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      BLURB

      Find the man who killed my sister. Get revenge. Save the women that are next.

      When the war ends, all I want to do is go home and rest. But when I realize that my sister has died at the hands of a serial killer, I know my work isn’t over.

      I need to find him. I need to kill him.

      I need to stop him before he strikes again.

      But getting Cortez is trickier than I anticipate, and before I know it, I’m embroiled in a world full of stunning women that have crafted their lives around surviving.

      There’s the housekeeper, as sharp as she is beautiful. The lady’s maid, petite and dark, with beautiful eyes and a sweet disposition.

      There’s the next victim in line, too; the mouthy bombshell blonde with stunning curves who seems to want me to think that she knows exactly what she’s doing, even though she definitely doesn’t.

      And then there’s the faun.

      Luckily, they all seem to want Cortez dead just as much as I do. And they’re all happy to help. A little too happy to help.

      So I need to keep them safe. I need to kill Cortez. I need to avenge my sister.

      And I’m willing to pay whatever price I have to… as long as it's just my life, and not theirs.

      Labyrinth Master is a harem adventure, which means you can expect lots of action, and lots of quality time with beautiful and willing women.

      LABYRINTH MASTER
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      When the war was over, nobody celebrated.

      The stench of blood was still in the air as dying fires roared in the distance. We tried to bury our dead, because we knew they would never find their way back home, but there were so many of them we eventually had to give up.

      No one wanted to burn them.

      They had been our friends. They deserved a proper burial.

      But a proper burial turned out to be almost impossible, even as we decided not to make a huge bonfire and burn their bodies in it.

      We took turns, sometimes stopping to sleep, other times to sit there and stare at the mammoth task ahead of us, at the bodies of the men who we had once called our friends. There were so many bodies. We tried, and tried, but we couldn't keep up with death.

      And then the war was finished, and we had to clean up our mess, and there was so much of it that, at some point, we were going to have to give up.

      We were all aware of it. It didn't make it any easier. None of us wanted to stop.

      When we were done—when the dead bodies were covered with dirt, and our hands were raw from holding hot shovels under the unforgiving sun—it was time to say goodbye.

      I knew I would remember that scent for the rest of my life, especially as I walked away from it, from the men who remained alive. We all wanted to go home.

      I was ready to get back to what was left of my home before war had erupted. It had been a mistake. But it had happened so long ago, and I didn't want to think about it at all.

      The journey back home was grueling, and long, but I was so looking forward to getting back that I didn't really care about the long bus and ferry trips until I was finally back and my body ached from exhaustion.

      My house was fine. Untouched. Undisturbed. And I allowed myself to feel a modicum of relief as I approached it, looking forward to the way my own bed would feel when I laid on it.

      I thought I had braced myself for the worst, ready to find my house empty. I hadn't expected the lone letter on the table, or the fine layer of dust all over my furniture.

      Mother and Father had been gone for a long time. The letter was brief and to the point; my sister, as always, thorough in her descriptions.

      Her fiancé was rich and handsome, and he was going to take care of her for the rest of her life. And that was it. There wasn't even a goodbye. I checked the back of the letter for any sign of where her rich and handsome fiancé might live, so I could find her, or at least write back to her, but there was nothing.

      The message was simple, and the letter was final.

      She was getting married, and she hoped that I was happy for her. It had been hard to keep in touch with her when I was away, but this seemed like a good thing, at least from the short letter that Rose had left for me.

      Something about it felt wrong, but I ignored it. I was probably still paranoid from everything that had happened.

      I’d been looking forward to seeing her, and I was letting this get to me too much.

      I could only roll my eyes, smiling at the idea that my sister would be getting married of all people. I knew she was eventually going to find someone–my sister had plenty of friends and our family was relatively well known in our village–but I hadn't expected her to find a man while I was gone. Still, it shouldn't have surprised me.

      I just really wished she would've brought it up earlier. When I was around. I would’ve liked to have met the guy.

      Rose hadn't mentioned her fiancé at all before the letter. It gave me some cause for concern, but she’d always had her secrets.

      So I resolved myself to be happy for her, even if it felt wrong. Even if something about it felt slightly unnatural.

      The news of my sister’s death came only a few weeks after I had arrived back home, when I was still trying to find my footing again in a town I had grown up in but couldn't settle back into.

      Things had changed. We hadn't lost—we had technically stayed out of it, but people had moved to the cities, and what had once been a bustling little rural town in the south turned into a ghost town.

      The town looked the same, but it wasn't. It never felt the same after the war.

      There were fewer people to greet, their faces darkened by grief and hunger, and polite conversation felt forced and stilted even with people I had known for most of my life.

      I read the letter that my sister had left me over and over again, trying to find any sign of how she might have died, but there was nothing. That was the last communication I’d had from her, and I felt like I was missing something crucial.

      As if reading the letter repeatedly was going to provide a crucial bit of information I had somehow missed.

      Because I couldn’t make sense of it. Rose couldn’t have died.

      My sister had been healthy and boisterous, with unmatched energy, and I had been certain, since I was a little boy, that she was going to outlive all of us.

      She had been born a couple of years after me, but she always acted like she was older—an old soul trapped in a kid's body, even from the beginning.

      That was why I hadn't felt so bad about leaving her behind. I needed to go fight, but I knew Rose would be able to look after herself. We exchanged letters even when I was in the most remote of places for the years I was away, but she always told me precious little details about her struggles.

      She complained of scarce resources, but in the same way a person might complain about the weather. She was detached, joyful. Always strong even in the face of adversity.

      And she had found some idiot who would look after her for the rest of her life, and even though I would've liked to meet him, I knew her well enough to know that her choices were usually smart. I would’ve liked to have a say, but I trusted her.

      I trusted that she would keep herself safe. And she hadn’t, and I had no idea what I was supposed to do with that.

      So her death made no sense. I didn't get it.

      I didn't like not understanding things.

      I wrote letters and I asked around, but there was no way to find her. No one knew where she had gone, not exactly, and no one had heard of the fiancé mentioned in her letter, though I didn't think she could've gotten that far.

      Giving up had never been an option for me. I needed to find out what had happened, but I’d tried for what felt like forever, and I was edging closer to defeat. The only thing keeping me sane were my increasingly frequent visits to the tavern on the edge of town.

      The beer was warm, but it was cheap, and the barmaid would lean forward and let me catch a glimpse of her tits every time she filled up my mug.

      I was finishing my third mug, ready to make my way home, when I overheard a traveler over on the next table, talking animatedly with the woman he was with.

      “Victor Cortez,“ a man I didn't recognize said. “He's getting married again.“

      The mention of my sister's husband's name made me straighten my back as I tried to listen more closely. Gossip almost never reached my remote village, but of course people had given me their condolences. These two knew nothing about me, or about my sister, so they could be candid. They also didn’t know I was right there, listening intently, wanting to find out what the fuck had happened to Rose.

      “After what happened to his last wife?“ his companion, a small woman, said. She shook her head. “I told everyone to stay away from him.“

      He laughed as I gripped my mug tightly. I had to remind myself that these strangers weren't at fault, but they appeared to have more information than I had ever had access to.

      I needed them to keep talking. Luckily, I didn’t have to intervene, because the man looked conspiratorially around before he leaned in to speak to his companion.

      “What good is your warning?“ the man asked. He had dropped his voice to a whisper, and while there was still laughter in it, I could hear the alarm too. It was disconcerting. “The man can promise his wives unreasonable riches, a life beyond what any of us can imagine. The only thing they have to do is stay alive.“

      “And not one of them has managed to do it so far,“ the woman replied, tutting, the blush on her face deepening as she took a sip of beer and met the man’s gaze. “This one won't be able to, either.“

      “The wedding is in a month,“ the man said, moving away from her, his hand settling on the table in front of them, next to his half empty drink. “Maybe she'll be able to get out before then.“

      They both laughed then, as if it was a foregone conclusion that she wouldn't be able to escape, and then they went back to their drinks.

      “Where?“ I asked once they were done laughing. They picked up their heads. The man regarded me with suspicion, but the woman flashed me a smile.

      “Pardon?“ she asked, tilting her head when she spoke. I hadn’t realized how drunk she was until she addressed me.

      “Where is the wedding?“ I asked, trying my best to keep the anger from my voice.

      “White Willow, I guess. His estate,“ the woman said, cocking her head. “But you won't be able to get in. He doesn't...“

      I waved her off. “Is that where he lives? Cortez?“

      “Yes,“ the man replied. “But she’s right. He won’t let you in. He lives behind the mountains. No one goes there, unless...“

      “What? He's marrying them?“ I said, my eyes narrow, anger bubbling in my veins.

      They exchanged a look. “Something like that,“ the man said, then he shook his head. He dropped his voice to a whisper again, but this time, the playfulness was gone from her voice. “I know what you're thinking, but it isn't worth it. Many men have tried to take on that asshole, and none of them make it back alive.“

      The woman giggled, hiding her face behind her mug. “I've heard people say he's not human.“

      “Nonsense,“ the man added, waving his hand in front of his face. “But of course you're aware of that.“

      That it was nonsense? Yes, I was well aware of that. I didn't want to engage these strangers in conversation any longer. They had given me all the information I needed to get out of them, and this whole thing was annoying me.

      But I had information. More than I’d had before. And that was all I needed to start finding answers.

      I nodded, narrowing my eyes. “Thanks for the advice,“ I said, finishing my beer and slamming it on the desk in front of me.

      I didn't care about the many men who had tried and failed before.

      They weren't me.

      And if I died trying to get Cortez back for what he had done to my family, for what he had done to me, I knew that it would be worth it.

      And I couldn't fucking wait.
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      The road narrowed in front of me, the day darkening, turning into night quicker than I had expected.

      I couldn't just stop. Even if there had been enough space to pull my car off the road and sleep there for the next few hours, I didn't know the terrain that well, and I had planned to arrive in the dead of night. I knew precious little about Cortez, but I knew better than to walk into a trap.

      “Alright, David,“ I said, the sound of my own voice almost enough to startle me. I hadn't spoken for a while, and I sounded foreign to my own ears. The mountains sprawled in front of me, dust kicking off around my car's tires and getting on my windshield. “Just keep yourself awake. Keep driving.“

      I held on tightly to the steering wheel. The leather was old and crumbling, hot under my hands. Even though dusk was falling, it was still stiflingly hot outside, the cracked window barely enough to provide any relief. Dust was getting in the car, in my eyes, and it was making it hard to breathe.

      The landscape had transformed. I wasn't that used to navigating in the jungle, and the street—if it could even be considered a street—was barely wide enough for my car. The old beater had already struggled with the journey, and in truth, it was practically a miracle that I had gotten it to work.

      The engine blustered helplessly, so I shifted it into lower gear as I tried to keep my momentum while cresting the hill. I couldn't see much beyond the path and the mess of trees surrounding me, but the road opened up slightly, dark compact ground replacing the dirt road, and I knew I had to be close to getting Cortez's house.

      I was so high up on the mountain the fog was rolling in, and it was harder to see the unfamiliar terrain. There was nothing beyond the valley, up the hill, the only sound the engine of my struggling car and a few animals calling out from inside the forest.

      I bit the inside of my mouth, the environment suddenly getting to me. It was going to be hard to sneak into the estate, especially if I couldn't fucking see.

      I didn't want to know what kind of animals they were, so I stayed on the path, willing my car to keep going even if it felt like it was going to roll back at any moment. It sputtered under me, and I put my hand on the gearshift, holding on to it tightly as my daze darted to the rearview mirror. Useless, of course. I still couldn't see a fucking thing.

      After a few minutes, it felt like I was leaving the dirt behind, and the road changed a bit as the fog settled above the car, droplets of water sliding down my windshield.

      It was better up there, though. I could smell the crisp air and the earthy moss even through the overwhelming humidity, the sound of the loose scree under the wheels of my car shifting enough to make me grimace, and the car sputtering again.

      I swore under my breath. I had no idea how long I would be able to keep driving for.

      Up ahead, there was a bend with a sharp drop near what appeared to be more open space. Even through the fog, I could see the entrance perfectly well, my heart beating hard in anticipation as I rolled the car closer to the entrance. By the time I got there, I was supposed to have a plan, but getting the car there had been such an arduous process that I'd barely had time to formulate something.

      Whatever. I'd worry about it later.

      I was there.

      On the left, near the bend, there was an unassuming wrought-iron gate, two dragons on the marble posts flanking it.

      There was a sign in marble white on the column with the dragon furthest from me, and I didn’t have to look at it closely to know that it had the name of the estate on it.

      White Willow.

      I couldn't see anything past the gate through the dark, but it looked like there was a steep slope going down toward the captain's house.

      I swore under my breath as I realized what that meant.

      I was going to have to walk the rest of the way. I couldn't scale a gate while sitting in my car, but sitting in the dead of night, with nothing but chirping bugs around me and the sound of running water somewhere in the distance, I had to take a second to wonder if this was wise at all.

      Closing my eyes, I reached into my pocket and took out the last letter Rose had ever written me. I didn't unfold it; I never did.

      I could recite its contents off the top of my head, without even trying to remember her words, and I immediately knew that I needed to stop being a fucking pussy.

      “Go inside, David,“ I told myself. “Do what you came here to do.“

      I parked my car on the side of the road, until it was so close to the edge of the ravine that I couldn't walk around to the passenger side, hidden among the bushes next to the road.

      I stared at the place where my sister had probably died in, moonlit and dark and beautiful.

      It was important that I get a good idea of my surroundings. I needed to be careful about this. I had to be methodical, even when what I wanted to do was rush in and kill the man who was responsible for my sister's death.

      I took a deep breath, trying my best to steady my breathing. If there were guard dogs—the only thing I expected I would have a hard time with, I thought, as I clutched the knife I always carried—then I wanted them to think I was calm.

      As soon as I stepped out of the car, I was swarmed by the acrid scent of rotting trees and vegetation and the whine of mosquitos buzzing around me. I couldn't see anything, really, but I had positioned my car in such a way that it would allow me to gather some information at least.

      I slammed the driver's seat behind me, scaled the car and stood on top of it so I could try and survey the mansion. Fog settled over the garden of the estate, making it hard to discern anything, but from the moonlight, I could see how sprawling it was. Something about how mysterious it all was—how the house was basically covered by the mist, how I couldn't tell how large the entrance was—was enough to disorient me, which led to a sense of alarm spreading through my body. Something about this whole thing was off, and I didn’t like it at all.

      This was supposed to help. Not make things worse. I bit the inside of my mouth until the taste of copper flooded my tongue, leaping off the car and making my hands fists at my sides.

      I would be inside soon enough. I would be face to face with him soon enough.

      I just had to fucking do it.

      I couldn't hesitate anymore.

      After the war, I hadn't expected my life to be perfect, or good, or even normal. But one thing that had always been certain and unmovable was my sister's presence, or at the very least, her well-being.

      Anger coursed through my veins as I cracked my neck, my jaw hardening as I let my eyes get completely used to the suddenly pitch-black night.

      Enormous clouds rolled in quickly as the wind picked up, the moonlight all but disappearing, the wind fierce enough to whip my hair on my face.

      My fists clenched at my sides, I made my way toward the gate.

      I walked in the night, hidden by the shadows, threading lightly over the paved road. Slowly, I pushed my body against the iron gate, my palms circling around the bars. They were wet with dew and surprisingly slippery. The soles of my shoes didn't allow me to have much purchase, but it didn't matter. I had enough upper body strength to pull myself up and swing my body forward and into the front yard. The wet grass crunched under my weight, and I took another deep, steadying breath as my hands wrapped around the hilt of my knife.

      Whatever the fuck this asshole was doing, I was going to stop him. If I helped some unsuspecting women, I supposed that was all the better.

      But what I really wanted to do was get him back for killing my fucking sister.

      And that night, I was going to.

      With a smile on my face, I walked down the slope toward Cortez's house.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Two

          

        

      

    

    
      My feet hurt.

      I thought about taking my shoes off to make sure that no one could hear me, but I could walk lightly as I tried my best to stay in the shadows. The estate was covered in tall ferns and oak trees, branches overhanging on the cobblestones. Even if it hadn't been a dark night—and the fog hadn't lifted, if anything, it had only gotten worse—I could hear creatures chirping, animals skittering in the grass, and in the distance, voices.

      All low-pitched, all urgent. I was ready for combat, but it wasn't what I wanted. I just wanted to get in and out, do what I had gone there to do, and then get back to my quiet life.

      I couldn't tell anything about the tone of their voices from where I was, except for how rushed they were, but I knew that my best bet was to avoid them.

      At least the fog would keep me in the shadows for longer. I had my hand out so I could feel for the wall, for something to hold on to.

      My plan was to scale the side of the house, the one closest to the watermill, and lower myself into the wrap-around balcony until I found an open window.

      I would wait until he went up to his bedroom, where I would confront him. I didn't think there was anything he could say that would make me believe he wasn't directly responsible for my sister's untimely demise. Still, I wouldn't just murder a sleeping man. Something about that didn't seem right.

      If the legends about Cortez were true—rumors, really, rather than legends—then he was probably prepared and cautious, but it didn't matter.

      I was patient.

      And someone always made a mistake.

      I stalked my way toward the side of the house. When I heard barking in the distance, I paused, giving myself some time to gather my nerves. Leaves crunched under me, but I couldn't afford to be scared. I was confident I could take down the man, but I wasn't so sure about his animals. They were guilty of nothing.

      I forced myself to slow down my breathing and calm my hammering heart as I tried to think through the situation I was in.

      After a few minutes, when it felt like I had calmed down enough, I inched close to the exterior wall of the house closest to me and pressed my under my fingertips against it.

      It was surprisingly cool to the touch, probably on account of the tall trees hanging over Cortez's estate and how high up in the mountains we were. I told myself that it was my imagination, that the altitude wasn't enough to affect my oxygen.

      You just have to stay calm, I told myself. You can do this.

      I felt the stone on the wall as I focused on finding any protrusions, any way in which I might carry out my plan. I couldn't scale a wall if I couldn't get purchase and I needed to make sure to stay quiet, especially when I was climbing.

      But there was nothing, though, except branches that kept breaking when my fingertips dabbed them, thorns nicking at the calluses on my fingertips. The wall was well maintained, though, so it didn't happen particularly often.

      I held back the urge to sigh.

      This whole thing was hopeless.

      The wall was too smooth for what I needed from it, so I had to go around the back to find another way into the house. I tried to think through any other options, but that was the only one that made sense, and the fog was eventually going to go away. I had waited long enough.

      Going around the side of the house wasn't my favorite choice, but it was the only thing I could do. Still, I held my breath as I tried to will myself to do what I needed to do.

      There was too much light behind the house, and it was too close to the source of the voices, so I gritted my teeth as I took a step toward the back of the house. I felt a twig snap under my foot. I would've ignored it, but the dreadful silence that followed immediately under it was enough to send a touch of alarm coursing through veins. Instinctively, I drove my hand down to look for my knife, but I didn’t want to make any sudden movements, and I told myself not to be paranoid as I decided to remain still.

      I looked around, trying to discern any shapes in the fog, but there was nothing. There was no one. And then the sounds started again, as if nothing had happened, crickets and other insects chirping in the forest nearby.

      My heart dropped to my stomach. Something about that hadn't been natural.

      It was almost enough to make me stop entirely. I could hide in the shadows, in the fog, until I found my way to a place where I could sleep. The barn, maybe. I could try again in the morning.

      The sound of approaching voices snapped me out of my trance. I made my hands fists at my sides as I thought about my next move. The footsteps coming from the other side of the houses sounded like they were on asphalt at first, then on the grass, and I pushed myself against the wall as I tried to hide in the shadows, slowly sliding back toward the side I'd already explored.

      I wasn't prepared to take on Cortez's staff. They had done nothing wrong, and in any case, I would've preferred to fight him in the comfort of his bedroom or his office. Somewhere familiar to him. Somewhere he felt safe.

      I tried to fall into the shadows, letting the fog embrace my silhouette as I made myself small. I pushed my back against the hard wall, tiny vines snagging at my clothes, as I held my breath and waited.

      A pause. Voices. Laughter, which sounded fake. A tiny argument, followed by some pacing. Then they started walking away, and I unclenched my fists.

      When the footsteps receded, I could breathe a little more easily. I relaxed, leaning my head back, closing my eyes, and taking a deep breath.

      They weren't at fault. They had done nothing but work for him. Things were hard. Everyone was hungry. A job, even working for a man like Cortez, was better than nothing.

      I hid in the shadows, melting into the wall, until I heard leaves crunching nearby. My eyelids shot open as I prepared myself to take on any lurking threats, but I had to hold back a smile when I saw the silhouette of the woman in front of me. At first glance, I knew she wouldn't be able to take me. I just couldn't let her run away and announce my presence to someone on the house's staff who could've been a problem—or worse, she could run to her boss and ruin the element of surprise for me.

      I had spotted her at the same time as she had spotted me, and I was clearly going to have to handle it. I reached down into my pocket, palming the hilt of my knife, ready to reach out and grab her.

      Even in the dark of night, I could see her bright dark eyes, the headband she had used to pull her dark hair away from her face. She took a step toward me, practically sprinting, and I held back a smile as she stood on her tiptoes and pressed her blade up to my neck with a surprisingly steady hand.

      A less experienced man might've been scared. I was only impressed.

      There was the glint of the knife in her hand as she tried to hold it up to my neck. She was a slight thing, with narrow shoulders and dark, expressive eyes.

      I couldn't tell what color they were because the night was so dark, but they were wide and pretty, a tiny bit of fear written through the cracks of the studied hardness in them. I could see the set of her jaw as I gazed right back at her, my mouth a thin line, daring her to do something else with a hard, challenging smirk.

      She was losing, and this was only a staring contest.

      Her hands trembled slightly, and her breathing quickened.

      Just from looking at her, her brave façade was cracking, and I hadn't even started yet. I told myself that I needed to continue holding back my smirk. I didn't want to offend her. She probably thought she was defending her boss' house, and I couldn't fault her for that.

      “Who are you?“ she whispered as she tried to dig the knife into my neck. It was a clumsy movement, but she was too much of a liability. She was too scared, and I needed to get the situation under control before it got out of hand.

      It wasn't difficult. All I had to do was pull away from her, grabbing her hand in one quick motion and yanking her hand away from my throat.

      “I don't want to hurt you,“ I said slowly, matching the volume of her voice.

      “Don't, then,“ she said, the glint of a smile in her eyes. I liked a daring woman. Had this been any other circumstance, I would’ve happily taken this further. I couldn’t afford to at that moment.

      “I won't,“ I said quietly, slowly. I inched closer to her, just by a millimeter, and her grip on the knife shook. She was a good actress, but she was clearly spooked. “Because you're going to let go of the knife and give it over to me, okay? And then, when I let you go, you're going to stay right where you are because I need to have a conversation with you. Did you get all of that?“

      She uncurled her fingers, her eyes narrowing as her lips pursed, and I used my right hand to extract the knife from her grip. I put it in my left pocket, so I could have a blade at my reach whenever I went into either one of my pockets.

      “Good,“ I said.

      She stared at me, defiance written all over her features.

      I couldn’t help but smile. “Why did you do that?“

      Her eyes narrowed as she took a step back. There really was something about a woman with a temper. I waited, wondering if she was going to try to make a run for it, but she broke eye contact with me and sighed, her shoulders slumping before she spoke.

      “I was doing you a favor,“ she said.

      I took a step toward her. She took another step back, moving her head from side to side as she took in her surroundings. The fog had lifted slightly, but there was still poor visibility. In the last few minutes, it felt like the temperature had dropped considerably, and like we were more exposed than we had ever been. She had been a distraction, and I couldn’t afford it. I didn’t know anything about this estate, about this environment. I’d already been foolish by entertaining her in the first place.

      “Stay out of my way.“

      “I wouldn't do this if I were you,“ she said, her voice barely a whisper. That time, I could hear a twinge of fear in her voice, despite her expert attempts at masking it. “I would stay hidden.“

      “Where is he?“ I asked her.

      She shook her head, her head cocked.

      “Like I said,“ she replied, taking a step toward me, her head tilted up so she could look into my eyes. She was trying to make it seem like she wasn't afraid anymore, but I could still hear the tremor in her voice as she continued talking. She sounded braver than before, in any case, which I appreciated must have taken some effort. “I was doing you a favor. Cortez isn't nice, and he's been in a foul mood this week. If he catches you, he's going to take it out on you. He'll know you're here for his bride.“

      “His bride?“ I echoed.

      “Natalia,“ she replied, shaking her head as she crossed her arms over her chest. She was so close to me I could smell her, and she smelled like the ground after rain and faint alcohol. When she spoke again, it was clear she wasn’t speaking to me. “I shouldn't be surprised. Her looks must have helped with her prospects.“

      I shook my head. I really didn't want to hear about Cortez's new wife. I didn’t need to know his life story, and in any case, I didn't have time to be filled in when I simply needed to go in and kill him. “I must talk to him. Can you make that happen?“

      “It's clear to me you have some sort of death wish,“ she said, shaking her head. “Truthfully, I have no desire to deal with the drama or with the mess, so I'll help you hide in the barn tonight. I'll walk you out before dawn.“

      “I'm not leaving without speaking to him,“ I said.

