desk and Landon to the file cabinet. Papers flew everywhere as Mitch ran his hand over the mess, hoping to find a key, hear the sound of metal hit the floor. No luck. He started rummaging through the drawers.


  “Oh man,” Landon said, a few manila folders in his arms.


  “We don’t have time for paperwork, Landon. We need to find the fucking key.”


  “You don’t understand. These files are about all of you. Psych stuff.”


  “Great. I’d be happy to lie down on a couch sometime and tell you all my feelings, but can we focus on the key right now?”


  When Landon reached down and picked up a planner from the floor, Mitch had to stop himself from yanking the cop backwards by the neck.


  “Landon! We have no time and no key!”


  “This is information that we need.” The bastard didn’t even look up, just set the planner down on the desk and started flipping through pages. It must be in his blood—once a detective, always a prick who cared about asinine things like justice and evidence.


  No. The only thing Mitch cared about was currently in a cage they didn’t have a key for. In a room he couldn’t go into. And the only person he could rely on was more interested in tree-pulp than a mostly-human being.


  “Eleven-oh-five.” Landon stopped. But then he looked down again, mumbling some more numbers. He glanced up to the ceiling, repeating them. The lock wasn’t the combination kind, so what the hell was Landon trying to memorize?


  Mitch was tired. Tired of worrying. Tired of feeling so fucking dependent on other people. Tired of being so goddamn useless. He went to a bookcase next to the door, not really expecting to find the key there. But, then again, his expectations always fell flat, so maybe the reverse was also true.


  And then someone outside said, “What the hell?”


  Mitch pressed himself against the wall as the door opened. Before she could scream for help, Mitch threw one hand over her mouth and dragged her inside the room with the other. Eyes wide, pulse pounding in her neck, she careened into the desk. He pressed her backwards until she was practically sitting on it, using his body to keep her from moving.


  “Where’s the key to her cage?” Mitch whispered.


  She squirmed and made some muffled noises into his hand while Landon shut the door.


  “I’m going to uncover your mouth so you can tell me,” Mitch said. “But I’m fast. And I’m mean. So if you yell, very bad things might happen to you. Do you understand?”


  She nodded, tears forming in her eyes.


  “On the count of three,” he said as if playing peek-a-boo with a child. “Are you ready?”


  Her answer was muffled, but understandable. He lifted his hand from her mouth by a half an inch. She swallowed but didn’t say anything, slinking back further onto the desk.


  “You’re going to have to do better than that, Alex.”


  “If you hurt me, you won’t get out of here alive.” Her words were shaky. Probably because she knew what he was capable of.


  “You know about me, right?” he asked. “What I am?”


  “I know all about your kind.”


  “Sure. You probably learned a lot from the bastard you have hung up on the wall in that other room, right?” He was shocked that her eyes could get any wider. “Yeah, we met. Nice guy. Not a big talker though. And, frankly, he needs to eat more.” He leaned towards her. “Did you run out of puppies and orphans?”


  “Even if you kill me, I’m not telling you anything.”


  “Huh.” Mitch looked at Landon and shrugged. “Okay with you if I kill her then?”


  “Where are all of your records?” Landon asked. “This can’t possibly be all of them.”


  “Again with the paperwork,” Mitch said, rolling his eyes. “She already said she’s not going to tell us anything, Landon. So I vote we kill her now and figure it out later.”


  “He really will kill you,” Landon said, not a trace of humor on his face. “And he won’t care. Do you know how we got inside? Carter got us in. And now Carter’s dead body is stuffed into one of the rooms down the hall. Do you want to protect this place so badly, you’d die to do it?”


  “It’s not ‘this place’,” Alex blurted. “Do you actually think that this is it? This is a facility. One of many.”


  “How many?” Landon asked.


  She didn’t speak until Mitch reached up and smoothed out the collar of her shirt, pulling it taut against her neck, casually wrapping his fingers around her windpipe. “Five, I think.”


  “See how good it feels to be honest,” Mitch whispered, enjoying the terror in her eyes.