      “Just do it when I'm gone, then,“ she said, her voice edged with steel. “As a courtesy for me not killing you.“

      I smiled. “You think you could kill me?“

      She rolled her eyes. “Fine,“ she said. “You should know that I won't be able to help you. I won't be able to tend to your wounds or aid you when you're dying. If he knows that I'm trying to help you, he'll kill me.“

      “I'll kill him first,“ I said.

      She scoffed quietly. “You look strong,“ she said. “Smart, too. I guess looks can be deceiving.“

      I glared at her. I dropped my voice to a whisper before I spoke, inching so close to her I knew she had to be trying her best not to flinch. “Why wouldn't you warn him?“

      She cocked her head, her eyes narrowing. “I told you,“ she said. “I have plenty to do and I have no desire to deal with the mess. But if you are able to kill him? I don't think there's a soul around here who wouldn't be grateful.“
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      The barn smelled terrible.

      I didn't want to stay there until the morning, but she seemed nervous, and I was happy to have a conversation with her. Getting her to talk to me was only going to help me when it came to fulfilling my one-track mission. Since she worked for Cortez and she was a member of his household, I was sure she would have information pertaining to how to get rid of him, if only I managed to coax it out of her.

      She was smart, and her walls were clearly up, but she was afraid, too. Scared people didn’t always make the most rational decisions and I could use that to my advantage.

      And she would definitely know what was real. The rumors about Cortez were legendary, but that was all they were. Rumors. I knew I had taken on threatening men with nothing to lose when I had been away. I wanted to make Cortez pay, but the easiest way to do it was to get to know him first. Even if that was from the sidelines.

      I kept trying to convince myself that this was a tactical move and had absolutely nothing to do with the servant who’d held me at knifepoint, because she seemed scared, and I could clearly make things worse for her if I didn’t listen.

      The woman took a step away from me, getting closer to the doors of the barn so she could slide the wooden beams across the large doors. She brushed her dusty hands down the front of her apron, which was tied so tightly around her waist that I could easily see the curves of her body even under the layers of fabric she wore.

      “This should stop anyone from coming in here tonight,“ she said.

      I approached her, but she snapped her head up to look at me. Even in the dark, I could see how narrow her eyes were. “I don't need help.“

      I held my hands out by my sides. I needed to show her I wasn't a threat. At least not to her.

      “Make sure to sleep facing this way,“ she said, turning to look at me as she dusted her hands off on the apron she wore tied to her skirt. It was utilitarian, obviously, but she clearly cared about looking good. Her clothes were tidy and tailored, the buttons on her dress about to burst over her chest. She looked down at her waist, and I followed her gaze until I saw the keys she kept on her belt. “There's another door, on the side, but only I have a key to it.“

      “What about Cortez?“

      I couldn't see her that well, because it was dark inside the barn and my eyes weren't quite used to that, but I was absolutely certain she was rolling her eyes. “Don't worry. He's not going to come in here.“

      “How do you know?“

      “Because he has no reason to come in here,“ she replied, dropping her voice as she took a step toward me. I could hear the irritation creeping into her voice, but I didn't want to let up. Not when she was about to tell me information that I was certain I could use. Maybe this had been a tactical move after all. “Cortez doesn't come to the barn without me, certainly not at night. He has more important things to do, like getting ready for his upcoming nuptials.“

      “Tell me about that.“

      She scoffed, tilting her head down. “What is there to tell?“ she said, her words spaced and icy. “We have to prepare for another giant wedding party, invite the most important people in town and watch as they talk to each other as if everything was normal.“

      I wanted to ask her what she meant, but she didn't give me a chance. Her voice remained cold and exacting as she spoke, taking on an edge that aged her, the trembling all but gone. She wasn't afraid anymore. She was just angry. I could tell I wouldn’t need to ask her many more questions since, whatever this was, she obviously needed to talk about it.

      “We'll give it six months, maybe, if he really likes her,“ she said. “And then something's going to happen to her. She'll suddenly be gone, and he'll barely be able to come up with an excuse to the outside world, and everyone who lives here will pretend they don’t know anything about what he’s done, or the kind of man that he is.“

      I tried to swallow down the knot in my throat. This was what the rumors were about.

      This man—this killer—using innocent women.

      That was why people were so afraid of him. I could only imagine how he had gotten rid of them, and even briefly thinking about my sister made my blood run cold, anger surging through my veins. I had to grit my teeth and bide my time, and I had never been good at being patient.

      The more she spoke, the less afraid of confronting him I became, and the easier it was to let my anger take over. A man taking on his brides was clearly a coward.

      “Has no one ever questioned him?“ I asked her tentatively. I knew I was treading on shaky ground. I could spook her at any moment. I should’ve let her keep on ranting, but she caught herself and trailed off, making things difficult for me. So I had to prompt her, despite myself.

      “To his face?“ she scoffed. It sounded like she was trying to hold back laughter, but there was no humor in her voice. “No. Everyone's too scared of him to call it out to his face.“

      “Because he'd kill them?“

      That time, she did laugh. “Kill them? You think he would kill them?“ she asked, tutting as she crossed her arms over her chest. My eyes were used to the dark then and I could see the curves of her breasts, the line right above the collar of her shirt. I forced myself to look up at her eyes instead, which was surprisingly easy. The glint in them made her face magnetic. “You really don't know anything about this man, do you?“

      She swore under her breath, just quietly enough that I couldn't discern what she was saying, and her footsteps thundered under her as she approached me. Impressive, considering how slight she was.

      “I should have known,“ she said, shaking her head as she got close to me. I could see the features on her face from how close she was to me, her high cheekbones, the dark shade of her deep brown eyes. “Of course you have no idea what you're getting into. He doesn't kill people, no. He doesn't need to kill anyone.“

      I waited for her.

      “Everyone's too afraid. And, from what I understand, he doesn’t like getting his hands dirty,“ she said. “Those who have questioned him don't die. They just spend the rest of their lives wishing they had.“

      I would have to come back to that. Right then, it was more important that I found out what she knew about my sister. “How long have you worked for him?“

      “Years,“ she said. “And his pattern never changes. He has been luring young women up here for a while, and once they are gone, he takes a break and he just... he acts like he's normal, like everything's normal, like he didn't just make someone disappear.“

      I fought the temper soaring, but even with the anger, I knew I had to be careful. “How many women?“

      “Six,“ she replied. “This one is the seventh.“

      “Seven,“ I said, scoffing. “He's killed seven women, and you're all too afraid of him to even mention it.“

      “He hasn't just killed women,“ she said, crossing her arms over her chest again. “Do you really think that you're the first knight in shining armor that's tried to save one of the girls? You think Cortez doesn't take care of men, too?“

      “How many?“

      “I don't know,“ she said, her voice trembling when she spoke. She held herself a little tighter, pushing her breasts together again. I let my gaze dart down to her tits for a second, but I knew I had to focus. “I don't help any of them.“

      I held back a smile. “So why are you helping me?“

      She laughed under her breath. “I'm not helping you,“ she said. “I'm helping myself. I told you I didn't want to deal with the clean-up, so don't leave this barn until I come back to get you. If you do, I'll make sure to tell Cortez you're here myself.“

      “And if I don't?“ I asked her.

      “I'll take you to the girl in the morning,“ she said. “And you can escape with her.“

      I shook my head. “I didn't come here to rescue a girl. I came here to kill Cortez.“

      She rolled her eyes, scoffing quietly as she did. “Yeah,“ she replied. “That's what you keep saying.“

      Before she left, I grabbed her wrist to stop her. “Thank you,” I said.

      “What for?” she replied, looking up so she could meet my eyes with her gaze.

      “For this,” I said.

      She smiled. “I don’t think you’ll be able to do this,” she said. “But if you are, then I’ll be the one thanking you.”
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      I hadn’t expected to fall asleep in the barn, but the temperature inside the drafty building was surprisingly comfortable, and it seemed that attempting to exact revenge was a very tiresome enterprise.

      So I slept through the night, and I only woke up when I heard clanking outside, which was enough to startle me. I sat upright as I heard footsteps approaching, and the wood groaned as I heard keys jingling, then a lock clicking.

      My gaze darted around the barn, my eyes still getting used to the soft darkness, and it took me a few seconds to process that I was looking at stocked bags of flour, and probably other food. My stomach grumbled, but this wasn’t the time to worry about how hungry I was. Or how much food they had.

      There were stockpiles of food in the barn, probably enough to feed a small army. Not that they had.

      I stood up and sped toward the back of the door, where the person opening the lock wouldn’t be able to see me.

      “Hey,“ a familiar voice said. I hadn’t realized I was holding my breath until she took a step forward, her footsteps crunching over the dry hay. “I brought you some food.“

      I took a step toward her, meeting her gaze as she handed me a piece of warm bread and a glass of cold beer. “Couldn’t exactly bring you coffee,“ the woman said, tossing a strand of black hair behind her ear. “So this is going to have to do.“

      “This is perfect,“ I said between bites. “Thank you.“

      She watched me, her rosewood eyes glued to my face as I got crumbs all over my mouth.

      “You’re welcome,“ she said, watching me intently, her eyes half-closed. She looked like she’d just washed her face, her hair tied back and away from her face, except for the two long wavy strands framing her features.

      In the dark, I hadn’t been able to see her that well. She was striking, with high cheekbones and a temptingly curved mouth. The strength of her features did nothing to dampen her femininity, and the confident way in which she carried herself made me wonder what she would be like in bed.

      “What are you waiting for?“ she asked, raising her brows.

      Right. Not the time to think about this.

      I took a sip of my drink, and I watched her cross her arms over her chest, pressing her tits together. Even under the modest housekeeper uniform she wore, I could see the outline of her impressive body, her chest rising up and down softly as she seemed to try her best to control her breathing.

      “Hurry,“ she said. “If you want to save the…“

      “I don’t,“ I said, shaking my head. “I have no interest in her.“

      She rolled her eyes, a creased drawing itself between her evenly arched brows. “Okay. So if you’re not here for her, which one are you here for?“

      “What do you mean?“

      “Which woman?“ she asked. She didn’t sound curious; she just sounded annoyed. She was losing her patience with me. “No man has ever come here out of the goodness of his heart. No one cares enough to take him on unless he’s directly hurt someone he cares about.“

      She was right, but the accusatory tone in her voice didn’t make this easy to talk about. “Rose,“ I said.

      “Your friend?“

      “My sister.“

      Her expression crumbled for a second before she composed her features, flashing me an effortful smile. “She was nice,“ she said. “I liked her. I’m sorry for your loss.“

      She seemed to mean it. “Yeah. Thank you.“

      “You don’t have to do this,“ she said. “You can still leave.“

      I shook my head. “I thought you wanted me to kill him.“

      She took a step toward me, training her dark eyes on mine, her pupils dilating when she held my gaze. “No, I said I hoped that you killed him, but I didn’t think you’d be capable of it,“ she said. “And I didn’t think I’d be able to talk you out of this, no matter how foolish it was. Can I talk you out of it?“

      I shook my head, looking her up and down and wondering how old she was. There was a smattering of freckles on her cheeks, making her look younger than she was. Innocent, almost, if it hadn’t been for the expression on his face.

      “Yeah, I didn’t think so,“ she said, pinching the bridge of her nose and closing her eyes. “She talked about you. You’re David, right?“

      I nodded. “And you are…“

      “Astrid,“ she replied. “Cortez’s housekeeper.“

      I cocked my head as she pressed her lips into a thin line. It looked like she wanted to say something else to me, but she shook her head, waving a hand in front of her face instead.

      “I’ll take you to her room,“ she said. “Even if you’re not here to save her, it’s the easiest way to get into that part of the house, and she might, I don’t know, help you.“

      “You sound confident,“ I replied, wiping my mouth with the back of my hand.

      She bit the inside of her mouth, twisting a strand of sable hair around her long fingers, taking a breath before she spoke. When my gaze darted to her lips, I noticed that they were chapped. “I’m not,“ she said. “I have no idea what Natalia wants, which means I don’t know if she has any allegiance to him. But…“

      “What?“

      “It’s nice,“ she said, shrugging her shoulders. She shut her mouth and narrowed her eyes, as if she was wondering if she should say anything else. I wondered if she thought she had insulted me.

      I wasn’t insulted. Rose was smart. I trusted her choices. If Cortez had lured her into a trap, there had to be something in it for her. I just wished I’d been there to help her see through his lies. “What do you mean?“

      “Aside from the constant threat of death,“ she said, a note of bitterness in her voice. “Being Cortez’s bride is a nice position to be in. They never go hungry. They’re never in danger. They don’t worry about where they’re going to sleep, or if someone’s going to break into their house and ransack it. They don’t have to deal with pain or scarcity. Everyone in this estate is smart enough to count their blessings. Until they run out.“

      “You don’t think this is a good thing, right?“ I asked, startled by how angry I sounded, by how much the resignation in her voice had gotten to me.

      “I don’t think it’s a good thing, but what I think doesn’t matter,“ she replied, wiping her hands on her apron. “Right, that’s enough talking. Follow me and be quiet. We want to get out of here before everyone else is working.“

      I nodded and followed her out the side door, the smell of morning dew and the sound of laughter coming from somewhere in the distance.

      Astrid’s gaze darted to me as she turned around. “I’m going to take you to the trellis, David,“ she said. “Then you’re on your own.“
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      Mist shrouded the base of the house. I could hardly see Astrid’s figure as she moved away from me, raindrops falling on the shingled roof nearby. The estate was huge, so skulking aside trying to find a trellis turned out to be far scarier than I had expected it to be.

      I wasn’t afraid, exactly. I knew I could take whoever came at me, but I was concerned about the housekeeper who was helping me. I would protect her, obviously, if that needed to happen. I hoped it wouldn’t, because I didn’t want to give myself away, but if it had to happen…

      Astrid turned to me, suddenly stopping me in my tracks as she folded her hands in front of her face. “If he comes out here and sees you climbing, he’ll shoot you on sight,“ she said. “So hurry up.“

      I opened my mouth to answer her, but before I could think of what to say, she had disappeared into the fog, and I was taking a deep breath as I steeled myself for the climb. I wiped my hands on the fabric of my jacket then edged closer to the wall, feeling the tiny bumps of the brick under my fingertips until I held onto the trellis, which was luckily right next to one of the rooms adjacent to the kitchen. It didn’t take long to climb the ten feet or so to get to the dark shingled roof, and it wasn’t too hard to swing my body so that both of my feet landed on the edge of it.

      It took me a second to realize that it had been a mistake, because I couldn’t really jump on the roof, and swinging back onto the trellis was only going to make me slide down the pole back toward the ground. I didn’t have any good options, so I tried to move my legs forward so that my body would be mostly on the roof when I let go of the pole.

      My breath caught in my throat as I realized I was losing my balance. For a millisecond, all I could think about was how everyone would definitely hear that, and Cortez could easily find me and kill me. I managed to regain my footing by flailing my arms around and stumbling forward onto the roof. It was loud. If there was anyone in the room under me, they would’ve definitely heard it. I gritted my teeth and crouched down, waiting to see if I could hear anyone down there. After a few seconds, when I was reasonably sure there was no one down there, I got close to the wall and made my way toward the huge windows that I assumed let into Cortez’s bride’s room.

      I couldn’t see a fucking thing from where I was, so I tried to stand on the tips of my toes and peer into the window, but the fog was making it hard to see. Footsteps approached me, and I held my breath as I realized that someone had spotted me.

      There was no way I could just slide down to the ground floor again, but if someone sounded an alarm… Before I could thoroughly weigh my options, the window was flung open, and I was face-to-face with a woman.

      Even though this wasn’t the time to drink in her looks, the first thought that crossed my mind when I looked at her was that she was exceptionally beautiful.

      She opened her mouth to scream but I instinctively put my finger over my lips and her eyes narrowed.

      “Don’t,“ I said. “Don’t scream. I’m here to help you.“

      She cocked her head, her eyes narrowing as she considered this information. I wasn’t there to help her really, but my actions would result in a good outcome for her. It was too hard to explain and she didn’t need to know any of it anyway. I just wanted her to let me into the house. If she wouldn’t, I’d make my way in. But I didn’t want to hurt her.

      She hadn’t done anything.

      “Help me with what?“ she asked softly. I couldn’t tell if that was amusement in her voice, but she definitely didn’t seem afraid.

      “With…“

      I trailed off when I heard footsteps approaching from below. The fog was slowly dissipating and if one of Cortez’s men just looked up, I was going to be in deep fucking trouble.

      Her eyes widened as she clenched her jaw. “Fine,“ she said, so quietly I had to strain to hear her. She moved aside, though, and gestured for me to come in. “You better get in here.“

      I was going to thank her, but before I knew it, she grabbed my wrists to help pull me up. I didn’t want to tell her that I didn’t need her help. And her touch was soft and warm against my skin, her long fingers closing around my wrist. After only a few seconds, I climbed in through the window and was in her bedroom.

      And out of view of any guards who might’ve been able to see me. Thankfully.

      My gaze immediately darted to her, my gaze trailing up her barely clothed body. She wore a short, practically sheer white silk chemise, and it was almost entirely see-through. It barely went down to her knees, the fabric loose but transparent enough not to leave much to the imagination.

      And she was fun to look at, her tits pressing against the soft fabric of her garment and her generous hips tapering into long straight legs.

      She smirked. “Enjoying yourself?“ she asked, her dark eyes shining when she set her gaze on me. “I said that you could come in here. I didn’t say you could come in here and stare.“

      I could feel the blood rushing to my cheeks. “Right,“ I said. “Thanks.“

      “You’re welcome. Now what are you here to help me with?“

      I didn’t really know where to start.

      “Hurry up or I will scream, and that won’t be pretty for any of us,“ she said, sitting in front of her chest of drawers, turning away from me. I watched her as she looked at her own reflection, her long brown hair tumbling down her shoulders as she seemed to continue her morning routine, as if a stranger hadn’t just wandered into her bedroom. She shot me a glance, her eyes widening, and motioned for me to hurry the fuck up.

      Maybe she was crazy. Clearly, I needed to tread carefully with her.

      “Cortez,“ I said. “I’m here to help you with him.“

      I watched her reflection again as she tried to hold back a smile and powdered her cheeks. “And how exactly do you intend to do that?“

      “I’m going to kill him,“ I replied.

      She rolled her eyes, turning around to face me again. “Great,“ she said. “Excellent plan. Like I said, how exactly do you intend to do that?“

      I chewed the inside of my mouth, trying to contain my temper at her deliberate repetition. She was being condescending, and I supposed, in her eyes, I deserved it. I didn’t need this woman questioning me. “I walk up to him,“ I replied. “And I kill him.“

      She snickered as she twisted her hair behind her head, her neck long and tempting. Even if she was getting on my nerves. “Because no one has tried that before,“ she said, finding me in the mirror. “Look, I don’t know who you are, or what you think you’re doing, but I’m going to give you some free advice, and it’s absolutely in your best interest to take it.“

      I raised my eyebrows, waiting for her to continue.

      “You should leave,“ she said. “You can stay in my room during the day and I can help you sneak out at night, but you should get out of here before Cortez finds out that you’re after him.“

      “I’m not doing that.“

      She shook her head. “Suit yourself,“ she said. “But I want nothing to do with this. And I’m not going to help you.“

      “Wait, but…“

      Footsteps near me made me fall silent, and when she turned around to face me, there was alarm written all over her face.

      “No one’s supposed to be here yet,“ she said. “Quick, hide.“

      “Hide?“

      “Hide!“

      Right. Hide.

      My gaze darted around the bedroom as I looked for a hiding spot, and I crawled to the ground as I realized that my best bet was to hide under the bed.

      I heard her stifle laughter as she walked toward the door. I watched her bare feet as she opened the door and said something to someone in hushed whispers, so I couldn’t hear anything at all.

      I wondered if she was about to give me up.

      And with one hand on my knife, I readied myself for a fight.
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      “You can come back later, Carmen,“ Natalia said. I watched her walk toward the bed, and my grip around the knife tightened again, letting the hilt sit in my palm until my skin was sweaty.

      “Are you sure?“ Carmen asked her. She wasn’t looking at the bed. She didn’t seem to notice that anything was amiss. “Because the captain expects you to keep the routine he…“

      “Explained to me?“ Natalia said. She sat on the bed, sighing dramatically when she did. “He said how he liked to run things. Didn’t ask me what I had to do today.“

      Carmen remained silent, and I watched as she shifted her weight between her feet.

      “What is it?“ Natalia said. More like snapped.

      “You must be careful, miss,“ Carmen said, so quietly I had to strain to hear her. “The captain is particular.“

      “So am I,“ Natalia replied. “It was a late night, and I think I’ll take breakfast in bed, then you can help me get ready.“

      “But miss…“

      I didn’t have to see them to know that Natalia was waving her off. From under the bed, I watched as Carmen tapped her foot on the floor nervously. She stayed in place, the silence stretching between them until Natalia spoke. “The captain can be particular after we get married. Thank you for breakfast, Carmen.“

      Carmen stood still for a second, then turned around and stepped out of the room. She closed the door softly behind her as she left, and Natalia got to her feet. She leaned close to it, listening to the receding footsteps, then beckoned me out.

      I scrambled out from my hiding place, standing up as Natalia, who was still wearing nothing but her chemise and the clips in her long dark hair, stared at me.

      “Listen to me,“ she said, taking a step toward me so that there was barely any space between us. “Most of the staff will be in the kitchen at this hour in the morning, and security will be on patrol. If you leave this bedroom, go down the stairs, into the courtyard. Keep your head down. Everyone’s always accounted for, but you can get out of here before he finds you.“

      “I’m not leaving,“ I said. “I came here to do something, and I intend to finish it.“

      She shook her head, sighing as she did. “I’m not going to talk you out of it, but you can’t get caught in my room,“ she said. “Good luck.“

      I stood up. “You aren’t coming with me?“ I asked, cocking my head, surprised at this turn of events. I hadn’t cared about saving her—I still didn’t, really—but this was someone who I could keep alive. And she wasn’t even taking the opportunity.

      “Absolutely not,“ she said. “Look, guy…“

      “David…“

      “David,“ she said, rolling her eyes. “I didn’t want you to get shot but I can’t have you found in my room. That would really create an issue for me. I’m trying to stay alive.“

      “I can help you stay alive,“ I said, almost automatically. “I can kill him, and…“

      “Okay, well, good luck with that,“ she replied, interrupting me. “Look, if you’re worried that I’m going to tell, don’t be. I obviously won’t.“

      “You don’t care if the murderer dies?“

      “I mean, I would be relieved,“ she said. “But if you wait until after we’re married, I’ll inherit all of this.“

      She gestured around, and I looked at the cracks in the walls. I wondered when this house had been built. It looked old.

      “The point is moot, anyway,“ she continued, her expression darkening as she clenched her jaw. “Because you’re not going to be able to kill him because you’re not the first man who’s tried. Meeting you was…“

      I thought she was going to say nice.

      “Something that happened,“ she continued. “And now you need to get out of my room.“

      I wanted to tell her that I could take her out of this, that I could kill him and she could go wherever she wanted.

      She seemed to notice my hesitation, because she sighed as she walked toward me. “You don’t need to save me, uh…“

      I knew she knew my name. She was doing that on purpose. I waited, not helping her out at all. She softened.

      “David,“ she said. “I know you’re doing it because you’re a nice person, but I don’t need you to save me. I have a plan. You’re not part of it. You’re an inconvenience and you’re about to become a big problem, so get out of my room, or I will scream.“

      “You might change your mind,“ I said as I walked past her. She didn’t move at all, so my body brushed past hers. Her lack of a reaction felt like a challenge.

      I reminded myself that I was there to get revenge on the man who killed my sister, not get sidetracked by his next victim. She smirked at me, her cheeks reddened, and I let my gaze trail down the outline of her body until I picked my head up and found her eyes again.

      “Are you done?“ she asked, her voice low and breathy. “Can you leave now?“

      “Do you want me to leave now?“

      She opened her mouth to answer me, but was interrupted by the sound of footsteps outside. Her eyes widened as she pressed her body against the wooden door to stop anyone from coming in, her head cocked attentively as she narrowed her eyes and placed a finger over her lips. Once the footsteps had receded again, she put her hand on the handle and turned it slightly.

      “Leave, or I’ll scream,“ she said.

      “Where is he?“

      She shook her head. “I don’t know,“ she said. “Maybe try his office?“

      I nodded. I could tell she meant it. Whoever had walked nearby had obviously spooked her. “Thank you,“ I said quietly.

      Her expression softened again as she opened the door for me, and I stayed still for a second as I surveyed the corridor. Natalia was right. There was no one around, and I needed to take advantage of it.

      Because if I got caught, I’d be in trouble. But if she got caught helping me… I didn’t want to think about what Cortez would do to her.
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      The house was surprisingly quiet.

      Outside, I could hear animals, punctuated by voices every now and then. I got close to the walls, the white stucco cool and shady, even as I got to the courtyard. It was already warm, and it was only going to get hotter. The sky, white and clear above me, made this even more of a challenge.

      I didn’t know where I was going. Natalia hadn’t exactly given me a map. I had to make it quick because of what Astrid had asked. She’d helped me when she didn’t have to, and if I could expedite this process, it would be all the better for me.

      I could kill Captain Cortez, go home, and try to forget about all this mess. It wouldn’t bring my sister back. It wouldn’t make anything go back to normal at home. It wouldn’t undo anything that had happened.

      But I would feel better.

      I knew I would feel better. And Cortez wouldn’t be able to kill anyone else. I expected his office to be downstairs, and I edged down the steps and along the wall, my gaze darting around as I checked for his staff.

      The corridor was empty. I closed my eyes, my grip tightening around the hilt of my knife as I listened for footsteps, but there were none. I darted across the corridor, light on my feet so no one would be able to hear me, and made my way down the stairs, stopping every time I heard a noise.

      My nerves were getting the better of me. I’d been in so many of these houses, with the courtyard downstairs and the open sky right above, and I knew they had so many rooms that I’d have a hard time finding Cortez’s office by simply opening and closing doors. If I did that, I would eventually run into staff members, and I didn’t want to cause any trouble for them.

      This wasn’t their fault. I didn’t think so, anyway.

      I had no idea where to go. I glanced at the courtyard, and quickly decided that my best bet was to go across to the other hallway, then back upstairs. No one would be in those rooms, I didn’t think, not this early. I kept my head down, my hands in my pockets, but I didn’t run. Unless someone was paying close attention—and I had made sure that no one was—then I would just be another body in the small army that serviced this estate.

      I didn’t stop to look at the courtyard, but from the corner of my eye, I could see the ornate fountain surrounded by strategically placed stones. They were large and dark, which surprised me, because the actual fountain was ornate. It was in the shape of a star with eight-points, the second tier held up by a tile pillar with a round fountain on the top. The water was clear and blue, except for tiny rose petals that numbered in the thousands.

      It was surrounded by colorful plants, too, green broken up by yellow and white. One of the plants caught my eye, but before I could decide whether to investigate, I heard the sound of quiet voices getting closer to me, and I quickly darted into the hallway across from me and opened the door into one of the rooms.

      My plan was to peek in and survey that it was empty, but the footsteps suddenly got faster, and I didn’t have time to think. Even trying to close the door softly behind myself was tricky, because the wood groaned and protested as I left it ajar.

      The people outside stopped, and I heard someone say something right outside the door. My heart pounded in my chest as they approached.

      “Are you sure you didn’t leave this door open?“ one of them asked. He sounded young, and close, and I was worried.

      “Yes,“ another man replied decisively.

      I watched as the door opened slightly, and alarm rioted through my body as I took a step forward, ready to fight, my grip tight around my knife.

      “Wait,“ the other man said again.

      “What?“ the young one replied, and I listened as his footsteps receded, joining the other man.

      “I’m not so sure now,“ the other man said. “And if…“

      “Yeah, just don’t do it again,“ the young one replied. “I won’t say anything, but if he catches you…“

      He trailed off then, and they spoke in hushed voices as they moved away from the door, my heart hammering so loudly in my chest that I was marginally worried they would have been able to hear it from out there. I waited a few more seconds, wondering if they were still nearby, just biding their time.

      When nothing happened, I allowed myself to take a breath and close the door after I was almost sure they weren’t there anymore. I turned around to look at the room, my eyes taking a few seconds to adjust to how dark it was in there.

      The drapes were drawn, so there was no sunlight streaming into the small room, which looked, at first glance, like it was packed with old broken furniture. I took a step inside, running my fingers down the edges of the wooden chair legs next to me. They were stacked on top of each other, dangling precariously and tilted so that they were held up the wall.

      Next to the chairs, in the dark, I could see a chiffonier, standing tall and narrow against the white wall. The drawers were half-open, which was curious, because it didn’t sound like anyone had any reason to be in there.

      I wished I had a light. Any way at all to see.

      My gaze darted toward the window as I thought about the next step I was going to take, wondering, for a second, if this was wise at all. But I could hear more voices in the courtyard, and I was, as far as I could see, trapped in there.

      The drapes were heavy, and they hadn’t been cleaned for a while, so the moment I moved it aside to let a ray of sunshine in, I felt the dust creeping into my nose and my mouth, and I had to clamp it shut as my eyes watered and I swallowed. I couldn’t cough. I couldn’t make any sound.

      This was risky enough.

      My eyes watered and my head hurt as my eyes adjusted to the darkness. With the drape still bunched around my hand, I inched closer to the wardrobe and I looked at the drawers.

      Inside, I could see photographs and a journal of some sort. I couldn’t exactly take time to look at the photos or check the journal at the moment, so I pocketed all of it.

      I was about to start looking around the room when I heard someone right outside the window. I let the drapes go and watched as they fell in place, swaying slightly. I tried to swallow down the knot in my throat as someone knocked on the door. Startled, I forced myself not to react.

      I just needed to wait for them to walk past the window. Then I could climb out, hide in the barn, and regroup.

      Slowly, I got to my feet… and practically jumped out of my skin when I heard someone knock on the window, too.
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      I walked to the middle of the room, my heart pounding my chest, and I immediately stumbled upon some furniture I hadn’t noticed before. The door opened, sunlight streaming into the room, and then I heard someone smash the window next to me.

      I dove down instinctively, covering my head with my arms as glass rained down on me, and someone’s large hand reached through the opening in the window and pawed at me.

      They couldn’t get close enough, but someone else had walked in through the door, and I quickly realized that hiding was pointless. There were several of them—I counted at least three people just outside the door and no less than two at the window. There could be more of them, but I couldn’t think about it, not when I was already fighting for my life.

      I thought I might be able to make it relatively unscathed if I just sprinted out the door, but I had to make sure they were all distracted. I didn’t know how I was going to do that.

      Someone’s footsteps came closer, and I held my breath as I saw a pair of skinny legs nearby. “Come out,“ the man I’d heard before—the young one—said. I could tell he was trying to sound brave, but his voice shook as I stayed in position. “This will be worse for you if someone else has to drag you out of here.“

      I held back a smile. He clearly thought that was the case. I didn’t think he had any idea. I wondered how long he had been employed by Cortez as he got closer to me, and I looked up so I could see his profile. He was young. Young enough to not have quite grown into his features. I didn’t want to have to kill a kid.

      After that, I did everything in one swift movement. I got to my feet, took a sideways step, and pressed my knife against his throat as I tilted my head down so I could whisper in his ear. “I don’t want to hurt you,“ I said. “If you’re thinking about reaching down to get your sidearm, I’ll cut your throat and watch you bleed out. It’s not a good death. I’ve seen people choke on their own blood. You’re going to remain very still, and then you’re going to go back out there and tell them that you made a mistake, and that there’s no one here.“

      He bristled a bit, but I pressed the sharp blade of my knife into his skin, and I heard him swallow. “It’s too late,“ he said. “They won’t believe me.“

      I thought about it. He was right, and if I let him go, he might not even follow my directions. He could just tell them all that he’d found me, and that was even worse for me. I moved my knife aside as I shoved him down in front of me. “Your gun,“ I said. “Where is it? Don’t reach, just look at it. I want to see your hands at all times.“

      He did as I told him, looking at his left as he held his hands up, a rifle hanging from a makeshift holster on his waist. I knelt in front of him, the tip of my knife pressing against his chin.

      “I’ll spare your life if you don’t do anything stupid,“ I said, looking into his eyes. “Just don’t piss me off. Got it?“

      His eyes narrowed, but he didn’t move his head. I reached for his rifle and got to my feet again. “You probably want to stay down, lad,“ I said.

      I could feel his eyes on me, but he didn’t say anything. He didn’t stand, though, and that was good enough for me until I got my bearings. Something about this felt wrong, though. The people outside were taking too long, and they hadn’t called for this man once.

      He was a trap, and I’d fallen for it.

      By approaching him, I had made myself vulnerable.

      The realization sunk in and I swore under my breath as I tried to think about what to do next, but there was no time, even as I approached the boy. Someone swung the door open and walked toward us as I turned around, facing them instead of the boy.

      He was not a threat.

      The man coming through the door was.

      I stood in place, squaring my back as I prepared myself to fight.

      But I’d overlooked something important. We were standing by the window, and I was completely surrounded.

      An arm shot through the window again, and from the corner of my eye, I could see their fingers curling around the window ledge so they could pull it up.

      I moved to the side, mostly ignoring it, even though my heart was hammering in my throat.

      I pointed the rifle at the man approaching me, but he smirked, and I realized that I wouldn’t have time to fire the gun before someone had grabbed me from behind. The window was open, and men after men came into the small room, surrounding me as I was backed into a corner.

      I pulled the trigger, but I was right—the gun was slow, and it seemed like all the men around me knew exactly what to do. They didn’t even seem disoriented by the booming sound of the gunshot. They were still advancing toward me, and there was no space for me to move, and I immediately knew that I was horribly trapped.

      I drew the rifle up again after hesitating, my finger on the trigger once more, but before I could fire, a sucker-punch from behind took me upside the head and sent me sprawling.

      My vision blurred as another fist landed on my stomach, and I reeled from the lightning blows, hardened fists beating bruises into my skin.

      Someone took the rifle off me as another man struck me on the side of the face, barely missing my eye socket and sending a soaring pain down the side of my face and through the rest of my body.

      I tried to stay upright as I reached down for my knife, but my hand was slapped away, and I suddenly didn’t have any weapons. I could see people—so many of them, and I didn’t know if it was because there were a lot of them in the room, or if I was just seeing double.

      I told myself to run, my brain screaming as  my body disobeyed. I wasn’t able to move, and all I could think about was the coppery taste in my mouth, bodies closing in around me.

      I held my arms protectively in front of my face, attempting not to stagger back from the blows, and then I felt something hitting me hard from behind, someone’s knee digging into my back until I fell to my knees.

      “Did you really think I wasn’t going to know you were here?“ a detached male voice said from the door. I couldn’t look up to see him, but I knew this was Cortez—I could feel it in my bones. The rest of them stopped the beating as soon as he started talking so that I was able to hear him. “I’m busy.“

      “What do you want us to do with him?“

      “Kill him. Search him, then dump him in the garden,“ Cortez said. “I don’t want to have to think about him again.“

      Before his footsteps had receded, the beating continued. Against my instincts, I didn’t swing; they had weapons, there were scores of them, I wouldn’t be able to affect the outcome by trying to punch my way out of it.

      Then I felt something hot and hard against the back of my head, the impact making my eyes water, and I knew I was going to pass out as the strike sent me into merciful darkness.

      When I woke up, my entire body throbbed. My eyes fluttered open, and I realized that I was on the floor in the room where I had been hiding. I could see legs clad in black pants, and when my gaze flitted up, the young man who’d first come into the room crouched and closed his eyes at me meaningfully, alarm touching his features.

      “So? Is he dead, Tomás?“ someone said from behind me. I tried to control my breathing, my eyes just open enough so I could see through my eyelashes.

      Tomás put two sticky fingers on my neck, finding my pulse, and pressing hard against my skin. “Yeah, I think he’s dead.“

      “Are you sure, boy?“

      “Yes,“ Tomás replied, not sounding sure at all as he backed away from me. Footsteps drew nearer, and I held my breath as I wondered if the other man was going to check my pulse, too.

      “Lucky for you,“ he said, instead. “You would’ve had to finish the job all by yourself if he wasn’t.“

      “He is,“ Tomás said, getting to his feet.

      “Search him,“ the other man ordered. “Dump him in the labyrinth. We’ll figure out where to bury him after the wedding.“

      “He’s twice my size,“ Tomás replied, matter-of-factly. There was a pause before the other man answered.

      “If you had kept an eye on these rooms like you’re supposed to, none of this would’ve happened,“ he replied. “Don’t take too long. And make sure to clean up this fucking mess.“

      With that, he walked away, and the only sound I could hear in the room when he closed the door behind himself was Tomás’ jagged breathing.
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      I really was much bigger than Tomás, and having him drag me across the courtyard and away from the house felt unnecessary. But since he was keeping me alive and I could hardly speak from the pain, I supposed it wasn’t really my place to protest.

      He wasn’t doing this to keep me alive, he was doing it for himself. This was a performance, and it was definitely for his sake.

      Even from the tone of his voice, I could tell that he was afraid of the man he was with. And from what Astrid had told me, and what she hadn’t told me, I sort of got it.

      Everyone here was afraid of Cortez.

      And he was just a boy, doing his best as he was trying to keep himself alive.

      He wasn’t gentle at all, and I could feel every bump and rock under my back, dragging my clothes, poking me in uncomfortable places. Tomás lost his grip once again because his palms were sweaty, and the process to get to wherever the fuck it was that we were supposed to be going was as prolonged as it was torturous.

      When he finally let go of me, my back burned, and my skin throbbed where people had struck me. “Okay,“ he said breathlessly as he knelt down next to me. “I think we’re alone. Can you walk?“

      I opened my eyes so I could look at him, and the sunlight struck me as too bright.

      “There are stairs in there, and if you don’t stand up, I’m going to have to throw you down. I don’t think you’re going to be able to defend yourself.“

      I glared at him, wondering what the fuck he expected me to do. That didn’t sound like a threat, but he wasn’t exactly helping me.

      He looked right back at me, his dark eyes narrow. “This is as far as I go,“ he said, holding his hands up in defeat. “Consider yourself lucky. And my debt settled.“

      “Wait,“ I said, blood trickling from the corner of my mouth as I fought to sit up despite how weak I felt. “What about my knife?“

      “No idea,“ he said. “Take some free advice. If you survive this, leave during the wedding tonight. No one will come here, and you might stay alive. Don’t let anyone else find you, either, because they’ll kill me too. Do you understand?“

      I sat up as I looked at his face and nodded slowly. “Yes,“ I said.

      “Good,“ he replied. He muttered something else, but by that point, he was walking away and I was trying to get to my feet. My vision was still blurred, and the taste of copper in the back of my throat and between my lips lingered. I was vaguely aware of how torn my clothes were, of how wet my hair was. I raked my palm down it, not surprised to see the red that had rubbed off on my dirty skin.

      Fuck.

      I was so screwed, and I knew better than to go back to the house. Cortez knew about me, and even if I felt like I could take him—and I really didn’t right then—I felt like that wouldn’t be fair to the kid, which was fucking annoying. I didn’t want to worry about him then.

      Clearly, I needed time to regroup, and if they thought I was dead in the labyrinth then no one would come get me as I tried to get my bearings, if not actually recuperate. I’d parked my car right outside the fence, so I could jump it, get help in town, and then…

      No. That wasn’t right. They’d know about me, and I wouldn’t ever be able to return. And what about Natalia? She didn’t seem to realize just how much trouble she was in, and despite myself, I wanted to help her.

      And I couldn’t just leave, because I was there to make things right for my sister. I had to kill Cortez, even if I died in the process.

      I just needed time.

      Slowly, I managed to drag myself to my feet, then leant against the topiary hedge that surrounded the entrance to the labyrinth. Tomás had to be lying about the stairs, because all I could see was tall, dark topiary around me. I couldn’t exactly put all my weight against the branches without falling through, so I took slow and unsteady steps into the maze. The air smelled crisp and clear as I got further away from the house, the only other scent around me my own blood. I had to stop several times, because I was close to passing out, but I managed to walk until I was atop spiral stairs that led to a small pit in the ground.

      It looked like Tomás hadn’t been exaggerating. I was faced by a giant set of spiral stairs carved into the stone that led into a pit, intricate markings down below me. My gaze settled on the large stone hourglass in the middle of the tile mosaic, intricate black lines zig zagging around the clock like vines.

      My eyelids felt heavy, and I had to fight to keep my eyes open as I slowly descended the stairs. There was no railing, and my center of gravity felt off, so I was almost sure that I was going to stumble down the steps.

      I didn’t.

      I walked down slowly, steadily, until I finally walked up to the stone hourglass, vaguely aware that I was stepping over a shadow that was supposed to tell time. I held onto the stone, my breath ragged, my eyes still watering as pain shot through my body. I didn’t want to sit down, because if I sat—if I stopped moving—I didn’t know if I was going to be able to get up again.

      But I needed rest, and my eyelids were closing, and I could tell that it was a losing battle. I forced myself to stay upright, my eyes wide open as they watered, but the sun was hotter than it had been only seconds ago, and I was sweating through my clothes.

      My legs gave in under me, and I stumbled to land properly so I could at least sit up, trying to gather any strength I had left. I swallowed, and it hurt, and it did nothing for how thirsty I was.

      My eyelids were heavy and my eyes fluttered closed despite my effort to keep them open, and I felt my back slide down over the stone with the intricate markings and against the surprisingly cool mosaic under me, my feet falling just out of the tile, the backs of my boots scuffing against black wet dirt.

      If I had been able to do anything, I might have screamed.

      Instead, I lay there, aware that I was going to die, unable to do anything at all.
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      When I opened my eyes, all I could see was darkness.

      I blinked, wondering if this was what death was like—unrelenting blackness—but a wind blew from above me, and the pit I was in was awash with moonlight. I’d spent the entire day passed out on the hourglass, unable to move at all, and I felt absolutely terrible.

      I’d survived worse things, I told myself, as I felt for the cool stone so I could get to my feet. In the distance, far away, I could hear laughter and music. The wedding, probably.

      Fuck.

      My hair was wet, and I felt nauseous as I attempted to get to my feet. My legs still weren’t responding, so I stumbled down, my knees digging into the tile under me. I swore under my breath, swaying back and forth until I heard someone snickering from somewhere nearby.

      It was sudden enough to send a shiver down my spine, and I couldn’t exactly turn around to investigate, or better, run away.

      “Don’t worry,“ the voice said softly, and I looked around as I tried to find the source. She giggled, just as quietly, and I leaned against the stone so I could use it to turn around. “You’ll be just fine, David.“

      “Am I dead?“ I asked, which seemed like a stupid question the moment I had spoken. If the searing pain all over my body was any indication, I was definitely not dead. I was alive, and not that happy about it.

      “You know the answer to that,“ she said. She sounded closer than before, but I hadn’t heard her footsteps. My gaze darted toward the source, and there was an outline of a woman in the shadows of the night. I couldn’t see much other than her silhouette, but I immediately knew she was tall and slender, her shoulders thrown back.

      Something about her posture didn’t seem right for this situation at all. She looked regal, proper, not at all concerned. And my head was swimming, and I was sure I was going to throw up again in front of her.

      “Ask for my help,“ she said, stepping out of the shadows, and my gaze lingered on her as I took in her teal-colored skin, sleek black hair falling to her waist behind her, a strand falling on her forehead and her eyes narrow as she approached me again.

      Intellectually, I registered that she wasn’t really wearing any clothes other than a two-piece that looked much smaller than anything I had seen in real life. She was beautiful, and under any other circumstances, I would have let my gaze linger on her body.

      But the pain was getting worse, and I didn’t know how long I was going to be able to stay

      “What?“

      “You have to ask for my help,“ she said. “I won’t be able to do anything if you don’t.“

      I trained my gaze on her, and I noticed how light her eyes were, golden specs dancing in her hazel irises. “How do you know my name?“

      “I can answer your questions later,“ she said, and I could tell that her patience was wearing thin. “But I can’t help you if you don’t ask me to.“

      “What’s in it for you?“

      She considered that for a second, cocking her head a bit, and for the first time since we’d met my gaze darted toward the top of her head. My eyes widened as I held my gaze over the wooden horns sprouting from her pretty face, curled over the top of head and away from her.

      “There’s no catch,“ she said. “I promise.“

      I licked my lips, which tasted like sweat and blood. “I don’t believe you.“

      “Fine. I want your time,“ she replied. “After I save you, I want you to stay here and listen to me. I won’t ask for anything more.“

      “I’ll give you tonight,“ I said, because this felt like a trap, and giving her an undetermined amount of time didn’t seem like the world’s smartest idea. “Until day breaks.“

      “Deal,“ she said, her eyes narrow. “Ask me.“

      “Can you help me?“ I managed to make myself ask, and she took a deep breath as she took a step toward me, kneeling in front of me so she could inch closer to my face. Her eyes, hazel with honey streaks, narrowed as she closed the space between us.

      “Yes. I can help.“

      She pressed her lips softly against mine. The kiss only lasted a second, and I barely had time to be anything but surprised before she pulled away from me, the palm of her hand cupping my cheek, and I sighed, feeling faint suddenly.

      But she was right.

      The pain was almost immediately gone, replaced by a low level throbbing, and I instantly knew I would be able to stand. I did, and the woman—the creature—got to her feet in front of me, brushing a strand of glossy black hair behind her ear.

      “It’s going to take a bit, but after an hour or two, you’ll feel much better,“ she said. “You just need time to let it work.“

      “Let what work?“ I asked her, and my gaze trailed down her body, at the undergarments she wore. She had to be cold, since the temperature had dropped, and she was clad in leaves and wood and little else. Instinctively, I unbuttoned my collar so I could hand her my shirt, but she waved me off when she realized what I was doing.

      “Thank you,“ she said, then her hands were on me, fastening my button again, her slender fingers working quickly. “I’m not human, David. I don’t get cold.“

      “How do you know my name?“ I asked.

      She smiled. “I know a lot about you,“ she replied. I was used to looking down when I spoke to women, so it was a little disorienting that she stared right back at me, her horns towering above me. “I know everything about the people who die here.“

      “I’m not dead.“

      “I know,“ she said. “You’re welcome.“
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      We stared at each other for what felt like a long time, until fireworks exploded in the sky, and we both looked up to see them explode. Red and white bursts of flash burst in the cloudy night, and the woman sighed.

      “Do you want to leave?“

      “I can’t really stay,“ I said. “I came here to do something, and I intend to do it. So…“

      “You promised me time.“

      “I know,“ I replied. “Still, I’m hoping you make it quick.“

      She sighed, crossing her arms over her chest, pushing her practically bare tits together. She was clearly some sort of supernatural creature–or a hallucination–and I wanted to be polite, so I told myself not to stare. “I’ll try,“ she said. “I know humans are short on time, but this is hard to explain…“

      “Wait,“ I said. “You know my name. What should I call you?“

      “Your mortal tongue wouldn’t be able to pronounce my name, no matter how much you practice.“

      “I have to call you something,“ I replied, wondering, exactly, what that meant. It didn’t feel like the right time to ask at that moment, so I let her take a second before she answered me.

      “Some people call me Luna,“ she said, looking up at the sky, her eyes narrowing when she did. Her neck was so long, and I traced my gaze down the length of it, to her collarbones. Strands of black hair fell softly over her chest, to the swell of her breasts. “You can too, if you wish.“

      “Fine. What do you want from me?“

      She sighed, turning away, and I watched her walk, her hips swaying as she got to the end of the circular pit. Her body was covered by shadows, and it took me a second to find her again, her skin tone blending into the environment around us.

      “I need your help,“ she said quietly. I inched closer to her, but she picked up her head to look at me, and I could immediately tell she didn’t want me to get closer. “We need your help. If you give me just a moment, I’ll explain everything.“

      She shivered, and the temperature around us dropped only after she had done that. Once more, she turned to me, her eyes wide. I waited for her to explain, because I had a lot of questions, but I had no idea where to start.

      “I knew you would come,“ she said. “But we’ve been waiting for you for so long, I’d almost lost hope…“

      “For me? Why?“

      “Other men have come here,“ she replied. “Not one of them has survived.“

      “The kid helped me. I got lucky.“

      “No, you didn’t,“ she replied. “I’ve tried to help other men, but not one of them has survived. You’re special, David. More special than you realize.“

      I shook my head. “I don’t want to be special,“ I said. “Look, lady, I appreciate the help, but I came here to do one thing, and as pretty as you are, it seems like such a massive sidetrack. I just want to kill Cortez and go home.“

      She stiffened as she looked at me, and I could see the alarm written all over her face, her shoulders square in defiance. I’d obviously annoyed her, and she was some sort of supernatural creature, so I had enough sense to be a little scared. “You can’t just kill him,“ she said.

      “No one seemed that upset at the idea,“ I replied.