  She swallowed and took a deep breath. “But even if you find them all, it won’t matter.” Her voice grew more confident, perhaps because she knew nothing she said would change the outcome of the situation. “Because the bastard who is in charge doesn’t work in shitty offices like this.”


  Mitch smiled at her. “Where’s the key?”


  She scooted even further onto the desk, her legs no longer touching the ground. But with Landon blocking the door, unless she had a trap door somewhere, she would never get far enough away.


  “Hurting me or this facility won’t do you any good,” she said. “Even if you cut off an arm, the beast still lives.”


  “Hmm…” Mitch said, stroking his chin like he cared. “What if I pull off every motherfucking appendage like I was plucking a chicken? And then rip off its head with my teeth? Will that be enough to kill the bastard?”


  “Let me go.”


  “Give me the key.”


  She stared at him, blinking occasionally, sweating profusely.


  “You don’t have a lot of options here, lady.” He flicked his head towards Landon. “It’s two against one. And we are mean sons-of-bitches who aren’t afraid of hurting a girl.” He glanced at Landon. “Am I wrong here? Even you’d hit a girl if you had to, wouldn’t you?”


  He shook his head. “Not normally, no. But I’m not sure she qualifies as a girl. And I’m not sure anything about this qualifies as normal.”


  “That’s fair.” Mitch turned back to Alex. “So what’s it going to be?”


  “I don’t have the key. The guards do.”


  Mitch sighed. “Well, that’s not very helpful.”


  Then she laughed. The ugly, hateful laugh of someone who could be described the same way.


  “Something funny?”


  “You might want to leave now.”


  She had no idea how misplaced her smug smile was. And how eager he was to wipe it off her face for her. But peering around her, he cursed his stupidity. Her hand was coming out of a drawer. A drawer that undoubtedly had a silent alarm trigger in it.


  He blew out a breath. “You called for backup?” He ran his hand over his face. “Hey, Landon! She called for backup.”


  “Oh.”


  “This isn’t a normal situation, right?” he asked.


  “Right,” Landon said.


  Mitch smacked his hands together and briefly put them to his mouth as he thought about what he needed to do. She’d now made herself a liability, a loose end. One they couldn’t worry about once the real fighting began. But despite the promises he’d made to her, and his desire to cause serious, chronic pain to whomever he could, he wouldn’t kill her.


  “So…um…” he said. “I’m gonna hurt you.”


  She cringed and tried scurrying backwards, but Mitch grabbed her by the collar and yanked her towards him.


  “Yep. I’m gonna hurt you, and it’s…um…it’s gonna…hurt.” He grabbed the first thing he saw—some kind of paperweight-thing that people kept shit down with, and tried to remember which part of her head he could hit without causing permanent paralysis. Because they might need her to do more than drool at some point in the future.


  The ‘no’ was cut off even before the ‘n’ had a chance to fully form in her mouth. Her body slumped to the side and fell onto the floor like a Weeble-Wobble that had done its very last wobble.


  “Why the hell did you do that?” Landon growled. Then he took a plastic liner out of the trashcan and started shoving papers into the bag.


  “Why the hell not?”


  “Because we could have used her as a hostage. But a hostage isn’t as useful if the other side thinks she’s already dead.”


  “Well, how the fuck was I supposed to know that? It’s not like I do this kind of thing often.”


  “It doesn’t matter anymore. We need to get ready for war.”


  “At least she told us about the key.”


  “We already knew one of the guards had a key.”


  A second later he heard the pattering of little feet. Okay, not that little, and they sounded more like thunder.


  “True, but at least she let them know where we are. So basically, they’re bringing the key to us.”


  “And that’s a good thing?” Landon asked as they headed into the hallway. They needed more room to maneuver and more than one way to run if things went badly. They took off in the opposite direction of where the footsteps were coming from, which thankfully, was towards the room where Eden was being held.


  “After being inside the cage room and having death sound better than a Corona on the beach somewhere, excuse me if I see a silver lining in everything else.”


  “I’d rather have a Corona on the beach,” Landon said.


  “If we get out of this, I’ll buy you as many as you can drink.” Without stopping, Mitch reached out and pulled the fire alarm. And then the blaring started—a screech that would easily kill a dog. Wouldn’t bother Hyde01 though—he was probably just singing along with the goddamned thing. Or maybe he was howling.