      She laughed, throwing her head back as if I’d just told her a joke. I wasn’t amused so I crossed my arms over my chest as I stared at her practically naked body. “What?“

      “I want you to kill him,“ she said. “Everyone would be happier if you did, I’m absolutely certain of it. You won’t be able to walk into his office and take him by surprise, though.“

      “Because of his bodyguards?“

      “Not just that,“ she said. “Even if you managed to get to him, there are layers of protection he has that aren’t something humans can understand.“

      “Luna, what do you mean?“ I said, shaking my head as the gravity of what this woman—this thing—was saying sunk in. “He can’t be killed?“

      “No,“ she said, walking toward me again. She was inches away from my face, and I could really look into her eyes for the first time. They looked gold from up close, and there was no way for me to be able to tell with her strange skin tone, but I thought she might have been blushing. “I’m sure you’ve heard that many people have already tried, and it hasn’t worked.“

      “I thought they never got to him.“

      She shook her head. “Even if they did,“ she said. “Even if they do. It doesn’t matter. He can’t be killed.“

      “Why?“

      “Because of me,“ she said. “Cortez is under my protection. He has been for centuries. And as long as I’m here, there’s no way for anyone to hurt him.“
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      “What do you mean?“ I asked, still trying to process what she had just told me. I had no reason not to believe her, because the teal skin and the horns made me think that I was either mad or she was, in fact, some sort of mythological creature. If she existed, then there was no reason for me to believe that she was lying at all.

      “I’m trapped,“ she said, her hand on my shoulder. When she breathed out again, I inhaled her scent, and she smelled like honey. Her voice was low, and it sounded like it was about to break.

      “You’re… not human,“ I said, though when she inched close to me, I could see just how human she was. There was concern written all over her features, her eyes narrow as she put her hand on my shoulder. Her skin was surprisingly warm, and when her grip tightened around me, wind whistling past us, I couldn’t resist the urge to wrap my arm around her waist. “How is it possible that you’re not able to leave?“

      “It’s a long story. I don’t want to bore you with it, and I realize that I’ve already taken quite a bit of your time,“ she said, her expression crumbling as she backed away from me, moonlight shining upon her shoulders. “But I know how to fix it…and once this is over, I’ll tell you everything“

      “So if I help you, I get to kill the man who killed my sister?“ I asked her.

      “Rose,“ she said quietly, even though I hadn’t told her my sister’s name. I thought about asking her, but she seemed to know a lot already. Her gaze met mine again, and her breath trembled before she spoke. “If we don’t do something about this, it’s only going to get worse.“

      “What do you mean?“ I asked, the knot at the pit of my stomach tightening. Something about the way she spoke made a warning sound in my brain. I could tell she was trying to keep her voice level even though she was clearly concerned. If this concerned her—and she wasn’t even human—I had no fucking idea how I was supposed to do anything about it.

      “It won’t just be his current bride,“ she said. “It will be the one after that, and the one after that, and then…“

      “Wait,“ I said. “How many women has he done this to?“

      She swallowed. “I don’t know,“ she said, and it sounded like a lie as soon as she did. “I’ve stopped keeping track of it. It’s a lot.“

      She was definitely lying, but I didn’t want to call her out on it right then. She had been the one to save me, after all. If she didn’t want to tell me, I assumed she had to have a good reason.

      I thought it through.

      “So what do you need me to do?“ I asked as she backed away from me and hugged herself, pushing her impressive tits together. I forced myself to look at her face and watch her chew on her bottom lip, her gaze darting away from mine. I could sense her uneasiness.

      “Everything I tell you,“ she finally replied. “You must do everything I tell you, and you have to be careful. Because if he finds out it’s because of me, he won’t just kill his wife. He’s going to kill more people, and then more people after them, and…“

      She trailed off.

      “But if he’s really as bad as you say he is, then no one is safe here,” I said. “We need to take care of this now.”

      “It won’t be that simple,” she said. “Before you can hurt him, you need to take down his defenses.”

      That I understood. In the trenches, we’d had to cut through barbed wire, mud, and barrages to reach the enemy. I would have to do the same thing with Cortez–even if this was far stranger.  “I understand,” I said. “So what do you need me to do?“

      

      “You need to stop the wedding,“ she said.

      That…wasn’t what I was expecting.

      “What?“ I frowned.

      “The wedding,“ she repeated, as if I hadn’t heard her. “It’s happening right now, and I need you to stop it.“

      “How?“

      She scoffed. “I don’t know,“ she said, holding her hands out in front of her, taking another step back. We were on opposite sides of the stone hourglass then, and I hadn’t noticed when she’d backed away from me, and just how far she had gone.

      “What do you mean you don’t know?“

      “That’s not my business,“ she said in a whisper. “How you decide to tackle this doesn’t concern me.“

      “Yes, it does,“ I replied, my anger obvious in my voice. “It obviously does. They just tried to leave me for dead here so if I show up and try to interrupt, what do you think is going to happen?“

      Her eyes narrowed. “Again, how you do this does not concern me,“ she replied simply. “I just need you to do it. And since you appear to be so invested in killing Cortez, I assume you’re going to find a way to do this. Correct?“

      “Fine,“ I said. “But you’re going to have to tell me the whole story eventually.“

      “Am I?“ she said. For the first time in a while, I saw the trace of a smile on her pretty face.

      I rubbed the bridge of my nose, my head suddenly pounding. I definitely felt better than before–almost like nothing had ever happened and I hadn’t been beaten to an inch of my fucking life. But this woman’s—or faun, or whatever she was—insane ask was starting to wear on me.

      “How do you propose I get back there? Or let me guess, that’s none of your business either?“

      “I can help.“

      I narrowed my eyes as I took a step toward her. “But I need to ask you for help, right?“

      “Yes,“ she said. “You know you do.“

      “How are you going to help me, Luna?“

      She smiled at me, but the smile didn’t reach her eyes. She tilted her head as she pointed with her chin to a place somewhere behind me in the circular pit, and my eyes darted to the place in the dark that she’d motioned toward.

      “Behind the vines, there’s a door,“ she said. “Only some people can see it.“

      “I don’t have my knife,“ I said, concerned about how I was supposed to get rid of the vines surrounding the door.

      “I’m surprised that’s going to be a problem for you,“ she said softly. “Or are some vines already testing your mettle?“

      “No,“ I said, craning my neck so I could look at the dark, vine-covered wall. “Vines shouldn’t be a problem. I’m open to ideas on how to stop the wedding, though…“

      I turned around when I didn’t hear her answer me, but by that point, I was alone again.
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      I was confused, but she’d obviously been real. If she hadn’t been, I would’ve probably died, and I still didn’t think I was dead. I had hit my head really hard, though, and if it wasn’t for the fact that I wasn’t in pain anymore, I would’ve believed I had imagined it all.

      I inched closer to the wall, my hands up so I could feel the plant that grew over the stone, since it was so hard to see. As soon as I was close enough to it, I could smell something sweet, almost rotten, in the air. I inched my hand closer to the door and immediately grimaced when I felt something poking my skin.

      Fuck. I really wished I had my knife. I didn’t know how I was going to be able to just pull this off the door with my bare hands. Peeking from behind the vines, I could see a different texture from the wood, and although it was hard to make it out because it was so dark, but I could see the traces of a golden handle, and I knew I was going to have to tackle these vines before I could open the door.

      I sighed as I began to undo my buttons. Wrapping the fabric around my knuckles and my closed fist, I took a deep breath as I attempted to punch through the vines. My arm immediately got caught in the thorns, but I pushed through, even as I grimaced.

      There was no time to worry about this. If the thorns pricked my skin, then so be it. If that was how I needed to get back into the house, then that was exactly what I was going to do. After what couldn’t have been more than a few seconds, but felt like forever, I was finally pushing the door open. It was stuck shut, and I had to press as hard as I could in order to open it. It creaked under my weight, and I saw a sliver of light as I pushed it open.

      Keeping my head down and my arms by my face, I waded into the hallway, my breath hitching in my throat. As soon as I walked inside, I realized this was some sort of vault leading to the house. Electric lights in sconces flickered on and off, which made everything disorienting. I put my tattered shirt back on, wincing a bit as I unwrapped the fabric from my forearm.

      I stopped for a second, trying to get my bearings. The corridor seemed to go on for a very long time, getting wider in some places and narrower in others. It wasn’t until I’d walked for a few minutes that I could tell the party was nearby, the sound of laughter near the end of the tunnel.

      After taking another breath so I could calm myself, I decided to take the rest of the path slowly, wondering, exactly, when the tunnel was supposed to end. There were no exits I could see anywhere, and around me, I could see vines swirling over the cracks in the brick. Something crunched underneath me, and my back straightened as I wondered if anyone could hear me.

      There were people nearby, though I wasn’t sure exactly where, and I pressed my ear to the brick to listen. There was no one there. If there was any scurrying, I was almost certain it had to be rats.

      Still, something

      Instinctively, my hand went to where I kept my knife, but of course, it wasn’t there. They had taken it when they’d beaten me up.

      Those bastards.

      I swore under my breath, my teeth clenched as I took another few steps forward, my head still pressed to the wall. It felt like someone was there with me, from somewhere I couldn’t see, staring, waiting.

      I didn’t like to be trapped in a small place like this. I was too exposed, and there was no way to keep track of what was happening both in front and behind me. So I had to grit my teeth,

      Luna had said something about how I needed to stop the wedding, but I had no idea how I was going to do that when I didn’t even know how to get back to it. A cloud of smoke appeared in front of my face as I let out a breath. The temperature had dropped considerably in only the last few minutes, and I wished I had a coat.

      I got to the end of the corridor, which narrowed as it let out to a few brick stairs, and as soon as I took them, I was in a large circular room with no artificial lights. Tall walls surrounded me, with windows atop near the ceiling, and it took me a few seconds to realize that this was some sort of sepulcher. I didn’t want to look, and in any case, the longer I stayed here, the harder it would be to stop the wedding.

      As soon as I got to the door, which looked a bit more like a hatch than a wooden door, I closed my eyes and tried to think it through. If Natalia had come to prepare here, that meant the estate had to have a chapel somewhere, and I knew it had to be close to the mausoleum, despite not being exactly sure of where I was.

      The night was dark, but there was still a chance I was going to be seen.

      I braced myself for it and pushed the door open, unable to hear anything from anywhere. I closed the door softly behind me, and the wood creaked the moment I did.

      “Be careful,“ Luna said from behind me, but when I turned around, she wasn’t there, and the only thing I could see was the somehow still half-open entrance to the crypt.
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      I was in the graveyard, but I wasn’t.

      I could see shadowy figures surrounding me, the sound of an organ seemingly coming from somewhere near me. Other than the soft sound of music, I couldn’t hear much. There was muttered conversation from somewhere, but I wasn’t able to discern any words, even when I closed my eyes and paid close attention.

      Wind blew into the graveyard, long branches sounding like they were about to break. A chill ran down my spine as I clenched my teeth together, twigs sounding like they were about to break off the tree and fall near me. I covered my eyes with my palm instinctively—which I realized made no sense, because only the moon was in the sky, and the night was inexplicably dark—and my gaze darted around as I tried to find where the branches had broken.

      There was nothing I could see, and the trees didn’t look like they were being taken down by the wind, but the temperature dropped as the bushes swayed softly, and a chill crept into my skin.

      Still gritting my teeth, I approached the small chapel. I couldn’t tell what color the walls were, and I knew they had to be white or soft shades of yellow, but I couldn’t see a fucking thing, and the small chapel looked like it was made of nothing but shadows. Something about approaching it made my chest tighten, my pulse racing as I tried to control my breathing. I really didn’t want anyone to spot me.

      I walked toward the chapel, which seemed to take forever, even though it was right there, and I only had to walk a few paces before I stood in front of the large double doors, which looked much bigger than the rest of the tiny building. Inside, I could see flickering candlelight and little else, only silhouettes against the back wall with the tall stained-glass windows near the altar.

      I shouldn’t have been able to walk in, and something about the little chapel itself was repelling, the light twinkling like long, folded sheets when I reached out my hand to open the door. I heard a sound of water splashing somewhere, but my hand didn’t feel wet—my hand didn’t feel anything. And then, in the blink of an eye, I was standing in the aisle of the chapel, surrounded by shadowy figures that barely seemed to notice I was there.

      My breath caught in my throat when my eyes finally made sense of what I was seeing. Cortez, in a suit, a priest standing behind him. I turned my head to look over my shoulder to see someone whose features I couldn’t quite make out, but who I instinctively knew to be Natalia.

      I focused on her, and for a second, the starry shadow between us disappeared and I saw her completely, her light hair pinned away from her delicate face, her bronze eyes shining and her generously curved lips parted as she spotted me, too.

      I opened my mouth to tell her that she needed to stop, and she did, pausing as she searched for me with her gaze again. But I couldn’t say anything, and when she tried to find me again, I knew I wasn’t there.

      When the shadows swallowed me again, all I could see was the outline of her white dress, her white veil tumbling down her back toward her skirt.

      “Natalia, stop,“ I said.

      I heard myself say it.

      Her back straightened, her jaw setting, but she walked past me anyway, ultimately ignoring me. I watched her silhouette as she approached the altar, unable to do anything but that. Cortez grabbed her arm and pulled her close, and despite not being able to see him, I could tell that he wasn’t smiling at her.

      Natalia lingered next to him, her face turned toward him, her gaze darting toward the doors every night and then. When the priest started to speak and they both knelt in front of him, I realized that I was losing time, too transfixed by this odd spectacle to have made any progress with what the faun had tasked me with.

      The altar.

      I needed to tip something over. I needed to do something.

      When I went past the priest, I heard his voice, crisp and clear. I stood next to him for a second, trying to make out what he was saying, but his Latin was odd, his voice practically screeching and distorting at the end of every one of his sentences.

      I couldn’t see Natalia that well, but I could sense the fear coming from her. She was trying her best to keep her composure, but it was getting away from her, regardless of how firmly she stared at the crucifix behind her.

      The longer this went on for, the more dangerous it got.

      I extended my arm so I could attempt to wipe the candles that were standing on the communion rail, and it shocked me when I realized that I was touching them, and they were all tipping, one after another, as the priest looked behind him.

      Light and heat flickered at my feet, the candle catching the drapery that covered the front of the altar, and the whole thing went up in tongues of flames. I heard murmurs at first, then outright screaming, and though the fire felt warm, even when it roared at my feet there was no pain. Only a vague awareness that it was warmer than it had been before.

      People got to their feet at the same time, the sound of their feet on the floor loud enough to be overwhelming, and then Natalia was screaming as Cortez pulled her to her feet and dragged her out of the chapel. I braced myself to follow her, but before I could, I felt a hand tugging at my bicep and the fire felt more real than it had ever been before.

      “Astrid,“ I said.

      “David,“ she said, and I noticed that there was no surprise registered on her face. “Come on. We have to go.“

      I had so many questions, but she was right. As soon as I realized that smoke was billowing around us, I grabbed her and made her duck, immediately placing my shirt over my nose and mouth, the fire already burning in my throat. There was a long way to go if we wanted to make it to the door, so I decided to go sideways to one of the large triangular windows at the sides of the small chapel, which everyone else seemed to be running away from.

      I didn’t think Astrid had as much practice dealing with fire as I did, but she followed my lead, the top of her apron pressed against her face as the smoke grew around us.

      When we were finally there, I knew there was no time—and absolutely no way—I could take off my shirt before I shattered the window, so I dove my elbow into it over and over again as my eyes watered until it broke. I offered my hand to Astrid, who got to her feet. I grabbed her by the waist and boosted her so she could climb out. I couldn’t hear her land out on the soft grass outside, because the fire was so loud and overwhelming, and I could barely keep my own breathing in check.

      I lifted myself up by grabbing the ledge of the window, tiny shards digging into my calloused fingertips, and I stumbled down onto the ground next to the chapel.

      I didn’t land well. My eyes had been watering, it was hard to see, and I had underestimated the distance between myself and the ground, so I fell on to my side and heard something snap, the pain spreading through my body so quickly I had to clench my jaw not to scream.

      “Come on,“ Astrid said, kneeling near me as she grabbed my forearm. “Come on, we have to go.“

      I held back a scream as I got on my knees and slowly got to my feet, wavering as Astrid looked up at me, ash all over her face and on her neck.

      “David.“

      She grabbed my hand, and I let her guide me into the tree line, and we ran into the forest until all we could hear was the wind.

      I didn’t know how long we had been running for.

      All I knew was that the night had turned pitch black and that Astrid had taken me up the side of a mountain until we were close to the base of the cliff, on a slope that was covered by scree. I’d wanted to sit down because I was exhausted, and eyes, nose and mouth burned, and my limbs didn’t feel like they wanted to respond.

      Astrid turned to me, exhaling heavily from her mouth. “You weren’t supposed to be there,“ she said. “What were you doing?“

      I shook my head. “Why were you there?“

      “It was a mass,“ she said. “Cortez always needs people to attend the weddings. The women’s friends and families don’t come. They’re so far away, and he prefers it when they don’t have anyone with them…“

      She trailed off when she saw my face.

      “I’m sorry,“ she said.

      I sighed, leaning back against the hard edge of the mountain, wet grass on the cliffside crunching under my weight. I tried to steady my breathing, my lungs burning, the smell of burning wood wafting toward us.

      “What happened in there?“ she asked. “You started this.“

      “How do you know that?“ I responded. I wanted to be annoyed, but I was more curious than anything else. No one else had been able to see me.

      She shrugged her shoulders as she leaned against the side of the mountain, her dark brown eyes shining even in the dead of night. “I don’t know,“ she said. “I just do. When I looked at the altar, I saw a shadow, and I realized it was you. I needed to get you out before he noticed you. He would’ve killed you. In fact…“

      “What?“

      “Nothing,“ she said. “I’m just surprised you’re still alive. I didn’t expect you to be.“

      I swallowed, my gaze darting away from her. “I didn’t come here for Natalia,“ I said. “I told you. I came here for my sister.“

      I heard Astrid sigh, and then she walked over to me until she was sitting down next to me, her body only inches from mine.

      I pinched the bridge of my nose, my head suddenly pounding, my mouth dry. “You warned me,“ I said. “You told me you thought I had a death wish.“

      “Yeah, well, you’re alive,“ she said after a few seconds. “After I came back from town, he was obviously alive, and you weren’t around, so I thought something happened.“

      I licked my lips and they taste like ash. I wonder how much I should tell her. “I almost did,“ I say. “But…“

      “What?“ she asked.

      “I don’t know,“ I said, shaking my head. “Something happened.“

      She picked her head up to look at me, her eyes narrow, and even though I could feel the warmth coming from her body, the temperature dropped even more, to the point where the chill made the hair on my arms and the back of my neck stand up.

      “The… I was hiding, and some of his men found me. They attacked me and then left me for dead,“ I told her. “When I woke up, I saw… something. I felt better. Things were clearer.“

      She dropped her voice before she spoke. “Did they drop you in the labyrinth?“

      “Yes,“ I say. “Why?“

      She sighed. “That’s where he puts the men after he kills them,“ she says. “Nobody knows exactly why or what happens to them there, and the staff isn’t allowed in the pit, but there’s this rumor that bodies decompose more quickly if you throw them down there.“

      I looked at her for a long time. The moon had come out again, and the night wasn’t as dark as before. In the distance, I could hear people shouting as they tried to put out the fire.

      In the darkness of night, still with ash on her face, she looked particularly striking. For the first time since we had met, I saw that her hair was down, wind gently fluffing it.

      “I’m surprised you made it,“ she said quietly. “I’ve never heard of anyone else being able to climb out of it.“

      “I had help,“ I said.

      She turned to look at me again, her eyes narrow. “I didn’t really help you. I just let you stay in the barn.“

      I opened my mouth to tell her that I wasn’t talking about her, but I couldn’t bring myself to when I saw the expression on her face. I’d only interacted a little with her, but I already knew that she rarely let her guard down, and she looked like she was about to crumble.

      “Are you okay?“ I asked.

      She laughed, no humor in his voice. “Yes,“ she said. “I’m just tired. I don’t know how long I can do this for.“

      “Do what?“

      She sighed, her shoulders slumping as she slid down the side of the mountain. “The reason I haven’t left, David, is that I’m trying to help,“ she said. “I’ve been lucky. Cortez has noticed me, but he likes how I run the household so much that he hasn’t touched me. Eventually, he’s going to go through enough women that he’s going to start looking at his staff, and then I’ll be in trouble.“

      “Wait,“ I said. “What do you mean by that? Eventually?“

      She cleared her throat, and the temperature dropped again, so much I had to resist the urge to shiver. “I’ve been here since I was a girl…“

      I watched her square her back as she steeled herself to speak.

      “And over that time, Cortez hasn’t aged a day,“ she said in a whisper so quiet I could hardly hear her. “I’ve been part of his staff since I was a ten-year-old, and he has always been in his thirties.“

      My eyes widened as my heart hammered in my chest. “Wait, what?“

      “And the women around are starting to talk about him,“ she said, completely ignoring me as she hugged her knees and made herself small. “Everyone is starting to talk about him. Before, when the rumors got bad, people stopped coming, and he was too weak to go out and look for a wife. So he started looking at the people who were working for him, and he took one of the maids as his wife.“

      “Did it look like he was going to make you marry him?“

      “For a little while, I was worried about it,“ she replied. “But the estate would fall apart without me, so I think he decided not to. When it comes down to it, though, I’m just a resource, and Cortez is going to use me as he sees fit.“

      I didn’t have to ask her what she meant. It was written all over her face, and that much was clear to me even in the darkness.

      “I should get back,“ she said. “If he notices I’m gone, there’s going to be hell to pay.“

      “Wait,“ I said. “Listen.“

      She did as I told her, closing her eyes and listening, voices piercing the night.

      “They’re still trying to get the fire under control,“ I said. “You don’t have to go back yet.“

      She shook her head, scoffing softly. “What about everyone else?“ she asked. “They can’t just run away. They’re…“

      “Cortez is distracted. I don’t think he’s gonna bother the rest of the staff right now,“ I said when she trailed off. “I’m worried about Natalia, though.“

      “Don’t be,“ Astrid said. “Carmen was right behind her, and I saw her pulling Natalia away from Cortez, so they’ll probably be in her room. Cortez is going to want to find the person responsible for this, and then he’ll worry about Natalia. He must still have quite a bit of time left. I guess the last girl…“

      I looked at her, a knot in my throat.

      “I’m sorry,“ she said. “I keep forgetting she’s your sister.“

      I didn’t say anything. She sighed, leaning closer to me, and for a second, I wondered if she was going to put her head on my shoulder. She didn’t, but it was so cold that she shivered, and I wanted to make sure she didn’t get to hold. I draped my arm around her shoulder and held her close, and she shivered into me, a cloud of smoke appearing in front of her face as she breathed out.

      Insects chirped in the trees around that, and in the distance, somewhere, screaming pierced the air.
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      “What are you going to do now?“ she asked, tilting her head up to look at me, and I could feel her warm breath on my skin.

      “What do you mean?“

      “I assume you’re escaping,“ she said. “You tried, it didn’t work. You got out alive. That must mean you’re going to leave, right?“

      “No,“ I said. “I don’t do half-measures.“

      She laughed humorlessly. “You can’t kill him,“ she said. “You can try. I know you’re going to. But you’re going to end up dead, David, and for what? What do you think is going to happen to you?“

      “It doesn’t matter,“ I replied, working on not letting my temper flare despite the accusation in her words. “Do you not get it? I don’t care about what happens to me. Someone killed my sister, and I’m going to get him back. By all accounts, he’s a terrible man, definitely a killer…“

      “He’s all of those things,“ she said. “But I don’t want you to die.“

      I laughed as she sank into me, her skin cold against my touch. “Why not?“ I asked, a smile on my face. “You didn’t seem to be that bothered before.“

      “Well, I didn’t know you before,“ she replied. “I wasn’t invested.“

      “You’re invested now?“ I asked, my smile turning into a grin.

      “Well, something like that,“ she replied. “I like stubborn people. I mean, we don’t usually get along, but I completely understand.“

      I wasn’t that amused anymore. Regardless of how brave Astrid was—and I could tell that she was very brave—this had to be getting to her. “Have you ever thought about leaving?“

      “Yes,“ she said. “But if I left, who would take care of all of them?“

      I was about to ask her what she meant when I heard an explosion in the distance. She quickly got to her feet, brushing herself off, and taking a look back at me before she walked away.

      “The barn is going to be used tonight,“ she said. “That’s mostly where he tortures people. You’re going to have to stay out here and sleep without any shelter for the night. I’ll bring you food. Can you leave?“

      “I’m not leaving.“

      She smiled, her eyes shining in the darkness. “I know,“ she said. “It was worth a try.“

      “I don’t want you to go back there,“ I said as she walked away from the cliffside, automatically reaching out so I could wrap my hand around her wrist. She stopped, turning around so she could lock her gaze with mine, and sighed. She didn’t shake me off, and even when I loosened my grip, her arm didn’t drop to her side.

      “Do you still not understand, David?“ she said softly. “I don’t have a choice.“
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      I stayed in the trees as I waited for the fire to be contained. I didn’t want to make things worse for Astrid and even with the confusion, if anyone even suspected that she had helped me, it wouldn’t end well for her.

      When I woke up, I could smell ashes in the air, and there was dew on my skin. The day was surprisingly crisp, the temperature not nearly as cold as it had been the night before. My limbs felt stiff from the chill, but I was used to sleeping in the rough. When I was abroad, it was rare to sleep under a roof.

      I shook myself off and slowly rose to my feet, my hand over my eyes as I blocked the sunlight. The last day—had it really only been a day?—felt like a blur, and though I knew I had to walk back to the estate to try and take on Cortez, I didn’t know how much of what had happened the day before had been real and how much of it had been a dream.

      When I surveyed the terrain, though, I could see that the chapel had burned to the ground, rubble all over the green and yellow grass. That had definitely been real. And I was alive, I was fine, I was only a little chilly.

      My clothes were dirty with ash, grass and dirt, and the thorns had dug into the fabric, long gashes torn off them and exposing my skin, which hadn’t been broken even through the entire night of rolling in the dirt and running away.

      My stomach grumbled and I noticed how dry my mouth was. I needed to drink something, and I needed some food, and I needed to go back to the labyrinth to make sure I wasn’t crazy. Before I did that, though, I reached into the breast pocket of my shirt, and I took out the photographs and the journal I had stolen from the room’s dresser.

      The photos were yellowed, images of hollow-cheeked women with large dark eyes. They were also from different eras—I recognized that some of them were particularly old because of the sepia circles surrounding their faces, the way the neckline went almost all the way up their throat.

      I’d only seen one woman dressed like this before. My grandmother.

      There were other pictures, women I didn’t recognize looking haunted and thin, and then my sister, but not the way I remembered her. Her eyes looked straight at the camera, the glimmer normally in them all but lost in the portrait itself, her lips pressed tightly together, and her jaw clenched.

      She didn’t look happy. And this was the last picture of her that there had ever been, before that monster had killed her, and I felt anger surging through my veins, alarm and anger rippling along my spine.

      I put everything back in my pocket without looking at it, leaving only my sister’s photograph in my hand as I swore under my breath.

      I was going to kill Cortez. And I was going to do it before the sun set.

      He would never, ever get to do this to anyone again.
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      I waited. I scoped out the estate for so long that my legs went numb from the way I was crouching, my slacks getting dirtier by the second. I knew I couldn’t stay out there all day, but there had been so much activity on the estate that I hadn’t found a gap in time to make my way down.

      It was around lunch time, when the sun was highest in the sky, and the heat was getting worse. The air was much thinner up on the top of the mountain, and I was struggling to catch a full breath when I inhaled. Now that there was no one down there, I slowly made my way down the mountain, being careful not to slip on the scree and loose debris around me.

      It was noisy, but the estate was so big that I didn’t think anyone was paying attention to me. The excitement of the night before hadn’t quite passed, Cortez’s staff still feeling it, but once it was too hot, they all went inside or to the courtyard so they could lounge under tree shade.

      This was, in theory, the perfect opportunity to go down there and try to attack him.

      But Luna had said something about there being three trials, and I was alive because of her. So I needed to go back to the labyrinth, I thought, to ask for the second thing I needed to do before I could kill the captain, but something about the idea of that made a knot tighten at the pit of my stomach.

      I wanted to see Luna.

      She was striking, and beautiful, and surreal, and I could’ve spent hours looking at her face. But there was also a part of me that desperately wanted her not to be real, because her presence made things infinitely more complicated for me, and I wanted to kill Cortez without having to go through all of this, whatever the fuck this was.

      In the distance, I saw smoke.

      I swore under my breath, my hands fists at my sides as the sunlight burned into my skin, even as I navigated to stay under the large trees. I had to be careful, because I knew I could make a sound that might attract unwanted attention, but there really didn’t seem to be anyone around and it was always comforting to have the upper ground.

      The trees behind me rustled and I squared my back as I thought about someone stalking from behind me. When I looked back, a rabbit broke through the branches, ignoring me completely as it hopped away from me, and I breathed out a sigh of relief.

      I continued walking down the path, toward the labyrinth, which was out of view of the house. It couldn’t be that far away, but when Tomás was dragging me, it was awful. Probably because I was so hurt.

      When there was no one around, I could walk around the fenced-in labyrinth, until I was near the sepulchre again. I hadn’t gotten to look at the graves before because I was in such a rush, and in any case, even if I had managed to stop, I didn’t know if I would’ve been able to see them.

      And around the mausoleum, there were topiaries—plants cut into the shapes of women where their gravestones should have been. There was no information about them, only their bodies in twine and leaves, and it was as breathtaking as it was disturbing.

      These topiaries looked fresh, like someone looked after them every day, and tree women posed in long dresses with skirts that spilled over the marked graves. It took me a second to process that all of these, similar as they were, had different plants growing. The one closest to me had vines of white roses which hung, wilted, toward the ground. There were more—lily, jasmine, daisies and violet broke the monotony of the green.

      I could’ve stood and stared at each one of them for a long time, trying to figure out what the story was here, but as entrancing as they were, I was aware that I shouldn’t be out in the open.

      I walked toward the labyrinth, down the stairs, until I was standing by the stone hourglass and looking for Luna. But the sun was still high up in the sky, and while I wasn’t sure exactly why, I felt like Luna only came out at night.

      That was when I heard her.

      I turned around, expecting to see Luna there, but my breath hitched when I saw a person leaning down instead. It took me a second to recognize her, because she wasn’t wearing the uniform she had the first time I saw her. Her reddish black hair was down by her shoulders in soft curls, instead of pinned down, and her face was in her hands.

      She wasn’t sobbing, but she was clearly crying, her knees pointed toward the stone sculpture.

      This whole thing felt very private, and I didn’t want to intrude, but it was too late. I cleared my throat, and the girl picked up her head to look at me, her eyes shining when her gaze met mine.

      “Sorry,“ I said. “I didn’t think anyone would be here.“

      Her eyes narrowed, and I could tell she was deciding if I was a threat. “You’re not one of them,“ she said, so softly I could barely hear her.

      I braced myself to walk to her and snap my hand over her mouth. “Don’t scream,“ I said, inching closer to her. “Please.“

      “I won’t. Are you here to kill him?“

      She didn’t seem upset at the idea. If anything, she sounded hopeful. “Yes,“ I replied. “It’s been more difficult than I anticipated.“

      She got to her feet, not taking my hand even when I extended it. “Yeah, that happens a lot,“ she said, setting her golden eyes on me. The dress she wore hugged her curves, the buttons on her cleavage obviously struggling not to burst. She was so tiny, it was hard to look away from her impressive breasts tapering into her slim waist. “Most of the men who come here, they don’t stay alive. Maybe you should leave.“

      “I’m not leaving until I kill him,“ I said in a growl.

      She narrowed her eyes. “You might still be able to pull her out,“ she said. “Miss Natalia, I mean. The captain is otherwise preoccupied and the priest won’t be able to come back until the weekend, so you have some time. If you take her away, you’ll be able to stop this whole thing.“

      I narrowed my eyes, wondering how much she knew about this. That was one of the things I couldn’t wrap my head around. Everyone seemed to know that Cortez was killing people, and not one of them seemed to care.

      “I’m not here for Natalia,“ I said. “And I wouldn’t just leave with her. What about the rest of you?“

      She picked her head up so she could look into my eyes. She was considerably shorter, and the wind fluffed her dark hair, whipping strands of it against her delicate face. “I don’t know who you are,“ she said. “Or what Miss Natalia means to you, but I do know one thing. If I could save one person, even just one person from Cortez and from this hellhole, I would do it without hesitation.“

      “I’m not hesitating,“ I said. “I’m going to save her. I’m just going to save all of you, too.“
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      She smiled as she brushed herself off, and the wind calmed slightly. “I like your confidence,“ she said, then schooled her expression. “But I’d be careful. I’ve seen more cadavers than any one person should in their lifetime just by being here.“

      “How long have you been here?“ I asked.

      “I don’t know,“ she said. “It feels like I’ve been here all my life. But it can’t have been that long. Three, four years, maybe.“

      “Why?“ I asked. She didn’t owe me an answer, and I didn’t expect her to say anything, but I couldn’t help but be curious. I understood what Astrid had explained, and I even got what Natalia would get out of this. But this girl… she shouldn’t have been here. There was no reason for her to be.

      “Why did I come here?“ she replied softly. “I don’t know. I think about it all the time, but I think it’s the same reason everyone else came here. None of us really had a choice.“

      I looked at her and waited.

      “I guess I can tell you,“ she said. “Since I don’t expect that you’ll stay around for long before he catches and kills you.“

      “I love how everyone’s brimming with confidence for me.“

      “What?“

      I waved my hand in front of my face. “Don’t worry about it,“ I said. “Tell me how you ended up here… Carmen, right?“

      Her eyes narrowed. “How do you know my name?“

      “It’s a long story. I’ve been here for longer than you realize, though.“

      She considered that before she shrugged her shoulders. “Okay,“ she said. “If you say so. I mean, I wish I could tell you that I thought you were going to stick around.“

      “So why are you here?“ I said, ignoring the jab.

      She sighed, her shoulders slumping. She was so little, and all of her movements felt so exaggerated on her tiny frame. “I was born in the village nearby,“ she said. “It’s down the mountain, halfway between here and the valley.“

      I furrowed my brow. I hadn’t seen any towns on the drive up to the estate.

      “It’s hidden,“ she said when she saw my face. “The captain gets supplies from it, and he has for a long time, but it works to keep the estate fed. That’s where everyone who serves him lives, you know? My family has been there for generations, and they’ve worked for Cortez’s family for a long time. There are stories about this estate…“

      I raised my eyebrows.

      “About this hourglass,“ she said, shaking her head, tucking a strand of loose curly hair behind her ear.  “About it granting people miracles. But I’ve come here every day at lunch when I have a bit of time, when everyone’s asleep, for… ever. I don’t know. Ever since I’ve been here.“

      I waited for her.

      “And they’re wrong,“ she said softly, tears glimmering at the corners of her eyes. “I keep praying and hoping, but nothing happens. Do you know how I came here?“

      “No,“ I said. “Of course I don’t.“

      She smiled. It didn’t quite reach her eyes. “I’m sorry,“ she said. “You seem to know quite a bit more than you should, so…“

      I shook my head, my breath trembling. I didn’t really know anything. I still didn’t know what had happened to Rose, but I knew it was bad, and the very thought of it sent my senses spinning. “Pretend that I don’t know anything,“ I said. She regarded me quizzically and I dropped my voice before I spoke again. “Please.“

      She nodded, her expression softening as she thought about it.

      “Fine,“ she said. “He just goes down and he picks whatever he wants. Whether it’s food, building material, or women. I’m one of the things he picked.“

      I feel fury surging through my veins, squaring my back as I think about just how much I’m going to enjoy fucking Cortez up.

      “Don’t worry,“ Carmen said. “He hasn’t touched me yet, and he might never. He just has spares. He’s more interested in the women who come along with their own fortune. I don’t know if you’ve noticed this, but he’s rich.“

      “I’ve noticed,“ I replied. “If the huge hacienda didn’t clue me in, the topiary in the cemetery would have been enough.“

      “It’s so weird,“ she said. “He’s so fucking weird, and it’s awful, because you can feel him watching you even when he’s not supposed to.“

      She walked toward me and sighed. “Anyway,“ she said. “I need to get back to work, and I’m going to have to report that you’re here.“

      “Really?“

      “I don’t want to,“ she said, and from the way her voice cracked, I could tell she didn’t have a choice. She didn’t want to tell anyone I was there. She was just trying to keep herself safe.

      “You shouldn’t have to do any of this, Carmen,“ I said.

      She looked at me, shaking her head and biting her pretty lower lip so hard I thought she might draw blood. “You don’t understand,“ she said. “You don’t have to do this. This isn’t just how I stay safe, but how I keep my family safe too. He’s not a monster. He doesn’t take two children from the same house…“

      “As long as you’re doing his bidding, you keep your siblings safe?“

      “Sisters,“ she replied softly. “And so far, his bidding is looking after his bride… brides.“

      Her voice cracked again when she said that, and my heart hammered in my chest. If she had been there for years, then that meant that she had to know my sister.

      “How long do the brides last?“

      “Does it matter?“ she said, taking a deep, shaky breath before she spoke again. “They’re here. Then then die. And, if the rumors are right, which they probably aren’t, because I’ve gotten nothing out of this hourglass, then their souls linger and they can never be free of this place.“

      I swallowed, suddenly feeling lightheaded.

      “I have to go back…“

      “David,“ I said. “My name is David.“

      “David,“ she echoed softly. “I won’t look for someone to tell, but if they find, and they ask, I won’t lie for you.“

      As she walked away, I reached out and wrapped my hand around her dainty little wrist.

      She sighed, her shoulders slumping again as she turned her head to look back at me, her lips falling open. “I can’t do much else…“

      “I don’t need you to do anything else, Carmen,“ I said. “I just wanted to thank you.“

      Her expression softened, a pretty pink blush on her cheeks and her nose. “Yeah,“ she said, grabbing her wrist as I let her go, rubbing it softly with the tips of her fingers. “You’re welcome.“
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      I watched Carmen walk up the stairs until she was out of view, and then leaned against the large stone hourglass, which didn’t seem to swing at all, and for the first time since I’d seen it, I wondered how the fuck it was meant to work.

      Carmen waited for me, and I thought about what I was supposed to do next. Luna had said that she would tell me what to do, but other than disrupting the wedding, I had no guidance.

      “You’ve done well, David,“ Luna’s voice said, and though my eyes shot open and I tried to find her, I couldn’t see her at all.

      “Luna?“

      “I try not to come out during the day,“ the voice said, and it felt like it was coming from everywhere and nowhere all at once. “It’s too risky.“

      “It’s very remote here,“ I said. “But be careful. Do what you need to do.“

      “He used to send patrols down here,“ she said. “He hasn’t for a while, but after a lifetime of learning, you’ll understand why I’m paranoid.“

      “I’ll protect you,“ I said.

      There was a beat of silence, and then she laughed softly, until I heard a sound coming from behind me. I only turned my head so I could see her emerging from the shadows, her blue skin practically luminescent in the sunlight. She was so striking, it was hard to look away from her.

      Her golden horns glistened in the sunlight along with her daffodil eyes. “Thank you,“ she said. “That’s kind.“

      I smiled at her, my gaze darting between her lips and her eyes. She was dazzling, perfectly soft in all the right places, and seeing her in the sunlight just made me realize how exceptionally beautiful she was.

      When I finally managed to look back up at her face, I wondered if she was blushing. It was hard to say with the way her skin looked, but she cast her gaze down, and I had to fight off my desire for her, which felt like a momentous task when she twisted her pretty red lips before she spoke again. “Why are you looking away?“ she asked.

      “Because you’re wearing almost nothing,“ I said. “And I don’t want to stare.“

      “Stare,“ she replied.

      I was only happy to do what she told me. I turned to look at her again and I slowly slid my gaze from the top of her head, where her golden horns curled away from her face, to the crown of her head, glass-like black hair falling down to her waist.

      Her generously curved lips parted and she heaved a deep breath as I continued to stare at her, slowing my gaze on her chest, the round swell of her breasts tempting.

      She was breathing heavily, and I could see the way her stomach moved every time she did. She wrung her hands in front of her body, which surprised me, and made her seem so much younger than the first time I had met her. Her fingernails were the color of her lips, a dark red, which was enough to surprise me.

      I picked up my head to look at her face again. “I don’t know how long I can stay here,“ I said.

      She nodded. “I know,“ she said. “You should probably hide.“

      “Yes,“ I replied, unable to bring myself to move. “Probably.“

      She smiled and I let myself rake my gaze down her body again, stopping often so I could commit her impressive body to memory. I wanted to remember this for the rest of my life, even if there was a chance that this was just my imagination.

      “It's been a long time since I’ve let anyone see me like this,“ she said softly. “So long, I can hardly remember.“

      She took a step toward me, closing the space between us, and then her hands were on my chest, pushing softly against my pecs. Her hands were warm even through the thin fabric of my garment. She was only a little shorter than me, so she barely had to do anything to plant her lips on mine. Her kiss is feather soft, and when she pulls away from me, it feels like my entire body is throbbing.

      I wrapped my arms around her waist, and she fell into my embrace, kissing me again until she was gasping for breath. She smelled like heaven, earthy and raw, and when she deepened the kiss, I pressed myself into her as she pulled away from me so she could gasp for breath again.

      “Like what?“ I asked, not letting her go, feeling her warm skin pressing against mine, our bodies practically flush.

      She laughed softly. “You know what I mean,“ she said, looking right into my eyes. I watched her take a deep breath and I tried to calm myself as she smiled, raking her nails down the front of my body until she was kneeling in front of me. She fumbled with my buttons, which she was clearly, obviously, doing on purpose.

      I reached down so I could knot my fingers in her hair, but her horns were in the way, and I really wanted to see what they would feel like. She held my gaze as I reached down, wrapping my fingers around them, and they felt like soft, brittle wood the moment my skin made contact with them.

      It wasn’t until I had touched her that I realized just how vulnerable she was. Something shifted at that moment. It was like, for the first time since we’d met, she realized that I could see her.

      She breathed out shakily, her voice a soft whisper as she stilled her fingers. “Do you want me to keep going?“

      “Yes,“ I said. “I want you to keep going.“

      She took a second too long, so I pulled her face softly away from my body, gripping her horns tightly. “What did I say?“

      She laughed. “I was savoring the moment,“ she said, biting down on her lower lip playfully, and I shook my head as I smiled at her and loosened my grip.

      As far as I was concerned, she could take this at any pace she wanted. I was just happy to be there. Her hands were already close to my hard cock, and she inched even closer as she continued to undress me. I was rock hard and ready for her, and when she closed her mouth around my cock, I immediately felt like I was going to explode.

      Somehow, I managed to hold back as she swirled her tongue around my hard cock, electricity swirling through my body when she sped up her efforts, her eyes set on mine and her mouth making the most obscene, wet noises I had ever heard in my life.

      She pulled away from me for a second, and spit glistened around her mouth as she picked up her head again so she could look into my eyes. “I want to taste you,“ she said, and then she dipped her head back down so she could take me in her mouth once more, and once again, I couldn’t think about anything except the way her lips felt on my dick.

      When she looked me in the eye, her pupils dilated and her eyes glazed over with lust, I couldn’t hold back anymore. I tightened my grip around her horns again and gritted my teeth as I gave in to the oncoming sensation, and she made her throat open for me as I finished into her, and she continued sucking until I was sensitive enough to have to squirm away.

      She tilted her neck so she could look up at me and I watched her throat work as she swallowed and wiped her lips with the back of her hand. I offered her my hand so she could stand up, and she grabbed it and got to her feet, wavering a little when she stood up straight.

      I held her close, pressing my forehead against hers as I allowed my heartbeat to slow down. “I don’t know how long I can stay here,“ I said. “Like you said, it’s dangerous.“

      “I don’t care how long you’re here for, David,“ she said softly. “Just as long as you come back.“
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      She leaned against the stone hourglass, her dark sleek hair shining in the sunlight. “I thought you were going to leave,“ she said.

      “I was,“ I replied. “I didn’t think that’s what I was coming for.“

      “But you enjoyed it,“ she said.

      “Yes, of course I enjoyed it,“ I said, walking up to her, leaning on the other side of the hourglass. I could feel the heat coming off her body, and I wanted to reach out and touch her, but the moment had passed and everything felt like it hung in a delicate balance. “You’re incredible.“

      She laughed, shaking her head. “I should’ve talked to you about it first,“ she said.

      I laughed, too. “Don’t worry,“ I said. “You didn’t have to.“

      “Right,“ she said. “I don’t usually do that.“

      I looked at her, my eyes narrow, a smile tugging at the corner of my lips. I really didn’t expect her to be coy, and it was so cute.

      “I feel special.“

      “You should,“ she said. “You are special, David.“

      I shook my head. “I want to believe you, but I don’t know if you’re right. Stopping the wedding was harder than I expected it to be, and I was worried about hurting any of his victims.“

      “Victims?“ she echoed softly and her voice sounded like it was catching in her throat.

      “That’s what all of these women are,“ I said. “Right? It’s what you are, too. If it wasn’t for him, you wouldn’t be here.“

      She sighed. “You’re not wrong,“ she said. “But you’re also not exactly right. You don’t have a clear picture of this, and I can’t expect you to.“

      “So will you tell me?“

      She twisted her lips as she turned around so she could look at me, her eyes wide and watery when she smiled at me. “I worry it’ll make you think less of me.“

      “I couldn’t,“ I said. “I never would.“

      “You barely know me.“

      “I know you enough,“ I said, shaking my head. “Trust me, I’ve done plenty of things I’m not proud of.“

      She opened her mouth to speak, but she took a deep, shaky breath instead.

      “Recently,“ I said. “I’ve done plenty of terrible things recently.“

      She laughed, no humor in her voice. “I can see you,“ she said, her gaze holding mine. “And I don’t think that’s true. You just did what you had to do.“

      “Yes,“ I said. “And so you know exactly what I’m going to think when you tell me how you ended up here.“

      She sighed, sitting down at the base of the hourglass on the tile mosaic, her knees pointed toward me, and for the first time since I had met her, and her long legs taped into black hooves below her knees. I told myself not to stare, regardless of how difficult it was, and picked my head up so I could look into her eyes.

      “Tell me,“ I said. “I won’t judge you. I just want to hear it.“

      She swallowed, and I could tell she was steeling herself to speak. There was a part of me that wanted to rush her, because I really couldn’t be there, it was dangerous and foolish, but my desire to hear her story eclipsed even my instinct of self-preservation.

      And I needed to know.

      I had to, if I wanted to kill Cortez, and I really, really wanted to kill Cortez.

      “I’ve been alive for thousands of years,“ she started. “And through that time, so many people tried to bind me, trick me, make me serve them. No one ever could. No one was smart or powerful enough to do it. I could always outwit them, or if it came down to it, best them during a fight.“

      I waited for her.

      “He was young when I met him. He had just come back from the Americas, and he had enjoyed this rise to fame and fortune,“ she said. “But the crown got word of how cruel he was, and they wanted to prosecute him.“

      I furrowed my brow. “They did?“

      “It looked bad for them. The conquistadors were backed by the crown, because they were invested in the expansion of both the empire and the church, but people were upset. Everything was changing. At first, it felt righteous to them to take their culture to the new world, but after one overzealous conquistador started treating them poorly, the crown always made sure to punish them. And Cortez…“

      I waited for her.

      “He was one of the worst,“ she said. “He had no name, no title, no money, but he was adventurous, and he had nothing to lose. He came back with gold, and women, and status.“

      “Why didn’t he stay?“ I asked. “Most of the conquistadors I’ve learned about stayed in the New World. I mean, I don’t know much about this, but…“

      “You’re right,“ she said. “Most of them did stay. There was nothing left for them in Spain, and they were a tight-knit group of people who hailed each other as heroes and visionaries. He should have stayed; if he had, none of this would’ve happened.“

      “What do you mean?“ I asked, though at that point, I didn’t think she was listening to me anymore.

      “That was the thing that Cortez craved the most, adoration, and his peers in the New World were happy to provide it. Things were more complex here. The crown was worried because people were unhappy with how conquistadors were handling the people they’d encountered. It didn’t matter how many accounts of them being fierce, impressive warriors the conquistadors wrote, ultimately, people in the Americas didn’t own firearms and conquistadors did.“

      “I don’t understand,“ I said. “If that was the case, you’re right. Why wouldn’t he have just stayed?“

      “Because no one trusted him,“ she said. “He didn’t just make a name for himself by hurting innocent people, he also lied, betrayed and fooled his way into fame and fortune, and the other conquistadors didn’t want to deal with him. He thought of them as brothers in arms, but they thought of Cortez as a burden, and he was just one man. Powerful as he was, he couldn’t undo all the damage he had already done. So he came back, and he cut a deal with the crown.“

      “He did?“

      “They considered hanging him, but that would’ve looked bad for them, too. He was, after all, a hero. He had gone on this great voyage and the country was thriving. People were angry and the crown was left with little choice. They could exile him, which would’ve been humiliating, or they could handle the matter privately. They chose the latter. In the dead of night, they snuck him out of a dungeon, and they gave him some viceroy’s estate, and they told him he couldn’t leave until he died a natural death on penalty of death.“

      “This?“ I asked, looking around.

      She nodded. “This,“ she repeated softly. “And this is where he found me.“
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      We sat there in silence for a few seconds, the heat ebbing slowly away/ I felt sweat on my forehead, and I wiped it with the back of my hand, trying to keep it from getting in my eyes.

      “Do you want to leave?” I asked, breaking the silence between us. I knew I should’ve stood up and left, but I couldn’t bring myself to. I wanted to spend as much time with her as possible, until she told me to leave, and even if I hadn’t, she still hadn’t told me what I needed to do next.

      “Sometimes,” she said softly. “This was my home before he came here, and I wish it could be my home again.”

      “As long as he’s in charge, you won’t be?”

      “Something like that,” she said. “It’s complicated.”

      “What happened after he found you?”

      She laughed, no humor in her voice. “He tricked me,” she said. “He made me believe that he wanted to stay with me. After a while, he asked for my help, and I had to give it to him.”