  ”Why the hell did you do that?” Landon shouted.


  And then it started to rain. Water poured out of the overhead sprinklers, dousing them as if they’d just come off the beach during a hurricane. But in this case, there would be no calm. No eye of the hurricane to take a breather in.


  “Electricity and water don’t play well together,” Mitch said, shaking wet hair from his eyes. “Especially amped-up-special-edition Tasers with no wires.” Then he kicked off his boots. “So if they shoot me again, I plan on sharing the charge with everyone. ‘Cause that’s the kind of guy I am.”


  For some reason, Landon looked horrified.


  “Relax, cop. It’s just a bluff…mostly.” He slapped Landon’s shoulder. “Don’t worry, I’m also totally okay with you shooting whoever you want to. How many bullets do you have left?”


  “Not many.” Landon tapped his holster. “We’re going to have to hand-to-hand it.”


  “How many times have I told you? I’m not giving you a hand-job!”


  “And how many times have I told you that your jokes aren’t helpful?” He stretched his arms, probably testing how much freedom of movement he’d have in wet clothes. “And you’d better not taunt them into shooting you. Because I don’t want to get electrocuted today.”


  Dripping wet, five guards came ungracefully and cautiously down the hall. Landon and Mitch stopped as they neared the door to the cage room, eyeing ways out. Three. Making this a lose-lose-lose situation for Mitch. One direction led away from Eden, which he had no intention of using until she was with them. The other direction involved going through the impending crowd of muscle. And, of course, the door in front of them led into the room of no return.


  “You know I can’t go in there, right?” Mitch asked.


  “Yeah. I know,” the cop said, his eyes never leaving the guards.


  “So that’s not really a healthy direction to take this fight.”


  “I know.”


  “And once I beat the key out of one of these motherfuckers, you need to still be well-enough to get her out of the cage.”


  Landon looked at him. “Yes, Turner. I understand. Now stop your yapping and get ready to defend my frigging honor.”


  Mitch smiled, knowing how annoyed the cop was going to be about the next thing that came out of his mouth. “This is a good bonding thing, huh?”


  Landon’s brows slammed together. “What the hell are you talking about? We’re about to get killed.”


  Before Mitch could truly enjoy the moment, the guards arrived, tiptoeing like toddlers on ice, gliding across the sheet of water already covering the floor. Probably shouldn’t have opted for those fancy, thin-soled loafers from Bad-Guys-R-Us.


  And of course, one genius pulled out his weapon.


  “No Tasers!” someone yelled, before the genius killed them all in one big electric chair.


  “Do you understand how electricity works?” Mitch wiped the hair out of his eyes and pointed to the puddle they were all standing in. “You shoot your little toy there, and it won’t matter if you hit me or the water. We’re all gonna get zapped. And trust me when I tell you that it is not amusing.”


  


  CHAPTER XXXI


  Before the fight began, Mitch wished Carter hadn’t messed with the camera feed. Because the footage would’ve been hysterical. Grown men slipping and sliding like some bad ‘Bambi on Ice’ show. After the first fist was thrown, they became more like out-of-control dads at their kid’s hockey game. But the guards weren’t stupid or impulsive. And they didn’t stand around, waiting for Mitch and Landon to knock them off one at a time. They divided to conquer—three for Mitch and two for the cop.


  Since Mitch had kicked off his shoes, they wouldn’t dare tase him. But being barefoot also gave him more traction than the other men had. He should’ve had Landon follow suit. The guy was holding up his end. But he was also being forced backwards. Then a guard slipped past him and went into the room where Hyde01 and Eden were.


  “Stop them, Landon! Where’d you learn to fight?”


  After the cop ran in, another guard followed. But Mitch couldn’t. Once he passed that fucking doorway, he’d fall into a fucking Hyde-induced trance again.


  When he heard Eden yell, he let out a stream of cursing that even shocked him. Maybe Landon could use him as a shield to hide behind. A shield that wouldn’t be able to move or fight back. So more like a pylon in the middle of a lightless and lifeless road somewhere.