      “You had…”

      “I’m bound to this land. If the owner of the land asks for something, I’m bound to make it happen.”

      “Why?” I asked, turning around to face her, tucking a strand of jet-black hair behind her ear. “What happens if you don’t?”

      Her expression softened as she leaned into my touch. “It hurts,” she said. “It’s overwhelming, and everywhere, and it makes me feel like I can’t breathe. It’s crushing.”

      I tried to swallow the knot in my throat. She didn’t sound upset—at least I didn’t think so. She was just explaining what happened to her if she didn’t follow Cortez’s command, and she sounded so detached it felt like she was telling me someone else’s story.

      “The more girls he feeds into this land, the more our bond strengthens,” she said. “Eventually, he’s going to do it enough times that I’ll be completely under his control, because he’s going to be too powerful to resist.”

      “Wait,” I said, shaking my head. “Killing the women is what gives him power over you?”

      “No,” she said, her eyes narrow. “Feeding them to me does.”

      I held back the urge to wince. Once again, her tone was deadpan, but her eyes darkened. I didn’t know her that well, but to me, it looked like she was in pain.

      “But you want him to stop.”

      “Yes,” she said, picking her knees up and bringing them close to her chest. She wrapped her long arms around them and leaned her head against her thighs. “I do want him to stop. All these young women, lost for absolutely no reason. I’ve lived thousands of years, I do not need to live thousands more. These young women… they should get to live out the next of their natural lives. It’s a tragedy that they can’t, just because Cortez wants to extend his stay here, just because he can’t face what happens next.”

      “What happens next?” I asked her, and I wasn’t sure if I was asking what would happen next to Cortez or in general, but it felt that if anyone had any inside knowledge into spiritual matters, it would’ve been her.

      She looked me up and down. “I don’t know,” she said. “But I don’t want another life in exchange for a few years of mine.”

      I swallowed. “Is that how he’s staying alive? Cortez?”

      She nodded. “Yes,” she said. “That’s how he stays alive. How he stays young.”

      My head was pounding again. The sun was so bright, I really needed to find some shade. “So if I kill him, do you die?”

      “I don’t know,” she said.

      I stood up so I could face her, and I was so quick on my feet that it was almost enough to startle me. Luna watched me with a pensive look on her face, clearly not nearly as outraged as I was. “I’m not killing him if it means you’ll die,” I said. “I’m not okay with that.”

      “You’re young,” she said, getting gracefully to her feet. “So you don’t yet understand that it doesn’t matter what you’re okay with, what matters is what must happen, and this must happen. No other girl can die on my account. No other girl can die to keep that monster alive for one day longer.”

      My mouth tasted like copper.

      “I know you can do this, David. I don’t just believe in you, I can feel it; you’re special, and we’ve been waiting for you for so long. But you always have a choice. Do you want to walk away from this?”

      “What happens if I do?” I asked, mostly because I wanted to hear what would happen, not because I considered ever doing it at all.

      “You have a good, normal life,” she said. “You marry. You have children. They’re happy… as happy as they can be.”

      “You’re wrong,” I said. “If I left you all and did nothing to stop it, I would never be able to forgive myself.”

      “All of us?” she asked, shaking her head, closing the space between us.

      “I thought this was about vengeance.”

      “This was about justice,” I said.

      “So all of us are incidental.”

      “I didn’t say that,” I said, a smile tugging at the corner of my lips. “Also, stop saying it like that.”

      “Like what?” she asked, smiling at me before she looked away.

      She waved me off. “In any case, even if you don’t want to help me, you might be able to help them.”

      “I do want to help you, Luna…”

      She held her hand up to stop me from talking. “We’ll see, right?” she asked, and before I could answer, she kept talking. “These trials… they’re going to help them. Free them. Make sure they don’t end up here, even if you aren’t able to best the captain.”

      “I’m going to kill him.”

      “Not if you don’t fulfill these tests,” she said. “Not if you don’t help these girls.”

      “Tell me what I have to do,” I said. “That’s what I came here to ask you, because you were the one who told me there were trials, you told me to stop the wedding, but nothing has changed. So what do you expect me to do? How do I do what you want me to?”

      “Things have changed,” Luna said softly. “Natalia is alive and that’s because of you. I don’t know how long you have, but Cortez will try to expedite this.”

      “So that’s what you need me to do? You need me to save Natalia?”

      “Eventually,” she said. “Right now, I think you need to turn your attention to the girl you met here. Carmen.”

      “How can I convince her that I’m trying to help her? And how do I save her?” I asked her. She glared at me. “She’s here because of her family. I can’t help her not take care of her family.”

      Luna shrugged her bare, slim shoulders. “It seems to me, David, that you already have more answers than you realize,” she said.

      I swallowed. “How do you know this much about them, and why do you care?”

      She smiled, but it didn’t quite reach her eyes. “I’m not far away,” she said. “I live in the walls, and the foundations of the house, and I live here, too.”

      “So you know everything that happens there?” I asked, trying to make sense of what she had just told me. From above, I could hear some activity, and I knew I had taken far too long to get out of the labyrinth.

      “No, not everything. But enough things to know that you need to hurry.”

      I turned to look at her to ask her what she was expecting me to do, exactly, because my original plan had simply been to go in and hurt Cortez, and this had gotten way more complicated than I anticipated it to be.

      And as the footsteps got closer, I realized I had to hide.
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      I crouched, pressing my body against the stone wall behind me, hoping that the vines and leaves would be enough to hide me from view. If this was one of Cortez’s men, I might’ve been okay, but if Carmen had been asked, I was quite aware that things weren’t going to go well for me.

      I held my breath as I thought about what would happen when they found me, but my eyes widened when I saw that the person hurrying downstairs was Carmen. She was out of breath as she looked around, her eyes wide, as if she wasn’t sure what she was looking for.

      I watched her, unsure of whether I should make my way out of the shadows. I had no way to know if she had told on me to someone, and I didn’t want to find out like this. She was right in the way of the entrance to the underground tunnel that had led me to the graveyard, and I wasn’t willing to push her out of the way.

      “If you’re here,” she said to no one in particular. “You should know that they’re coming for you.”

      Stepping out of the shadows, I set my gaze on her. Her hair was disheveled and there was a pink blush on her pretty cheeks.

      “I didn’t tell them anything,” she said as she looked up to meet my gaze. “I didn’t.”

      “It’s okay, Carmen,” I replied. “I didn’t think you had. Is everything okay?”

      She shook her head, chewing on her bottom lip nervously as she craned her neck to look behind her, at the spiral steps. “They’re coming to the labyrinth to burn your body,” she said. “Cortez was too busy yesterday, but now he wants things to go back to normal, so the plan is to find you, burn you on a pyre, and have the wedding ceremony tonight while you burn.”

      I held back the urge to wince. “That’s messed up,” I said. “Why would he want to do that?”

      “Because you were here to save Natalia, and then there was a fire during what was supposed to be the wedding ceremony,” she said, crossing her arms over her chest. “Cortez doesn’t like to lose. He’s getting angry at his bride, and he wants to make her suffer. Whether you’re her lover or her friend, it makes little difference to him. She wants you to burn so that she remembers that there’s no way for her to escape.”

      I blinked. “Okay, but that would… it would smell. He knows that, right?”

      For the first time since I had met her, I saw something like the hint of a smile on her face. “That’s what you’re worried about?”

      “Not worried,” I said. “I just can’t see the point considering how bad bodies can smell.”

      She looked me up and down, but she said nothing about that, and I was grateful for it. “It doesn’t matter, anyway,” she said. “You’re not dead and you’re going to run away, right? So once they come down here, they won’t find anything to burn. Once that happens…”

      “What?” I asked.

      She brushed a strand of hair behind her ear, and when the sun caught it, it looked blood red instead of copper black.  “You know what, David,” she said. “I shouldn’t even be here to warn you, this could get me into a world of trouble.”

      I shook my head, taking a step toward her. “Nothing is going to happen to you. I’ll take care of that.”

      She swallowed, her breath trembling when she breathed out again. “I believe you,” she said. “I don’t know why, but I believe you. I don’t want to go back there… I’m afraid. What’s going to happen to me if they find out I know about you?”

      “You don’t know anything about me,” I said. “As far as you know, I’m just another worker here. Aren’t there dozens?”

      Her eyes narrowed, but she shook her head. “I’m not a good liar. I don’t know if I can keep this up. And if I… if he finds out I’m lying to him, he won’t just punish me. He’s going to punish my family, too.”

      I narrowed my eyes at her. She looked so small next to the hourglass, her dress showing her impressive curves for how small she was, her hair cascading down to her back. She wrung her fingers in front of her, a nervous habit that was as endearing as it was worrying. I didn’t know her that well, but it seemed to me like she only did that when she was scared, and even though she was trying her best to appear brave, I could tell she was struggling.

      “Is that what it would take?” I asked. “To get you out of here, to make sure you’re no longer in the crossfire.”

      “I can’t walk away from this if there’s even a chance that he’s going to go after my sisters,” she said, her voice breaking as her eyes glimmered with tears. “You don’t understand. People say I’m sensitive, but they don’t understand what my sisters are like. They’re the sweetest girls, and being here would drive them mad. The uncertainty, the fear… it gets a lot even for me, and I’m the strong one in the family. Just thinking about them being here makes me feel like sobbing.”

      I hated seeing her like this, and I hated what Cortez was doing to all of these women. None of them should’ve been there. It seemed to me that, given enough time, Cortez would’ve been able to crush any woman’s spirit, no matter how resilient she was.

      And that was if they were lucky.

      I tried to swallow down the knot in my throat, my temper soaring. I reached out and squeezed her arm, flashing her the widest smile I could manage. I was aware I must’ve looked like an insane person, because I had never been able to keep my emotions from showing on my face. She looked down at my hand, her honey chestnut eyes wide, and her mouth fell open.

      “It was very brave of you to come here,” I said. “And I really appreciate it.”

      She shook her head. “I only told you because I want you to get away,” she said. “You shouldn’t be here. You might’ve gotten lucky once, but that doesn’t mean that you’re going to get lucky again.”

      I ignored her. “What would it take, Carmen?” I asked. “For you to be able to get away from all of this, what would it take?”

      “There’s nothing you—or anyone—could do for me. This is what I’m supposed to be doing,” she said. “I would do anything to protect my family. All I have to do is stay alive.”

      I shook my head. “You shouldn’t have to do this.”

      “I know,” she said, laughing softly. “We’ve had this conversation before. It doesn’t change anything.”

      Luna had said something about having to save Carmen, and the only way I could do was to go down and collect her family, and make sure they were out of Cortez’s reach. My car was still parked outside. If I’d managed to sneak in once, surely I could manage again.

      “Don’t worry,” I said. “I’ll change it all for you. For all of you.”

      She cocked her head, shooting me a questioning look. “But why would you?”

      “Because,” I said. “I would do anything for my family, too.”
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      “So you’re sure this is a good idea?” Carmen said. She was a foot or so away from me, and I was making sure to stay in the shadows so that I couldn’t be easily perceived. It wasn’t easy, because she was considerably smaller, so she would slowly, but a lot of the terrain was practically empty and I hadn’t managed to scope it out that well.

      That meant I had to sneak in the shadows and try to find tree cover even when there was none. Carmen had to make sure that it looked like she was making her way toward the house naturally.

      After a few seconds of no activity around us, it seemed like she was comfortable enough to speak. I couldn’t detect anyone around, either, so I didn’t mind, but we couldn’t stay there for very long. “I need to do some things before I take on Cortez,” I said. “And I think helping your family is on top of the priority list there.”

      She continued walking slowly. “But why do you think we need to get Astrid? Why do you think she’s going to help us?”

      “She wants to end this, too,” I said. “I think she’s been trapped in this situation for a lot longer than you.”

      “She never seemed to like me much.”

      I shook my head. “You can sort your problems out with her later, Carmen,” I said. “Right now, we need to go find her.”

      “What if she doesn’t want to help me?” she asked and it sounded like she was near tears again.

      Any other time, this might’ve been an important conversation to have, but as I had to actively try to keep leaves out of my mouth every time I spoke and listened for anyone who might be approaching us, I didn’t think that it was something we needed to prioritize. Still, despite knowing that her concerns were, in fact, putting us in danger, I couldn’t help but feel sympathy for her.

      She was doing her best, and there was a hint of hope in her voice I hadn’t heard before. I wanted to reassure her that everything would be okay, but I could just show her later.

      “I don’t know your history with Astrid, but I know she’s sick of this too,” I said. “I don’t think she’s on Cortez’s side at all.”

      She nodded, and she continued walking slowly, trying her best to act naturally. She wasn’t great at it.

      “I’ve heard about men like you before. Men who come here, and who try to get the women away from him,” she said. “But they always come for the bride. They never come for us.”

      “I don’t know her,” I said. “I mean, not really. She isn’t the reason I came here.”

      “So which one did you come for? If you don’t know Miss Natalia?”

      “Rose,” I said. “My sister.”

      She stopped. I couldn’t see her face, but I could hear try to contain a gasp. “Your sister was such a lovely woman,” she said. “She didn’t deserve any of the things that happened to her.”

      I wanted to ask, but I also didn’t want to know. Knowing would’ve made it too hard. It was already hard enough to control my temper, to do the things Luna had asked me to do, even when I knew that could help me kill the captain. If I thought too much about my sister, all I felt was hot white fury.

      “I understand what you have to lose here, Carmen,” I said. “I wouldn’t lead you astray. But there’s no way we can go further without Astrid’s help.”

      “Stay here,” she said. We’d gotten close enough to the house that I could see it from the corner of my eye, and I knew Carmen could just walk into the kitchen and get Astrid, provided that she wasn’t spotted by anyone doing something suspicious.

      I kept my breathing even as Carmen walked away until I couldn’t see her anymore. A couple of men walked past, and I held my breath until their footsteps receded.

      It was only a few minutes, but they felt agonizing, and my anxiety grew with every passing moment. It wasn’t until I heard the sound of the two women quietly talking that I realized that Carmen had been successful, and she’d managed to talk Astrid into this.

      “It’s a bad idea,” Astrid said as soon as she was in earshot.

      “There’s—hold on,” I said, pushing a branch away from my face. “There’s nothing else to do. If you want me to kill Cortez, we’re going to have to help her.”

      Astrid sighed. “They’re going to look for you,” she said. “If they find out that you’re not here, and they find out that we’re not here, they’re only going to kill you. I can’t think of what they’ll do to us. I don’t understand why you’re putting Carmen through this.”

      I wondered if the hostility in her voice was for Carmen’s benefit, but it still stung. She’d been one who helped me since I had gotten there, and this was more than a little confusing.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, reminding myself that they probably didn’t want to hear how there was no time for this, and how scared they both seemed to be. Astrid hid it better than Carmen, but with someone like Cortez around, they both had to be terrified. “I know this is hard. It’s probably the hardest thing you’ve had to do for a while. But if you help me, I can get you away from this.”

      “He said he’d take my family away from the village,” Carmen said softly. “He told me that, once he did, there would be no reason for me to be here, and I could…”

      “What?” Astrid asked, impatience creeping into her voice.  “You can escape? You can get away from Cortez? He isn’t going to touch your family?”

      “Leave her alone,” I said. “I promised her.”

      “Why would you do that?”

      “Because I had to,” I said. “Even if it wasn’t the only way I could get to your boss, it would’ve been the right thing to do. I would’ve done it.”

      Astrid thought about it for a second. Her voice was a bit quieter when she spoke again. “After lunch, they’ll go looking for him in the labyrinth,” she said. “We might be able to sneak him out if we do this now. Is Miss Natalia still not feeling well?”

      “She isn’t.”

      “Good,” Astrid said. “That gives us some time to try to sneak him out.”

      “You’re not sneaking me out,” I said, checking around before I stepped out of the bushes. I was still in the shadows, but at least I could see their faces, and I hadn’t been wrong.

      Carmen was clearly trying her best to steel herself for what was about to happen, and though I could see the fear written on her face, she was trying very hard to keep herself composed.

      Astrid’s fear was a little less visible—she was much better at keeping her emotions from surfacing, probably because she was older, but also, she had been employed by Cortez so long that being afraid was probably second nature to her. Still, this was obviously pushing her out of her comfort zone, and that scared me.

      Because Astrid was brave, but if she backed out, we were all screwed.

      “You’re both coming with me. I don’t feel comfortable leaving you here, at his mercy, considering how fucking insane he is.”

      “If he finds that you’re gone, and he doesn’t find us…”  Astrid said, trailing off as she set her gaze on Carmen. “Go inside, make sure they’re still not searching yet. Check on Cortez’s bride. We don’t want her to become a problem.”

      “What should I say?”

      “Try not to say anything,” Astrid said. “If she’s still unwell, tell her you want her to rest. If she’s feeling better, tell her that the captain only wants to see her during the ceremony.”

      “Is that true?” Carmen asked.

      “Does it matter?” Astrid replied.

      “Right,” Carmen said, wiping her hands on her skirt. “I just…”

      “We’ll leave once you come back out,” Astrid said, her hand on Carmen’s shoulder. “Keep to yourself and you’ll be okay.”

      “Right,” Carmen said, her gaze darting between us. “Okay.”

      As soon as she was out of earshot, Astrid turned to me. “If you can’t save her family, and you break that girl’s heart, I hope it kills you,” she said. “But if you get her or her little sisters killed by Cortez? I promise you I’ll gut you myself.”

      I held back the urge to smile. I liked it when she was fierce. It made her look so sexy.

      “If you don’t trust that I’ll be able to do this, why did you agree to help?”

      She considered that for a long time, pursing her lips before she answered, the sound of voices coming from somewhere in the distance. “Because,” she said. “I do trust you. I just don’t know whether I should.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Sneaking out of the estate turned out to be just as difficult as sneaking into it. The girls weren’t exactly able to help, and I needed to make sure to avoid all foot traffic around the fence. The area wasn’t clear until people started to be called, probably to go search for me in the labyrinth, and I had to stick close to the wall and keep crouching so no one would be able to spot me.

      The gate itself was wet, again, though I had no idea how that had happened. The night hadn’t been cold, and it hadn’t rained. When I walked up to it, wrapping my hands around the hard, cold metal, I immediately thought I was going to slip. In the distance—but not too far, I was sure it wasn’t too far—I could hear voices. If they spotted me there, I was going to get thrown into a pyre while I was alive.

      As soon as my fingers were steady around the grates, I felt something dig into them, thorns drawing blood from my calloused fingers. I had to bite my tongue, but it didn’t stop me from climbing over the fence. Once I had scaled it, it wasn’t difficult, despite the pain. I’d scaled plenty of walls before. The fog, though, was making it hard to see, and I had no idea when it had rolled in. It was a beautiful sunny day, or at least it had been until only a few moments ago.

      I scanned around the perimeter, my eyes narrow as my gaze pierced the fog to find my car parked on the other side of the tiny, narrow path. I’d been careful about where I’d put it, but they would easily be able to hear it once I started it, and they might follow me.

      I didn’t care if they did.

      I only cared that they would follow me and find Astrid and Carmen sitting in my car. On the other hand, I had to come back, because I had to finish what I started, but there was no reason for them to. So maybe it was better if they did see us—that would be a good enough incentive for them both to give Cortez’s estate a wide berth.

      Nearby, I heard a whistle. “Are you going to stay like that?” Astrid asked. “Clinging onto the fence like a monkey all day long?”

      I hadn’t realized that, after I’d fallen, I’d gripped onto the fence and was holding it tightly again, but I was on my feet, so I didn’t think the comparison was that apt.

      “You got away quickly,” I said.

      She picked up her head to look at me, her dark brown eyes blazing, but even with all the intensity in her expression, I could see the hint of a smile on her lips. “We did, but we can’t stay here that long,” she said. “You told Carmen there was a way out?”

      “There is a way out,” I said, tilting my head toward my car. “Where is she?”

      “Right here!” Carmen said as she breathlessly caught up to Astrid. “I told you to slow down.”

      “And I told you we needed to hurry.”

      “Yeah, but my legs are much smaller than yours.”

      “Not the time,” I said. “Come on. Let’s go.”

      They both quieted down. It didn’t take us long to get to the car, but even the walk there felt dangerous, and we kicked dust and rocks at our feet. As soon as we were inside the vehicle, it felt like they both breathed a sigh of relief, though neither one of them really said anything.

      I grabbed the key, which I’d mercifully left in the car, and put it in the ignition. It came alive under me, purring as I put it in gear, and immediately attracting the attention of anyone who might’ve been around us.

      “There’s no one,” Astrid said, running her long fingernails through her hair, her breath shaky. “I made sure to check. But if we stay here…”

      “We’re going,” I said, hitting the steering wheel of my car as I eased off the clutch. “If only this piece of shit starts.”

      “We could walk to town, but I’m worried they’ll catch up to us,” Astrid said. “It’s a long way.”

      “Don’t… just give it a second,” I said. “I let the car sit around for the longest time when I was away fighting, so it takes a minute.”

      Neither one of them replied, and they didn’t have to give me a full minute, because I drove the car onto the road, the engine roaring.

      Carmen, who was sitting in the back seat, turned to look behind her. “They’re going to know.”

      “They’re not going to know,” Astrid said, turning to look at her. “Don’t worry. You didn’t make a mistake, Carmen. You’re in good hands.”

      She shot me a meaningful glance, and I held back the urge to smile again. We were driving down the mountain when I heard something behind us. The entrance gates squeaked behind us, and Astrid didn’t turn again after she’d spoken to Carmen.

      “You need to hurry,” she said between her teeth.  “They’re coming for us.”

      I didn’t want to tell them that my piece-of-shit car, which I’d been extremely proud of acquiring at the time, barely managed to go thirty miles an hour, and if Cortez’s men were on horseback—which they would most certainly be on—they would easily be able to catch up to us.

      The only thing in our favor was the slope we were on. The mountain was tall, the road was unpaved, and if I eased my foot off the brake and let the car coast down the hill, I knew we were going to get some speed.

      Just as long as we never had to turn.

      “Don’t worry,” I said, easing my foot off the brake, pressing down on the accelerator. The car sputtered, but it was picking up speed. Not enough that I didn’t worry when I heard the men on horseback behind us, shouting at each other. They were picking up speed too—I guessed gravity didn’t discriminate between animal and machine.

      “Hurry,” Astrid said. From the corner of my eye, I could see her fingers digging into the back of the seat.

      Carmen didn’t look back, inching close to me instead, her breathing heavy in my ear. “David…”

      “Don’t worry, I got this,” I said, not feeling like I had it at all. I liked driving, but I wasn’t good at it, and when I had been away from home, I’d never had to drive. I was much more comfortable with hand-to-hand combat. I didn’t have much time to think about it, because soon, the car was surrounded by men on horseback, and they were hitting the car’s window with batons.

      Something popped next to me, and my mouth dried as I noticed that the window cracked. I thought it might crumble, so I yanked the wheel to one side, hard enough to catch one of the men on the right. He noticed I was coming for him, so he managed to pull the reins of the horse to one side of the rode, and Astrid watched, her hand over her mouth, as he went toward the edge of the road.

      “Did he die?” Carmen asked softly.

      “I don’t think he went down the ravine…” Astrid started, trailing off when someone hit the back of the car.

      “Get down,” I said, my heart in my chest. “Both of you.”
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      I might’ve spoken softly, but that didn’t matter. The women clearly noticed the simmering panic in my tone, because they both ducked immediately, which was lucky.

      The man behind the car—I had been right all along, we were gaining speed and leaving them behind, even if it had been a bit touch and go there—hammered against the back window as hard as he could, and he was unable to make contact the last couple of times.

      “Carmen,” I said, glancing at her for just a second. She was leaning forward, her arms over her head, obviously afraid. I felt so bad for her. Astrid, at least, seemed to be able to hold her own. But Carmen was obviously terrified. “You’ll be okay.”

      “I know,” she said, her voice shaking. She didn’t crane her neck up to look at me, so her voice sounded muffled. “I know you’ll get out of us this.”

      “Why only batons?” I asked as the car rolled away from the last attacker. I glanced in the rearview mirror, the men getting smaller as the car continued to accelerate.

      “What do you mean?” Astrid asked, and I could tell she was trying very hard to keep her composure. I didn’t know for whose benefit that was, but it definitely wasn’t doing anything for me.

      “I know they have firearms,” I said. “Someone tried to shoot at me earlier. Why not use their guns?”

      Astrid set her jaw, dropping her voice again. “I don’t know,” she said. “But if I had to make an educated guess, it’s probably a pride thing. You’re the first man that has ever stayed alive after Cortez tried to have you killed, and now he probably wants to kill you himself. He won’t stand for being disrespected like this.”

      “Disrespected how? By… staying alive?”

      Carmen laughed from behind us. She sounded like she was out of breath. “I don’t think you realize how offensive that is to him,” she said. “He wants to have total control, and he’s going to have it no matter what.”