  Eden’s shouts were suddenly overtaken by the most horrendous howling he’d ever heard. Hyde01. It had to be the bastard calling out to whatever evil he was a part of, excited by the violence in front of him. Like it was some kind of pay-per-view show. Except this wasn’t for money, this was for life.


  Mitch stood at the door, his hands at ten and two, his body pressing forward. Fuck. He grinded his teeth together. Fuck-fuck-fuck-fuck-fuck. Could anything else work against them? Landon was going to get his ass kicked. They still didn’t have a key. The siren was ravaging his ears, broken up by what sounded like rapid-fire thunder or heavy-metal drums. And the goddamn water wouldn’t stop pouring.


  Suddenly Mitch’s big dilemma became a nonissue. Someone plowed into him from behind, throwing both of them into the godforsaken room. He waited for the pull, the force that would freeze him to the floor. But all he felt was an asshole’s fist near his kidney. He flipped over, his legs knocking the guy over and sending him the rest of the way to the ground.


  Freed momentarily, Mitch felt it. A pulse within him, forcing him to turn towards the monster, an invisible master directing his every movement. Eden called his name, and was powerless to respond.


  Super heroic, asshole. He tried to fight the impulse, he really did. With everything inside of him, he fought. The guard landed another good blow to Mitch’s side. Easy shot when your opponent can’t fucking move. But the pain gave him something he didn’t expect—control. He slammed his fist into the guy’s belly, laughing hysterically. Just because he could feel his goddamn body, and it was his own.


  After another minute, he understood. If he fought, if he felt, he would be free. Pain was now his ally—giving it and receiving it. After another punch, he had the insane desire to kiss the guy on the receiving end. But he didn’t. Because that would probably freak the guy out so much, he’d stop fighting.


  “I need to keep fighting, Landon!” he shouted.


  “Glad to hear someone’s happy about it.” The words came with a grunt.


  In the thin glimpses of time Mitch wasn’t pummeling or being pummeled, he looked for Eden. Then he saw his true enemy—the one Hyde hungered for. Hyde01. A beast for a beast.


  The thunder Mitch had heard earlier was actually the sound of old-man-Hyde slamming one of his cuffed fists against the wall behind him again, stretching as far as the short chains allowed and then hammering it back. His other hand was dripping with blood, already freed. The cuff hung meekly from the chain, still closed. Slick with blood and water, the bastard’s hand had managed to wiggle its way out. And now he was working on the second. But it didn’t matter. He would have to find a way to chew through the steel bars of his cage before he became a real problem.


  Mitch blinked rapidly, needing the space between them. Yeah, because eyelids are enough. No, the pain was far more effective. He silently thanked the guards for their assistance in the matter.


  “Don’t!” he shouted as one of them reached for his Taser. Ah yes, this moron.


  “Let me out! I can help you fight!” Eden screamed.


  “Just a sec!” he called back.


  “Damn it, Mitch! I can take care of myself. Stop being so goddamned macho and let me help!”


  “This is not me being macho. This is me not having a key!” He shook his head, blinking away blood and water from his eyes.


  “Well, get it!”


  Seriously? “Excuse me,” he said to the guard he was fighting. “But do you have a key to my girlfriend’s cage?” The moment the guy’s expression changed to ‘why the fuck are you talking to me,’ Mitch threw his next punch. It was a bit too hard. The look of confusion and the man attached to it flopped onto the floor. “Sorry, babe! I don’t think he had one on him.” He kicked the unconscious man’s arm out of the way as the next guard moved forward. How many fucking guys were there? Five or five hundred? Damn it, eventually he was going to run out of them, and then he’d go immobile.


  “Well, check him!” Eden said. “One of them has to have it!”


  “I’m kinda busy.” He jumped to the side the guy swung—just enough to get knocked but not enough to get knocked out. “By the way, when this is all done, you and I are going to have some words.” She didn’t even leave a note.


  “Fine,” she yelled back. “Just hurry up and get it done then.”


  “I found it!” Landon called, standing up from the guard he’d just downed, holding a key.


  “Show off,” Mitch grumbled as he swung for his opponent’s jaw. Then he saw the guy’s face go from pain-and-determination to shock-and-terror. It might’ve been flattering if his reaction was in response to him, but it wasn’t. He was looking over Mitch’s shoulder. Mitch kicked him in the gut and spun around at the same time, wanting to know what was behind him.


  Another guard had had the key. A bright red one with a chain. Of course, the red could’ve been from the blood seeping from his neck where, assumingly, he’d been wearing it.


  And it would’ve been good news, if not for the fact that the guy was most definitely, and most assuredly, dead.


  And it might’ve been a bitter-sweet sort of victory, if Hyde01 wasn’t the one who’d ripped it off and was now holding said key in his enormous hand.


  Mitch skittered forward, completely forgetting about the guy he’d been trying to beat senseless. The weight of every man still-standing shifted from different parts of the room to the area right around the door of Hyde01’s cage. If the room were a boat, they would’ve all gone over the side.


  “Stop him!” he heard the guard shout.


  No shit.


  Mitch caught the bastard’s hand just as it shoved the key into the cage’s lock. “You don’t have a failsafe switch around here, do you?” Mitch yelled, holding on for his pathetic life, for all their pathetic lives. “Something to gas the motherfucker?” Only Landon came forward, putting his hands over Mitch’s.


  Nobody answered. All he heard was the intermittent scream of the alarm.


  “We could use some help here!”


  “They’re already gone,” Landon said.


  “Smart little bastards, aren’t they?”


  “Go with them!” Eden yelled. “I’m safe in here! Just get out, get help, get…something!”


  “She’s still in the cage?” Mitch asked.


  “Yep.” He glanced away and then nodded quickly, his face distorted from the effort.


  “Shoot him. A lot.”


  “I don’t have my gun anymore. It got knocked out of my hand. I don’t even know where it is.”


  “That ain’t good,” Mitch grumbled. “I need you to kick me. Preferably not in the balls.”


  “What?”


  “Cause me pain, or I turn into a statue—your choice.” He grunted as Landon’s foot met his shin. “Thanks, but that was weak.”


  “I can’t let go, asshole!”


  Mitch took a deep breath, focusing on anything other than the fucking tug-a-war happening inside of him. They couldn’t allow the key to turn. Couldn’t allow the beast to get out. But Mitch’s fingers were slipping on blood, losing traction on the hideous hand he held.


  “Please, don’t do this,” he whispered to the monster. “If there’s anything human left inside of you, don’t do this.”


  He looked for a glimpse of humanity. Some sign that his words were registering with the mind trapped inside the monster’s skull. Nothing.


  How the hell was he going to stop the bastard from hurting Eden? Or Landon? “This isn’t working, cop. He’s too strong.”


  “So what do we do? We can’t outrun him.”


  When Mitch heard the lock click, everything fell into place. He knew what he had to do. The only way to free them…was to free Hyde. He knew.


  “Alright, cop. Here’s what you’re going to do. Go get one of the Tasers and turn it all the way up.” He’d wanted to scream it, sound at least a little confident, but his voice had lost its strength. “Then get in the cage with her. Keep her there until it’s done.”


  “What if—?”


  “It doesn’t matter.” He knew what the cop was talking about. At the end of the war, only one Hyde would be standing. And no one could guarantee which. “Got it? It doesn’t matter.”


  If you know death is coming, and coming soon, does the how make any difference? Either way, it’ll be quick—die in a fight with another monster or by an electrical current passing through a body that would no longer be his. Either way, he wouldn’t feel a thing. And he wouldn’t be any less dead.


  She screamed like she was dying. “No,” repeated over and over again with his name thrown in sometimes.


  “Listen, cop. If the bastards don’t kill each other, you’ll do it, right? You’ll do it. You’ll keep her safe from him.”


  Landon held his gaze, nodding slowly.


  “Then let go.”


  Landon didn’t move.


  “I’m not going to kiss you goodbye, asshole. Just let-the-fuck-go.”


  “Ready?” he asked, waiting for Mitch to prep for the extra effort he would need once Landon stopped helping. “And…go!” He jumped backwards and ran behind Mitch. Hopefully to grab one of the Tasers.