      “So he wants to look into my eyes as he kills me,” I said, more to myself than to them.

      “Or at least as he tries,” Carmen said brightly. “But I know you won’t let him.”

      I held back the urge to smile, the sincerity in her voice incredibly charming, despite the fear that I suddenly tried to push back. There was no time to give into it when I had to save both these girls.

      “It was impressive,” Astrid said. “Escaping him without help.”

      I tried to swallow down the knot in my throat. “It wasn’t exactly without help…”

      “I didn’t do much,” Astrid said softly.

      “No, you did a lot,” I replied, pushing down softly on the brakes. If I was too fast, then there was a danger of skidding, or even having the car flip upside down. There was also the ravine—the fall wouldn’t have been pretty, and if the car crumbled, there was very little chance we could survive it. “But I wasn’t talking about you.”

      Astrid watched me curiously, saying nothing.

      Carmen got close to me again. “Was it Miss Natalia?” she asked. “You said you didn’t really know her, but she seems nice.”

      I laughed under my breath. How did I begin to explain this? There was no reason for these girls to believe me, but I needed to tell them, even if they thought I was insane. “No,” I said. “It wasn’t her. I had more help. There was a young… I don’t know, he couldn’t have been older than nineteen, twenty?”

      “Tomás?” Astrid asked. “Yeah, he’s young, but he’s a good person. The estate hasn’t gotten to him.”

      “Not yet, anyway,” Carmen continued. “But it’s going to get to him. It always does.”

      “What do you mean by that?” I asked, stepping on the brake finally. The car jolted a bit, but we were fine, and I felt like I could breathe a sigh of relief.

      Astrid and Carmen exchanged a meaningful look. “It doesn’t seem to affect the women much,” Astrid said. “Or at least, not as quickly. But the men who work there slowly start to feel like they want what Cortez has… and it gets into their blood. It changes them. They behave differently.”

      “They leave you alone, though?” I asked, unable to contain the anger in my voice at the thought that anyone would hurt either of these two.

      “Of course,” Carmen said. “I don’t want to think about the kind of punishment they’d have to face if they touched anything which Cortez considers his property.”

      She said it so matter-of-factly, as if she was talking about the weather, that I was surprised to see Astrid wince next to me.

      “They don’t hurt us,” Astrid said. “They’re friendly; friends, even. But we’re prey, and we’re already in his net.”

      “They can’t be your friends if they don’t care enough about you to help you.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Astrid said. “Until you came here, we all thought that the only thing that we needed to do was survive. Now you’re here… and maybe it isn’t. Maybe we can actually live our lives.”

      Carmen nodded. “She’s right,” she said. “You’re our only hope, David. And I’m so, so glad you’re here.”
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      “Here,” Carmen said. “We’ll have to hike the rest of the way, but this is the only way to access.”

      I pulled the car to the side of the road. “How long do you think until they come find us?”

      “Not long,” Astrid replied. “They’ve probably gone back to tell Cortez that you’re gone, which means that he’ll know we’re gone. And he’ll be sending someone after us.”

      My mouth dried. “What about Tomás?”

      They exchanged a look. “He might not have killed him yet,” Astrid said.

      Carmen cast her gaze toward her feet, her head tilted down, her hands fists at her sides. “I hope he hasn’t,” she said. “He’s just a kid. He doesn’t deserve any of this.”

      “It seems like he had it a bit easier than either one of you.”

      “Go on, Carmen,” Astrid said. “Lead the way. Make it quick, you’re the only one that really knows how to get back, and we’re trying to hurry. I don’t need to tell you what’s going to happen if we don’t.”

      Carmen nodded. “Of course,” she mumbled to herself. She grabbed her skirts, pulled them around her ankles, and walked quickly away from us, toward a large, uninviting slope.

      “Hope you’re wearing the right shoes for this,” I said to Astrid.

      She smiled humorlessly. “I’m definitely not,” she said. “I don’t think you are, either.”

      I opened my mouth to answer her, but I noticed that she remained in place, unmoving despite how far away Carmen was getting. I didn’t know if there were any paths where Carmen was going, and I didn’t want her to get out of my sight.

      “Don’t worry,” Astrid said. “She’s not fast.”

      Carmen stopped for a second, flashed us a smile, and Astrid waved at her. There was a second where Carmen had to decide what that meant, and after a bit, she continued walking away from us.

      “We’re in a hurry regardless of how fast she is,” I said. “I have to do this. I’m pretty sure neither one of you can go back there again.”

      Astrid sighed. “I hope she doesn’t have to,” she replied. “She doesn’t deserve to have to deal with this. And then when Tomás came…”

      “They know each other?”

      “He’s her cousin,” she said.

      I shook my head. “Carmen told me that people only tried to collect the brides.”

      She nodded, her brow furrowed. “She’s right. They’re only there to collect brides. Tomás wasn’t there to collect her; he was there to keep her protected from Cortez if he grew bored with his current life. If Cortez doesn’t kill him today, he’s going to spend the rest of his natural life at White Willow.”

      “So I have to get him out.”

      “No,” Astrid said, shaking her head. “You don’t have to do anything; these have all been your choices so far.”

      I glared at her. “I don’t think you understand,” I said. “He helped me and I intend to help him back. I’m not going to let anyone else die at his hands, even if it costs me my life. The only price I’m not willing to pay is other people. So I need to make this quick, because I need to go back and handle Cortez before he figures out that Carmen’s cousin was the one help me.”

      Astrid nodded, her hand on my shoulder. “Let’s go,” she said. “They’re going to figure out we’ve come down to the village if they haven’t already, and when they do, they’re going to attack the villagers. We need to get them out. Including Carmen’s family.”

      “Yes,” I said. I thought Astrid would straighten her posture, but she didn’t, her fingers still firmly around my forearm. We moved into the mountains, branches biting at our feet, and though the path got narrowed, Astrid never let go of me.

      Instead, she clung to me, making sure to guide me slightly if I ever even so much as log track of Carmen for one second.

      It would’ve been sweet, if it wasn’t so exhausting. Carmen hadn’t joked about how difficult it was to get to the village. Astrid watched her closely, which made me feel a little bit better. At least it wasn’t just me who was paranoid.

      “She said you didn’t like her,” I told Astrid.

      She laughed quietly, shaking her head. “I do like her,” she said. “Don’t tell her that, though.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of it.”

      Astrid sighed, her fingertips digging into the fleshy part of my arm. “When I first came here, I remember being so afraid,” she said. “Over the years, my approach has changed.”

      “You’re not afraid anymore?”

      “No, I am,” she said. “But I think, at some point, I realized that living in my fear was pointless. So I decided to put it to use.”

      I turned to look at her, but she was looking right ahead, keeping pace with me easily. “What does that mean?” I asked.

      Astrid’s expression hardened. “Don’t worry about it. It’s not something you need to worry about.”

      I looked at her for a long time, but it was clear that she wasn’t going to give me anything else. She inched closer to me, setting her head on my arm for a second, and it was so sweet and unexpected that I had to force myself not to stop to ask her about it.

      “I’m just glad you’re here,” she said, turning to look at me, her voice a whisper.

      I nodded. “Don’t worry,” I said. “I’m not going to leave White Willow until I make sure that all of you are okay.”

      “I know,” she replied, just as softly as before. “I know that. I’m not sure why, but I believe you.”
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      I was surprised when I turned a corner and a little appeared behind the thick foliage. From somewhere, I could hear the sound of children squealing, laughter, and conversation. This wasn’t like my village. This felt like the country had before I’d left for the war, where everything was domestic.

      But the moment we took a step away from the desire path in the jungle and onto the path leading to the church, I could feel something in the air shift. People turned to watch us, and a few ducked into their white houses. From where I was standing, all the houses looked like they were white, the only thing in the distance the massive church that cast a shadow over the rest of the town.

      Carmen stopped walking. She was in the middle of the street, and she turned around to look at us, her gaze darting between us. The buzz in town felt like it had quieted down, but I’d been in enough hostile territory to know that we were being quietly watched, and that things could very quickly go wrong.

      “It’s okay,” Carmen said, so quietly I had to strain to hear her. “They wouldn’t do anything to me. I’m part of this community.”

      Even as she said it, I could feel the concern coming from Astrid. She moved her head from side to side, shrugging her shoulders as she took another step into town, away from the tree line, and wrung the fabric of her apron with her fingers. “Something about this feels wrong,” she said. “We should leave.”

      “We can’t leave,” I took a step toward her. “I told Carmen that I’m going to get her family out and that’s exactly what I’m going to do. Where do they live?”

      I said it loudly enough for Carmen to hear. “Up there,” she said. “Near the church. I told you it was far away.”

      I covered my eyes with the palm of my hand, the sun right in my eyes. I didn’t understand it; it had just been midday and it had been so sunny and dry that it practically felt impossible to breathe. The atmosphere felt just as dry as before. As if the sun hadn’t moved at all, except it had to, because the world spun, and time passed.

      That was one of the only things I had always been certain of.

      Yet time appeared to have stilled in the whitewashed town, and even the murmurs themselves sounded otherworldly. Like they weren’t coming from anywhere and from around the mountains all at once.

      Carmen flashed me a smile. “C’mon,” she said. “We can’t stay here all day.”

      I wondered if she didn’t feel the shift, or if she simply didn’t care. She had tried to reassure us that everything was fine, and like Astrid had said, it was clear that Carmen was always scared.

      So if she wasn’t afraid, maybe I was just overanalyzing the situation. The last few years of my life had turned me into an overly paranoid man. I cast my gaze toward Astrid, who was also shielding her eyes with her hand.

      “This feels like a trap. We should turn back.”

      She was right. It did feel like a trap. The narrow medieval streets went up toward the mountaintop, zigzagging off into different directions with large, white archways between the rectangular houses. They’d been built on the cliffside, probably hundreds and hundreds of years ago, and at one point, they’d all been painted white.

      Probably because of the heat. The town was on top of a mountain, and even though we were south, the altitude should have made the heat less daunting. It didn’t.

      It was cloying, the air thin with hot air.

      “We can’t,” I said. “And I’m not going to just let her go in without me. You can…”

      “What? Turn back?” she asked. She didn’t sound angry, but she obviously wasn’t pleased. “When we escaped the estate, we sealed our fates. When they realize that we’re gone...”

      “You won’t have to. If you don’t want to be here, you can wait in the car.”

      “I don’t,” she said. “But I don’t think it matters. You’re right, we need to see this through.”

      I flashed her what I hoped was an encouraging smile. “I know this is hard for you, but you’re doing the right thing,” I said. “And I appreciate it.”

      She smiled back at me, but I could see the apprehension written all over her face, so I extended my hand toward her. Despite our strange start, she seemed to trust me, and so I wasn’t surprised when she slid her hand into mine and interlaced her long fingers into mine.

      Carmen had stopped walking, watching us intently instead from the top of the street. Her gaze darted between the two of us, and I could tell she was making a decision on whether to say anything about our hands. “Will you two hurry?” she asked instead. “We can’t stay here all day. They’re probably still looking for us.”

      “She’s right,” I told Astrid in a whisper. “Are you ready for this?”

      She nodded. “I am. Let’s go.”

      Well. At least that made one of us.
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      The street was so steep that when I looked up, at the top of the road which led into the church, all I could see was the shine of the sun reflecting like water off the road.

      “I can see why Cortez doesn’t come here often,” I said under my breath. It was a joke, but I immediately realized it was in poor taste; even though Carmen was ahead of us by a few feet and there was a chance she might not have heard me, she was still taken from this place. This was her home, and Cortez was her captor.

      Astrid slowed down next to me, but I noticed that she didn’t chastise me. “Cortez doesn’t come here ever,” she said. “There are rumors about why he won’t leave the estate, but the truth is, it doesn’t matter.”

      “So how does he…”

      Astrid swallowed when I trailed off. “He sends scouts down here,” she said. “They steal… everything. They break into these young girls’ houses and take their belongings. They take photos back for him, too. And he goes through all of it by himself, and then, at some point, he might just send a party to collect the girl he has his eyes on.”

      Fucking creep.

      I opened my mouth to say as much, but I thought better of it. This wasn’t the time to go into how much I disliked him. I should probably find more information about him, instead. It would only help me to figure out how he operated, how he got what he needed out of this tiny town.

      “And do they always do it?” I asked her. “His men. Do they just do this for him without questioning it?”

      “There’s no point in questioning it when they’re all working to get there,” she said. “He doesn’t tell them that they’re going to turn into him, but we all know that’s what they’re working for.”

      “Has anyone ever?”

      She shook her head. “Not as far as I know,” she said. “But I’ve only been there most of my life, so what do I know?”

      I smiled, looking ahead and away from her. Carmen was standing near one of the smallest houses, but close to the plaza and the church on top of the mountainous town. I supposed it made sense—the space was so narrow there was absolutely no way that the town could’ve formed around it, as it was the case in every single other village I’d ever been to.

      “This one,” Carmen said, cocking her head toward the entrance of a white home with a brown tiled roof. The house looked perfectly ordinary, iron wrought balconies on the large windows, colorful tile surrounding their frames. Ivies clung to the white walls, in stark contrast to the other houses on this particular stretch of road. “This is where my family lives.”

      She held out her hand and wrung her fingers around the metal doorknob. As she pressed the door open, my stomach tightened into a knot. “Carmen, wait.”

      But it was too late. Her hand stilled on the handle, but it didn’t matter, the door had clicked, and the sound from inside signaled that we were about to be in a world of trouble.

      I pulled Astrid back, probably not as gently as I could but with urgency, and jogged toward Carmen. She seemed to be stuck in place, and it occurred to me too late that she hadn't managed to move at all because she was terrified.

      There were a lot of reasons I might not have been able to reach her in time—I was exhausted, the climb up toward the plaza had been brutal, I was still recovering from an otherworldly experience with a magical, probably thousand-year-old being—but none of them mattered. All that mattered was that when I tried to yank her toward me, my fist only found a handful of air, and she was pulled into the house by a blurry figure.

      The door slammed behind her, so hard it made my teeth chatter. Astrid was next to me in a minute, her breathing jagged.

      “What was that?” I asked her. “She said this was her family.”

      “Maybe they’re just trying to protect her,” Astrid offered, but we both knew it was a lie. I wondered for whose benefit it was when she shook her head. “It doesn’t matter what they want right now. You need to get her. They don’t understand the danger she’s in, the danger they’re all in if we don’t get them out of here.”

      She didn’t have to convince me. Halfway through her speech, I was already pushing against the wooden door, trying to see if it would budge at all. It creaked under my weight, but it didn’t even move a centimeter.

      I swore under my breath as I backed away from the door.

      “Open up!” I screamed. “We just want to talk to you.”

      From the corner of my eye, I could see that Astrid was raising her eyebrows at me.

      “Go up the street and around the back,” I said. “Don’t go inside. I just need to find if there’s another entrance.”

      “Are you thinking about scaling the wall?” she asked. I could tell she was concerned from the tone of her voice, despite how well she was keeping her composure.

      “I am,” I said, looking up at the smooth walls of the house. I could, in theory, be able to hold onto the vines, if they didn’t break under my weight. But once I managed to get up there, I wouldn’t be able to brute force my way into the intricate iron wrought railing around the windows. I supposed, if I swung my body from the railing above, I would be able to kick the wooden shutters in.

      That would take a considerable amount of time and effort, and I didn’t know if it was my best bet. But, from where I was standing, it did seem to be my only option.

      “Don’t,” she said. “You’re already vulnerable in the street. That’s just going to make things worse.”

      “I’m not going to stand here and wait for something to happen to her.”

      “I know,” she said, crossing her arms over her chest. The pout on her face made her look much younger than she normally did. “And I know it’s probably the only thing you can do, but I’m worried about you.”

      “There’s no need for you to worry,” I said. “But there really isn’t much time. Do you mind doing what I asked you?”

      “No,” she said, schooling her features. “Of course not. You’re right.”

      I had a second to think about how magnificent she was before she walked behind me, her hand brushing against my back as she went up the steep street and around the bend so that she was out of view.

      I didn’t like not being able to see her. There was a chance this was another trap.

      And if it was, and they were both captured, I had no idea what the fuck I was supposed to do then.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      I had no idea how I was supposed to scale a smooth wall.

      The vines didn’t look like they were strong enough to hold me, but I wasn’t going to stand there and do nothing, so I pulled my sleeves down so they were covering my palms and held on to them. I took a deep, shuddering breath as my gaze darted off to the side at the sound of footsteps.

      “You’re right,” Astrid said breathlessly. “There’s a one story house back there, and you can probably get up to Carmen’s family’s terrace if you go that way. Or you could see if what you’re doing works.”

      “It won’t work,” I said, letting go of the vines. “I’ll follow you.”

      She nodded, her cheeks red, dark hair framing her pretty face.  She turned around and sprinted away, and I followed her into a tiny, narrow street. The white houses seemed to be a lot closer on this side of the street, and the one she was pointing out had a balcony close enough to the ground that I’d be able to pull myself up without much difficulty.

      The bars were slippery when I wrapped my hands around them, but once I had a good enough grip, I knew I could easily climb up them.

      “Be careful,” Astrid said.

      “You don’t have to worry about me,” I replied.

      She stared at me, wide-eyed, sealing her lips together. I turned back so I could continue to pull myself up onto the balcony. It took a considerable amount of effort, to the point where I wasn’t sure I was going to be able to make it.

      But I did, even though for a second, I didn’t think I was going to be able to. I pushed my body over the railing and barely avoided a fall on my knees as I landed on wobbly feet. A shuttered window with wooden panes was right in front of me, so I took a step forward and stuck my arms up so I could curl my fingers over the top of them. I swung forward and pushed my feet against the shutter, trying to get enough purchase to climb up and go the distance between the terrace I was on. I pulled my body up. I placed my foot on the top of the window shutter, then the next one, and immediately I knew I was about to lose my balance.

      I curled my fingers over the half-wall that separated Carmen’s home’s terrace from this one. Astrid had been right—it wasn’t particularly tall, and it wasn’t too hard to pull myself up despite how exhausted I was.

      My muscles ached as I pulled myself hard onto the terrace, the momentum enough to almost send me spinning, but I caught myself before I spun out. The door to the terrace was half open, and I inched closer to it so I could listen in.

      I knew better than just to walk inside. There could be a trap just through the door, or a man laying in wait to kill me. When I heard nothing, the hair on the back of my neck stood up. Ever since the war, there had been nothing quite as terrifying as calm.

      Carmen should’ve been thrashing and screaming from inside. If she was still alive.

      I tried to push the anger away, but my temper soared, and I wasn’t quiet when I yanked the door, practically pulling it off its hinges. The room was dark inside, but nothing seemed to have been perturbed, and I couldn’t sense anything off, so I walked inside while gritting my teeth, turning from side to side as my hand went to my waist.

      Fuck. My knife.

      I really needed to get that back.

      Since I didn’t really have any weapons, being stealthy wasn’t going to work. Not that was a viable plan, anyway, after the racket I’d made as I crashed into the house.

      “Carmen?” I said as loudly as I could. I wanted to announce my presence and hopefully startle anyone. I just really hoped it wouldn’t make things worse for her. “Where are you?”

      I heard a muffled sound coming from one of the rooms on my left, so I ran into it without thinking, my eyes widening as I finally managed to process what I was seeing in front of me.

      Carmen was teary-eyed, a hand pressed against her mouth to stop her from screaming for help. Her fawn eyes widened as she saw me, tears glistening on her eyelashes. The man’s other hand was around her slender neck, his fat little fingers pressed so hard against her that she had to feel it.

      It didn’t matter who this man was. I was going to kill him.

      “Let go of her,” I said. I was vaguely aware of how he looked, the sneer on his face, his upturned face, his scraggly beard. “Or it’s really going to hurt when I kill you.”

      The man scoffed. “You’re not Cortez,” he said, his hands stilling over Carmen’s skin. “Who are you?”

      “Doesn’t matter,” I said, taking a step toward him. “But I will hurt you until you wish you were dead if you don’t let go of her.”

      His gaze darted between the two of us, letting go of her neck. “I don’t know you, and I have no problem with you,” he said. “I’m using her as bait for him.”

      “You’re not using her as bait for anything, because you’re going to let her go.”

      He glowered at me, but he pushed Carmen away from him, and into my arms. She coughed, her hands on her throat, and I wrapped my arm protectively around her. “Are you okay?”

      She nodded, her eyes brimming with tears.

      “Run downstairs and find Astrid.”

      She had turned around and almost started to run, but then the man’s voice stopped her, and she stiffened, her hands fists at her sides.

      “No,” the man said, taking a step toward me. “I released her because you seemed very intent on it, but neither one of you is leaving. You can hang around if you want to, but that girl isn’t leaving my sight until Cortez comes for her.”

      Carmen stared at me, wide-eyed.

      “You don’t have to listen to him, Carmen,” I said. “I’m here now, and he isn’t going to hurt you.”

      The man laughed, no humor in his voice. “That’s true,” he said. “I’m not going to hurt you anymore now that your boyfriend is here. Does your boss know about this?”

      “Shut the fuck up,” I said.

      “I will, but I think she wants to hear this,” he said. I noticed he’d backed away by a few paces while I was distracted by checking up on Carmen. “I might not be able to hurt you, but I’m the only one who knows where your family is. If your boyfriend kills me, how are you ever going to find your little sisters again?”

      He’d barely finished his last sentence when I drove my fist into his stomach. He doubled over, spitting.

      “Who the fuck is this asshole?”

      “Antonio. My neighbor,” Carmen said, her voice strangled. “He was… he was waiting for me inside our house. I don’t know why.”

      Antonio knelt in front of me, still sputtering. I looked down to see blood on his lips, dribbling down his chin. “She asked a question,” I said. “And you’re going to answer her.”

      He looked up at me, baring his teeth as his eyes narrowed. “I knew someone was coming back here. I heard a transmission from Cortez’s men saying that some people might be coming back and to keep an eye out for them. And I knew it would be her.”

      I couldn’t exactly look at Carmen at that moment because I didn’t want to give this guy even a tiny chance to run, but I could tell that she was about to cry.

      “Where are her sisters?” I asked him. “If you don’t tell me right now, you’re going to regret it.”

      “My house,” he said. “I didn’t touch them. They’re just hiding because they know something is happening. Look, man, just let me pretend to have…”

      “Shut up,” I said. “You weren’t pretending to have your fingers around her throat. And it doesn’t matter if you were playing around, she was scared. You don’t get to do that.”

      He smirked. “Yeah,” he said. “Not nearly as scared as she’s going to be when Cortez comes looking for her.”
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      Antonio wasn’t smirking, but the tone of his voice made me want to grab his face so I could push my knee into his nose until I broke it into pieces he could choke on.

      Carmen put her hand on my shoulder and I stilled my movements. “Something is wrong with him,” she said. “He was never liked this before.”

      My opinion toward Antonio hadn’t changed in the last second, but Carmen’s hesitation made me doubt myself. I was still going to kill him, obviously. I just didn’t know if I wanted to do it in front of her. For some odd reason, it seemed to me like she cared about this man.

      “I don’t understand,” I said. “If you want to talk to Cortez so desperately, he’s only a day’s walk away. Go up the hill and ask for an audience with him.”

      Antonio scoffed in disbelief. “He would kill me,” he said.

      “Looks like your fate was sealed from the beginning,” I replied, baring my teeth at him.

      “Wait,” Carmen said, taking a step toward me. “I need to know my sisters are okay before you do anything to him.”

      “Where are they?”

      “I told you, man,” he said. “My house. I wouldn’t do anything to them. I’ve been looking after them ever since…”

      “So if Carmen goes to your house, she’s going to find the kids there? And they’ll be unharmed?”

      “Yes,” he replied, his voice bordering on annoyance. Not that he had any feet to stand on, since he was still completely at my mercy. As much as I hated him, I had to admit that he was gusty. As if that was going to make things better for him. “But I told you. The girls aren’t hurt. And you shouldn’t let her leave, she’s just going to try to escape.”

      I resisted the urge to kick him in the stomach again, but I took a step toward him, and I made sure my knee was right in his fucking face. “She doesn’t need to escape me, because unlike you, I haven’t kidnapped her. I’m helping her.”

      “How does it help, if you’re going to get her killed by him?” Antonio asked. From behind me, I could hear the sound of footsteps receding. He sighed, shaking his head. “You shouldn’t have done that.”

      “She’s not going anywhere,” I said. “She’s just checking to make sure that you aren’t lying to her. If you are, this isn’t going to be pretty for you.”

      “Let me stand,” he said. “I’m obviously not going to go after her, and if you say she’s coming back here…”

      “Why wouldn’t she come back here?” I said, motioning for him to stand. It was probably a foolish move, but I didn’t want to do anything that might upset Carmen. She had been so scared when I had first managed to make my way into the house.

      “He could get her before she does,” he said, narrowing his eyes. “And when he does, he won’t just rough her up. It’s going to be a lot worse.”

      “He isn’t coming here,” I said, really hoping I was right. “At least not quietly. I would be able to hear him and his men coming.”