  He felt a surge of strength from the monster. And Mitch knew he wasn’t going to win this one. He readjusted his grip, to get a better hold. But even in tattered shape, Hyde01 was stronger than Mitch was. “Hurry the fuck up, Landon! I can’t do this much longer!”


  “I’m moving as fast as I can, asshole!” he shouted back.


  Mitch wanted to look, wanted to check and make sure the cop was doing what he’d asked. But to turn away—from his enemy, from what he really was—would kill them all.


  With this realization came sadness. Sadness of knowing that the creature in front of him would be the last thing he saw. That he would never see Eden’s face again—its beauty, its strength, its love. Damn it, he wanted her image to be the one he died with.


  Then he heard the scraping of metal and Landon scream, “I’m in! It’s locked!”


  She cried out again, her voice broken up by sobs. “No, Mitch! Please, no!”


  “Let him do what he has to,” Landon said.


  “Mitch,” she called out to him, her voice muffled. Mitch wondered if the cop was holding her, cradling her into his chest like he used to.


  As his hand slipped a bit more, he heard the lock click, felt the door shift as it opened. His feet slid backwards on the tile floor.


  “I love you, Eden. Always,” were the last words he spoke. Which was fitting. She’d given him life, it was only proper he tell her that before he died.


  With a deep breath, he relaxed. Stopped fighting what he was. And as Hyde broke free—for good this time—Mitch felt…


  Peace.


  


  CHAPTER XXXII


  Eden clutched Landon’s arm, the one holding the Taser. “Don’t do it, Landon. Don’t you dare do it.” Her voice sounded weak, broken up by a quivering lower lip.


  They stood huddled together, watching the battle play-out in front of them. She wanted to look away, close her eyes, unsee the brutality in front of her. Her mind tried to tell her is wasn’t real. Couldn’t be real. The fight so gruesome, so raw, it could only be pretend. Because if the warriors were real, it would be unconscionable. Her entire body shook with grief, knowing there was no way to help. No way to stop what was happening.


  She finally understood why Mitch was always so afraid, why he’d fought so hard to keep that side of himself away from her. From the world. And now…


  There was nothing she could do. But wait. Wait for one of them to kill the other, or both of them to die. Hyde would win, she knew it. He was stronger, less beaten-down physically than the older creature. His only fault was his youth, that he’d only been free of his human confines for a few minutes. But he would win. Because he had to win.


  And then what? Mitch will come back. Even as she thought it, she knew the chances were dismal. Alex always lied, but Fields didn’t. What if the man Mitch was had already disappeared? She only noticed her tears when the overhead sprinklers stopped pouring water down on them. Then the alarm went silent, and the only sounds left were grunts from the combatants outside the cage and the normally-peaceful sound of water as it did what it was meant to do—fall.


  When Hyde was knocked to his knees, Eden’s legs buckled under her. They were connected by something neither of them had ever known or understood. Each strike landed on her as well. Branding images on her mind, her soul. A second later, she was lifted up by hope as Hyde took control of the fight again.


  “Yes!” she called out. Then her teeth slammed together, and she hated herself. Because of what Hyde’s success meant for the other creature—suffering, destruction, unimaginable pain.


  This wasn’t Mitch. Not anymore.


  She’d lost him. With so much left unsaid.


  “Eden, it has to be now.” Landon squeezed her closer to his side, holding her upright and away from the hyper-conductive floor.


  “No, it doesn’t. Not yet.” She grabbed hold of his shirt, twisting it in her hands. “He’s winning. Please, Landon. Please, don’t.”


  He looked down at her with shining eyes. “You think I want to do this? I don’t. I—” His jaw clamped down and he wiped his face. “Someone turned off the sprinklers. So anyone could come through that door. A firefighter or a cop. I can’t—” Sadness stopped him, made his breath hiccup. “I’m sorry, but I can’t let that happen.”


  “No!” She yanked the Taser out of his hand and turned away from him. “Just give him more time.” Mitch hadn’t been beaten—he’d given into Hyde to save them. To give them a chance. So didn’t that mean they should give him one as well? A chance to come back to her?


  “Waiting won’t make it any easier.” He blew out a breath. “He knew what he was doing. He knew what would happen.”


  “Well, it wasn’t his choice!” she screamed, tears flowing down her cheeks. Her eyes a dam that had just cracked under the pressure. “It should’ve been my choice, Landon. He’s mine.”


  “He’s gone, Eden.” He shook his head. “He’s already gone.”


  She pulled away from him, knowing he was right but not wanting to face it.


  With a snarl, Hyde took down his opponent. Savagely. Tearing him apart in a way that no one should ever witness. But Eden kept her eyes open, even as Landon looked away in disgust. She shivered, nauseous and horrified. But she didn’t look away.


  Even animals walk away from a battle they’ve won. They don’t glory in the blood of their conquest. They don’t keep ravaging a dead enemy, laughing in celebration.


  Mitch was truly gone. And Hyde had won.


  There was no man left. No man could’ve ever done that to another living creature—no matter how evil.


  Her pulse slowed, her heart silent. But she still lived.


  I love you, Mitch. “Always,” she whispered. Then, with no more choices to make, nothing left to do or think about, she aimed the Taser toward Hyde. Turned the dial. And shot.


  


  EPILOGUE


  She’d never give up on him. Never believe he wouldn’t come back. Someday he would yell at her for lowering the Taser setting, for not frying the body he shared with Hyde. He’d yell at her, and she’d laugh. Because it would mean that he was really back.


  “Eden, wait!” Landon said.


  Ignoring him, she stepping down into the pool of water and blood on the floor, and then unlocked the cage. In one fluid motion, she pushed open the door and slid down to Mitch.


  No. To Hyde.


  His eyes were closed, but there was no peace on his face. It was contorted, still filled with rage and violence. So like Mitch’s and, yet, so different from it.


  She reached out to nudge him, knowing that if her touch awoke the beast, it would mean her death. But she couldn’t help herself.


  His body was stiff, muscles frozen in the spasm the Taser had caused. But he no longer twitched. She felt his neck for a pulse. Faint beats tapped her fingers. Four and then a pause. A Hyde’s rhythm, not a man’s. Not Mitch’s. But it was something. She blew out a breath, hearing the splatter of water behind her as Landon cautiously approached.


  “Is he…?”


  “No,” she replied, not really caring if Landon was asking if he was alive or dead. Because her answer would still be ‘no’. His body still lived, but Mitch didn’t. Not unless she could bring him back. Back from wherever he’d let himself go. Wherever he was trapped inside of Hyde’s body. Her eyes darted to Hyde01. Pieces of flesh missing, his body broken and then torn apart by a more-worthy opponent.


  She wanted to think Hyde’s strength had come from Mitch, because he’d been fighting for her and for Landon. To save their lives. But she’d never be sure. It could simply have been because Mitch’s Hyde was stronger, more evil.


  The dark side of the man she loved. Maybe all that was left of him.


  What now? Her heart begged her to wallow here, wrap her grief tightly around herself. Block out the rest of the world and any future she might live. But her instinct was stronger. She rose to her feet, the weight of her fatigue throwing her off balance. Then she stumbled towards the line of glass cabinets against the far wall. Somewhere inside one of them was her only shot at bringing Mitch back.


  The Clinic would provide help. Now, they couldn’t stop her. She picked up a small lamp from the desk and slammed it into the glass doors, ignoring the shards that tore open her skin. She grabbed every vial she saw, every canister, every bottle, and put them on the desk. One of them was the serum. All she had to do was figure out which one it was.


  “Help me, Landon,” she said without stopping. “Find something to carry them in.” Out of her peripheral vision, she saw him shove a wastebasket towards her. “Grab everything you can.”


  “Eden, we don’t know what they are.” His voice was sad. The pity it held felt like lashes against her back.


  “We’ll figure it out later.” Words toppled over each other in their haste. “We need to find a chemist. And files.” She spared a quick glance to him, her hands still moving, still grabbing, still coping.


  He was staring at Hyde, his mouth moving but no sound coming out. His face was white, his movements slow.


  “Landon, move! We don’t know when they’ll be back.”


  He flinched at the volume of her voice and then, with a nod, went to the file cabinet behind the desk. “Make sure you have some narcotic handy. Lots of narcotic.”


  She understood why. If Hyde woke up, they’d have far graver things to worry about than the guards returning. She sped up, glancing at the vials, looking for a name she recognized. Most of them were labeled with a random letter and some numbers. Not very helpful for someone who can’t decipher code. I may need to learn a new skill.


  In the next cabinet, she found it. Morphine. There were enough bottles to sedate everyone in the County. She grabbed all of them, shoving them into the trash can. She turned around to the sound of Landon breaking into the file drawer. Then saw him flipping through the folders.


  “Just take them all,” she said. “We can go through them later.”


  “There are too many. I’ll—” He stopped, lifting a thick green folder from the drawer.


  “Is it his?”


  Landon shook his head. “It’s Carter’s.”


  She couldn’t care less why they had a file on Carter. “Find Mitch’s if there is one. And Hyde01’s. And any other…Abnormal.”


  “Yeah,” he said, his hands moving again, stacking file after file into his arms.


  She turned her attention to a small fridge at the end of the line of cabinets. It took a few smacks to break the lock and only a few seconds to empty the thing out. One of the bottles slipped out of her hand and smashed on the floor, sending out a puff of white powder. The largest piece of glass stared back at her from her feet, held together by its label.


   


  J-0026


   


  She rummaged through the others. All with the same code: J-0026. The number they’d labeled her with was twenty-six. ‘J’ could stand for Jekyll. But it could also stand for Jolie, Juvenile, Jackass, and a billion other things.


  Landon’s voice broke her out of the thought. “We need to get out of here before they come back. Let’s take what we have and go get help for...” He looked down at Hyde.


  “I’m not leaving him.”


  “Come on, Eden. He’s gotta weigh at least 350 pounds. Solid muscle. Dead weight. We aren’t going to be able to just carry him out.”


  She grabbed a vial of Morphine and a bag of syringes, ripping it open and filling it. “Do you know how to hotwire a car?”


  “What?”


  “Hotwire a car. Do you know how?” If he said no, she’d have to go. Without questioning how, she knew she could do it. But she didn’t want to leave yet. There was still more to do.


  “In principal, yes,” he said. “But I’ve never tried it.”


  “Well, now’s the time to start. It’s a lot more difficult with something high-tech, so look for a van or a delivery truck. Something old-school.”


  While she spoke, he’d stopped moving and started staring.


  “Hurry up,” she told him. “Once you get a vehicle, we’ll put him in the back.” It was going to be hell to drag him into it, but she knew it was possible. If for no other reason than it was the only option.


  “How do you know all that?” he asked.


  She didn’t know and, right now, she didn’t have the time to figure it out. “I’m sure there are a lot of things I don’t know about you either, Landon.”


  “His house won’t be safe—they know where he lives.”


  “We don’t have a choice. The brothel’s cage isn’t strong enough.” Not anymore. They could find another cage, a safer place to take him to, but that would take time. Hopefully less time than it would take for The Clinic to deal with this. The cover-up. Cleaning out the entire facility. “Once they finish covering their tracks, one of two things will happen. They’ll either run for it or they’ll come after us. But by then, we’ll be ready.”


  He eyed her skeptically. “How the hell are we even going to get him upstairs? Have you thought about that?”


  She looked at him, knowing her face showed no emotion. Knowing it also showed no weakness. “Are you giving up on him, Landon?”


  He glanced to where Hyde lay on the ground, and then wiped a hand across his mouth harshly. “No. I…I don’t know.”


  “Are you giving up on me?”


  “No.” He sighed. “I promised him.”


  “Then help me do what I have to.”


  His nod was slow, unsure. But it was there. “We’ll need a pulley system, a hell of a long rope, and a shitload of luck.”


  “The first two we can buy. And the last one isn’t necessary.”


  “Really?” he asked doubtfully.


  “Really.” She nodded. “What we need is a miracle.”


   


  The End
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