      Antonio smirked. “Okay. If you say so.”

      “Why do you even want to talk to him?” I asked despite myself.

      “I don’t,” he said. “I want to kill him. Since he never comes down here, I thought getting one of his prizes was a good idea. I had this plan in my head, and then I heard the transmission on the radio, and when the person transmitting offered a reward, I thought I had nothing to lose.”

      I glared at him. “You didn’t have to drag her into your problems with him,” I said. “She’s only trying to look after her family.”

      He scoffed. “Well, it’s too late now, isn’t it?” he asked, baring his teeth at me. “She left without thinking about the kids. She’s not trying to make her sisters’ lives easier, all that she cares about is her own comfort. That innocent girl thing… You seem like a smart man. Think past her looks, and her deception, and you’ll see that it’s all a ruse.”

      “It isn’t a ruse,” I responded. “You weren’t pretending to have your hand around her neck. You wanted to hurt her. I’ve seen that look on your face before…”

      “So what if I did?” he asked. He shuffled back, trying to get to his feet, but I leaned down and put my hand on his shoulder, pushing my entire weight onto him. He grimaced, yanking his shoulder back and groaned. “You would want to hurt her, too, if you knew what she has done.”

      “I don’t want to hear it.”

      “She abandoned us,” he said. The defiance in his voice was all but gone. “She abandoned all of us for a better life.”

      “Carmen is only doing what she had to do,” I said. “Stay down, and don’t do anything stupid.”

      He smirked. All that time, he’d been showing me his hands, but right then, he moved swiftly—wrapping his arms around the bottom of my legs and making me lose my center of gravity until I was on the ground. He was surprisingly strong for an older man, probably because of the adrenaline, and I had enough time to swear at myself for being careless under my breath.

      I’d been so focused on making sure Carmen was okay that I’d failed to see how vulnerable I was in the situation.

      Antonio had played me.

      And then he’d managed to, somehow, pull my body down enough that he was striking my sides as hard as he could, hitting my ribs and leaving me breathless.

      I rolled away from him as quickly as I could, grabbing the blanket that was right behind me instead of the mattress. It didn’t help as I fought to get to my feet, still working on regaining my balance.

      He lurched at me, going for my face, but I managed to put my arm in the way as I moved quickly to one side. I didn’t know how—maybe it was because of the adrenaline pumping through my body—but I managed to get on my feet with wobbly knees right after I’d used my leg to swoop Antonio off his feet.

      “Stay down,” I barked at him. “What did you do that for?”

      His eyes widened, and he tried to get up again, but I didn’t let him that time. I drove my knee into his face until I heard something snap, and he scampered back as he brought his hands up to his nose. He opened his mouth to say something, but right before he did, I heard footsteps coming our way.

      I didn’t have to look up to know that it wasn’t Carmen. The urgency in these steps had to be Astrid’s.

      “Carmen found her sisters,” she said breathlessly.

      “See? I told you…” Antonio started.

      “Shut up,” Astrid said, striding toward me. When our gazes locked, it looked to me like she was about to burst into tears. “She found them, but there’s something wrong.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked, trying to sound less concerned than I was. I wasn’t convincing at all.

      “They need help, David,” she said, the panic barely contained in her voice. “We need you to help them.”
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      My gaze darted between her and the man on the floor. He was still holding his nose. Even from where I was standing, I could see that his eyes had watered, and it was probably clouding his vision.

      I couldn’t deal with him right then, especially not when someone else needed my help, but I couldn’t just leave him. He was clearly a liability.

      I looked around the room, and there was only a tiny window that there was no way he could fit through. At least that was something.

      “Don’t you dare get up,” I said in a growl. “If you do, I’ll make sure you’re unconscious before I leave this room.”

      “I didn’t do anything to them,” Antonio said.

      I looked at Astrid, who’d gone white as a sheet, and I knew that he had to be lying. There was no way that something hadn’t happened to the children from the way that Astrid looked. It seemed to me like she was on the verge of tears.

      Shaking my head, I walked out of the room and slammed the heavy wooden door behind myself, until it felt like the entire house shook under my feet.

      “Stand against the door, and don’t move,” I told Astrid, pointing to a large, wooden sideboard that was pushed between the two doors on the other side of the narrow hallway. “I’m going to barricade him in.”

      “David…”

      “I’m not going if there’s a chance that man is getting out.”

      She nodded, her jaw hardening as she turned away from the door, her back on it, her hands outstretched by her side. She was a slight little thing, and every time that Antonio knocked on the door—hard, but from below, the sound so loud I had to stop myself from wincing. The sideboard was made entirely of wood, and much like I expected, it was incredibly heavy.

      I had to leverage my weight as much as I could, and the buffet barely inched away from me as I bent my knees and used as much momentum as I could to get it to budge.

      This was taking me too long, and the banging and knocking on the door was getting more insistent. When I picked up my head, Astrid’s eyes were closed, and she had extended her legs in front of her so she could use her entire body to keep him inside. From the expression on her face, I could tell that she was struggling to stay upright, and regardless of how difficult this was, she wasn’t going to last that long without my help.

      I put all my weight into it, and finally the thing moved. Once it had budged, it was easy enough to push it all the way toward the door, and Astrid jumped out of the way to grab the other side and place it in front of the door.

      Antonio continued knocking hard on the door, and it moved a bit, but there was no way he was going to be able to get out with the heavy sideboard on the way.

      “What are you going to do with him?” Astrid asked me, her eyes wide.

      I shook my head. “I’m not sure,” I said, my mouth dry. “But he’s not leaving here until we make sure that Carmen’s family is okay.”

      Astrid nodded. Her cheeks were red, beads of sweat on her forehead. Her hair curled around her pretty face, and when she saw me staring at her, she cocked her head. “Thank you,” she said, her expression softening. “Carmen wouldn’t have been able to come back here if it wasn’t for you.”

      “Maybe she shouldn’t have,” I said. I gestured for her to lead the way, and we both ignored it when Antonio knocked hard on the door. He was getting desperate. He would probably tire himself out before he managed to move the furniture at all, and he was hurt, but if he did break out, it could be bad. “Let’s go. I want to see what he did to those girls.”

      I followed Astrid out of the house, which I barely had time to pay attention to, and then slowly we made our way away from the house, and we were soon standing in front of another brown wooden door, which was barely pushed open. There was a ray of sunshine reflected on the tile floor, which was uncovered and led to stairs at the end of the hallway.

      Astrid squeezed past me. “That way,” she said, cocking her head toward the stairs. “They’re upstairs, on the third floor.”

      I nodded, then sprinted past her. I didn’t want to leave her behind, but the urgency in her voice led me to believe that if this wasn’t handled soon, it would be bad.

      The house was big, but it didn’t take me very long to get to the third floor. Once I was there, I heard voices—quiet, subdued voices, but voices nevertheless—and all I had to do was walk to the door and open it.

      Astrid was running behind me, keeping up with me with surprising ease. She put her hand on my shoulder as I opened the door. I didn’t look back at her, because all I could focus on was Carmen.

      She was turned away from me, her shoulders slumped, and just from her posture, I could tell that she seemed devastated.

      My gaze darted away from her, and my eyes widened as I finally found the children. They were very small—the oldest of them was maybe ten years old. They were behind what looked like a mountain of furniture, and there was no chance that they could scale it. It wasn’t just much bigger than them, but there was so much of it, and it was precariously balanced. If the girls had tried to climb away, they would’ve brought the entire thing down the moment they did.

      Not that they could have. They were tied to the iron shutters on the windows with long flowy blankets, their wrists bound together. I couldn’t see their feet from where I stood, but I could make an educated guess that they were completely immobilized, and it made my blood boil.

      “David,” Astrid said softly. “What do you want us to do?”

      Right. I couldn’t just stand there and be angry. I had to do something.

      “We’re going to move this,” I said. “And I’m going to need your help.”
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      We made short work of moving the furniture, but by the time we were done, we were all sweating. We’d made a small path toward the girls, and I knelt down in front of them.

      “Hi,” I said to the littlest one. She stared at me, wide-eyed, her bright eyes brimming with tears. “I’m sorry, I’ll try to make this quick, but it might hurt. Try not to squirm too much, okay?”

      The little one nodded.

      “Who are you?” The older one said.

      “He’s my friend, Sara,” Carmen said. She was standing behind me, and when I glanced back, I noticed that she was leaning forward, and her hands were on her knees. “He’s going to help you two get out of here. Can you tell me what happened?”

      I reached for my knife—but of course, it wasn’t there, and I couldn’t exactly cut the restraints without something sharp. Antonio had tied the strings very tightly, and I could see that their little hands were red. Their circulation had obviously been cut off, and they had to be in pain.

      “Antonio told us he had something to show us,” Sara said. “I didn’t want to follow him, but Isabel wanted to, and I didn’t want her to go by herself.”

      The little girl trailed off, and my gaze darted back to Carmen.

      “All he had to do was offer to show her an animal or something,” she said. “That’s all he had to do, and Isabel would have followed him anywhere. She’s such a sweet little girl. And Sara wasn’t going to leave her alone. She’s protective.”

      I walked away from them and undid the knot around the railing on the window. Sara sighed with relief and Isabel sniffled. I was surprised neither one of them were crying, or even wailing, considering how scared they had to be.

      “Where’s Mom?” Carmen asked as they both got to their feet.

      That seemed to be enough to make the oldest girl cry, though the youngest one only watched Carmen curiously.

      “We don’t know,” she said. “We thought she might be with you.”

      Carmen’s eyes widened. Alarm only touched her face for a second before she immediately composed herself, clearly for her little sisters’ benefit. She grabbed Sara’s hands, and pulled them up so she could look at her. Sara grimaced, trying to pull them away.

      “This will help,” she said. “It’s going to hurt now, but we want to get blood back into your hands. And you can help me do this to Isabel next. We’ll give her a little bit so it isn’t as painful. So when was the last time you saw Mom?”

      She said it so offhandedly, that if I hadn’t been looking right at her face, I would’ve probably believed that she wasn’t incredibly concerned.

      Sara shrugged her shoulders. “Many nights.”

      Carmen swallowed, her jaw hardening, and Astrid put a hand on her shoulder. “The girls are okay,” she said. Carmen stood up and backed away from the girls, wiping her sweaty hands on the fabric of her shirt. “We need to give them a little space, okay? And maybe make them some food. Are you two hungry?”

      They both nodded, and Carmen smiled. “You’re right,” she said. “You two must be hungry.”

      I sighed. If the girls’ mom was gone, that meant that I wouldn’t just be able to give them my car and have them drive as far away from there as they could. And Carmen wouldn’t just leave them here, she couldn’t, so she was definitely not going back.

      And even if Cortez couldn’t come looking for her himself, he was going to send someone.

      But if I killed him—if I took care of him before we did anything to her, both Carmen and Astrid would get to leave. They would never have to go back to White Willow. They would be free of him.

      “I need you both to stay here,” I said, my gaze darting between them as they both stood up. “I need you to shut the doors.”

      “What?”

      “Just do what I say, please,” I replied. “If what Antonio said is right, then that means there are going to be more people looking for you. We don’t want that. I don’t know how long it’s going to take me to deal with him, but most people probably won’t know to look here, and I’d feel a lot better if I wasn’t worried about you.”

      “What are you going to do to him?” Carmen asked, her eyes wide.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “Talk to him, I guess. If you don’t want me to hurt him…”

      Her eyes narrowed and she fisted her hands over the fabric of her skirt. “No,” she said. “I don’t trust him anymore.”

      She took a step toward me and lowered her voice. Before she spoke again, she took a deep, shuddering breath, and I instinctively put my hand up and brushed it behind her ear.

      “He won’t be a problem for long,” I said. “I promise you.”

      She smiled at me, a little shakily. “Thank you,” she said. “For everything.”

      I nodded, and before I could move away from her, she stood on the tips of her toes and she pressed a soft kiss to my cheek.

      My heart flipped in my chest, and I looked past her at Astrid, who was staring at me with a smile on her face.

      Whatever that meant.
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      As soon as I was out of view of the four of them, I finally let my anger show on my face. If anyone else tried to come for me—for them—I was definitely going to kill them without thinking twice.

      Still, I didn’t know how my conversation with Antonio was going to go, considering what he had done to the children. I also didn’t know if Antonio had anything to do with Carmen’s mother’s disappearance.

      There was a part of me that didn’t want to know.

      I probably took too long to go from Antonio’s house back to Carmen’s, since I was trying my best to calm down, but it wasn’t working. My temper kept soaring, and the more I thought about how Carmen’s sisters had been tied up, the worse it got.

      By the time I got back to the top of the stairs and was standing in front of the room that I’d barricaded with the credenza, I was angrier than I’d been when I’d first left the neighboring house.

      When I went upstairs, I noticed that the door was ajar, and the sideboard had moved slightly. There was insistent knocking on the door, and I squared my back as I noticed that David was slamming into the door with his entire body, trying his best to move it with his shoulder. He’d probably chipped the wood on either the door, the sideboard, or maybe both.

      I leaned forward and knocked hard against the door. “Stop,” I said. “I’m not going to let you out if you keep doing that.”

      “Are you going to let me out if I don’t?”

      He sounded very tired, and I couldn’t help but smile when I heard the tone of his voice. “No,” I said. “Not until I know Carmen and the girls are safe.”

      “Those two aren’t safe until you take her back to the estate,” he said. “You can try to outrun Cortez all you want, but you can’t. It doesn’t matter how strong or smart you are. He’s killed better men than you.”

      “Why were you so desperate to get to him, then?” I asked.

      “I don’t want to kill him,” he said. “I just want to go work for him. Carmen, her family, they think they’re all so much better than the rest of us. I thought she might come back if her sisters didn’t have their mother around anymore, but she didn’t care…”

      It wasn’t that she didn’t care. She obviously hadn’t known, but I wasn’t going to explain that to him.

      “What did you want with him, then?” I asked through the door.

      “Just to talk,” he replied. “It’s true that he has men come down here and scout for girls he thinks he might like, but he doesn’t only take girls back.”

      “So you want to work for him?” I asked. “I don’t know you, but I would imagine everyone in town would try their best to avoid him.”

      “It’s not about the work,” he spat back. His voice was a bit muffled from the door that separated us, but I could hear it rising in pitch as he got progressively more upset. “It’s not. It doesn’t matter that these men work for him. It’s just a way to be at White Willow. Don’t you understand?”

      I waited. I wasn’t sure if I did, in fact, understand, or if this was worse than I’d originally thought. “I assume you’re going to explain?”

      “What is there to explain?” he asked. “Cortez knows the secret to immortality. Any of the men he takes on could learn it from him, if he chooses to teach it. Think about how charmed his life is. He marries beautiful women, one after the other, and rumor is that he doesn’t age at all. Wouldn’t every man want that?”

      “He doesn’t just marry them,” I said. “You know he kills them, right?”

      “So what?” Antonio asked. “As long as he gets to fuck them first, that doesn’t seem like a problem.”

      I didn’t know how I’d managed to control my anger until then, but as soon as he said that all my self-control was gone. I immediately pushed the credenza away from the door with my knees and kicked the door open. Antonio was obviously aware he’d made me angry because he was walking backward toward the corner of the room, his hands by his side.

      There was blood dripping from his nose down to his mouth and some of it had dried and was darker than before. It looked like it was seeping into his beard, but I didn’t have a lot of time to look at his face because his fists were up by his face, and he was shielding himself from me.

      “What did you just say?” I asked him, looking into his eyes.

      “Why does that make you angry?” Antonio asked, shaking his head. “Fuck hot women, dispose of them, and live forever. There’s nothing not to like there.”

      I thought about my sister’s letter, about how hopeful it was, and then about Carmen. And how afraid Carmen had been when his stubby hand was wrapped around her slender neck, the children’s hands bound to each other as they struggled to get out.

      “Shut up,” I said, squaring up to him.

      He glared at me, a smirk on his face. “Or what? You’ll lock me in again?”

      I didn’t think about it. It was as if my hand moved of its own accord, and I struck him as hard as I could on the cheek, the punch hard enough to hurt my fist. The blow had landed squarely on his cheekbone, which cracked and crunched under the weight of my fist, and he yelped as he took a step back and tried to go for me.

      I was too fast, and the punch had dazed him, so he didn’t manage to strike me. I snapped my right knee up at him and caught him in the stomach, making him double in pain. As he sputtered, I moved aside. “You should leave,” I said. “Get the hell out of this town and never, ever come back here again. If you do, I will kill you.”

      He smirked. As if he wasn’t hurt.

      As if I wasn’t doing my best not to hold back so I wouldn’t fucking kill him.

      “Don’t be mad,” he said. “I didn’t touch her. I left her all for you… if Cortez let’s you have her, that is.”

      Fucking asshole. I thought about beating him to death, then noticed that his hand went to his belt. Even in only a few seconds, I could tell he was trying his best to unsheathe his knife, but I didn’t give him a chance.

      I hit him on the side of the head with an uppercut, hard enough to make him wince, and he stumbled back, his grip loosening around his sheathed knife. I hit him hard again, leaning down, grabbing the handle of his weapon as he stumbled back again.

      “Get the fuck out,” I said. “I never, ever want to see your face again.”

      He glared at me, even as he swayed from side to side, barely able to keep his balance.

      He ran toward me, and I stuck the blade out as I held on to the weapon, the blade poking into his body. I pressed hard into him, pushing him back, and he foamed as he wheezed and frothed at the mouth.

      Antonio opened his mouth to say something, but he couldn’t. He fell to his knees, unable to keep himself upright anymore, and I waited until he was done spasming to collect the holster off his belt.

      I sighed as I leaned down, his mouth half-open as his chest stopped rising up and down. “Thanks for the knife, asshole,” I said. “Try not to run into it.”
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      My hands ached.

      My entire body ached. But at least I had a knife again, it was in my holster—Antonio’s holster, technically, but I could clip it onto my belt even though it hung a little loosely—and the girls weren’t in immediate danger anymore.

      Still, thinking about Antonio’s words as I stepped over his body so I could maneuver over his body and away from Carmen’s home. Antonio kept bleeding out at my feet as I slowly moved away from him. The sideboard pushed against the door made it hard to leave, but I pushed the door open completely with my shoulder, and I barely looked around as I stepped outside the house and walked to the neighboring house.

      I went up the stairs slowly, my heart hammering in my chest. The adrenaline from the fight was giving way to something much more destabilizing, and there were many other things I needed to worry about.

      If Antonio was right, then that meant that more people would be arriving in the town, and they were going to try to get Carmen and Astrid back to White Willow.

      When I walked into the hallway, I saw that Astrid was leaving one of the bedrooms, closing the door softly in front of her.

      Her gaze flickered over to me, and her eyes widened a bit. She lingered on my clothes, and for the first time, I noticed that the fabric of my shirt was covered in blood, though I didn’t know whose blood it was.

      “What happened?” she asked.

      I shook my head. “Don’t worry,” I say. “He won’t be a problem again.”

      She sighed, her shoulders slumping, relief written all over her face. “Those girls,” she said, shaking her head and dropping her voice. “They were terrified. Carmen wasn’t doing much better.”

      “How is she now?”

      “She’s recovering, but it’s going to be a process. He probably had something to do with her missing mother, and obviously she was the one taking care of the children, so it’s hard for her to come to terms with it,” she said, looking me up and down again. “You’re going to have to get cleaned up.”

      I shook my head. “I didn’t bring a change of clothes,” I said. “I was supposed to just go in and out.”

      Astrid smiled humorlessly. “Yeah, that place does that to you,” she said. “It just… sucks you in.”

      “Right. What’s Carmen going to do?”

      “I don’t know,” Astrid replied, crossing her arms over her chest. “She can’t stay here. If she does, that’ll only put her sisters in danger.”

      “They’re children,” I said, letting my gaze wander to the wooden door. Before I spoke again, I tried to swallow the knot in my throat. “Surely he wouldn’t…”

      “Oh, he definitely would. And he would not make it quick.”

      I licked my teeth. That meant I had to fix this—I had to go back and kill Cortez—before he could send anyone after them. “What about you?”

      “I’m going back,” she said. “I mean, as soon as this is over.”

      “To White Willow?”

      “If you die, I don’t have anywhere else to go,” she said. “I’ll pretend that you forced me to come to the village, and hopefully he won’t kill me.”

      “You could, I don’t know, run.”

      She laughed. This time, it did seem like she thought it was funny. “And go where?” she asked. “I have no money. I can’t exactly apply for jobs when my former boss is trying to kill me.”

      “Is that what you want?”

      “To go back?” she asked. “No. But I don’t have any other options.”

      “Right now. You don’t have any options right now.”

      Her expression softened as she took a step toward me, her hands on my biceps. “You’re a good man, David,” she said, her fingers sliding up my arms until her hands were flat against my chest. “And I appreciate everything you’re doing. But you can’t ask me to be hopeful about something that might not happen.”

      “I’m not asking you to do anything,” I said. “I’m just saying that you might not need to go back to that.”

      Her cheeks reddened a bit as her curled fingers settled right next to the buttons on my shirt. “You need to get cleaned up, David. I think Antonio’s clothes will be a little loose on you, but these aren’t just dirty, they’re ripped, and there is… glass on your sleeves. That’s glass, right?”

      I nodded. “Yeah.”

      “That has to be uncomfortable.”

      I nodded again. “Yeah, it’s not great,” I said, suddenly aware of just how badly my arm stung.

      “Get yourself cleaned up. I’ll handle finding you some clothes.”

      “Clean myself up?”

      “There’s a tub in the bathroom downstairs. I’m sure you want a bath.”

      I held back a smile. Now that she mentioned it, a bath really did sound like a very nice idea.

      “I think he gets hot water,” she said. “So I’m sure it’ll be the most luxurious bath of your life.”

      I laughed. “Thanks.”

      She bit down on her lip, her pink blush deepening. “I didn’t… I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay. It was funny. And it was worth it, because I don’t think you get flustered often, and I enjoyed that very much.”

      She rolled her eyes, but I noticed that she wouldn’t hold my gaze as she took a step away from me. “Just throw your clothes out of the room and into the hallway,” she said. “I’ll come pick them up in twenty minutes. Okay?”

      I tried to meet her gaze because I couldn’t really figure out if her tone meant that she wanted something else, since she was suggesting that I get in the bath after all, and she was only going to be inches away from me.

      But as she walked away, I realized I couldn’t exactly ask her if she meant anything improper. She certainly didn’t seem like that kind of woman.

      Then again, what the hell did I know?
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      I didn’t take long in the bath, despite wanting to. The water was warm, and Astrid had been right. I definitely needed it. It felt luxurious, having all this to myself. I’d obviously been to the baths before, but this was different.

      It would’ve bordered on surreal, if it hadn’t been for the fact that a faun had gone down on me less than two days ago.

      I closed my eyes, trying to will myself to get out of the bath, and then opened them again so I could watch as the blood was washed off my skin and the water muddied.

      I sank into it, feeling how tight my shoulders were, the warm water helping a bit with the soreness. But I couldn’t just stay there and enjoy it, no matter how tempting it was.

      There was a lot I still needed to take care of.

      I grabbed a towel that Astrid had left for me, dried myself off, and wrapped it around my waist as I softly walked to the door of the bathroom. She’d taken the clothes that I’d thrown into the hallway. I leaned down to grab the clothes she’d left on the tile floor, neatly folded over each other, and barely looked up when I heard the soft gasp coming from the hallway.

      “Sorry,” Astrid said, her voice softer than usual. I picked up my head to look at her, and when our gazes met, she immediately cast hers down, so she wasn’t looking right at me. “I didn’t think you would be out of there so soon. I was just going to the kitchen.”

      “It’s okay. I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      She nodded, still not looking at me. For the first time since I’d met her, I had an inkling that she might be shy, and I was surprised at how endearing I immediately found it.

      “I hope the clothes fit.”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. I haven’t tried them on yet.”

      “I’ll give you some privacy,” she said, turning to walk away. “I still need to…”

      “It’s fine,” I replied when she trailed off. “You don’t have to leave. But you can turn around. I don’t want you to see anything you don’t want to see.

      The red in her cheeks deepened and she chewed on her lower lip again, her mouth falling open for a second before she composed herself. I drank in her looks, her skin satin soft and honey gold, her tiny waist almost unbelievably small compared to her impressive tits.

      She wore a modest dress, so it was hard to see every curve of her body, but the way she folded her arms over her chest showed off her figure.

      “I…”

      “I’m cold,” I said when she trailed off again.

      She shook her head, laughing and turning around as she did. “You killed him, didn’t you?”

      I was putting on my clothes as she asked this, and I didn’t like talking to the back of her head. I knew asking her to turn around was out of the question. I grabbed the pants, slid them on, and then started on the jacket. The fabric was surprisingly stiff, and the clothes were a little too big, but she was right. It was nice not to be wearing the same clothes I’d been wearing for days. “Yes,” I said, as I started to do the buttons of my newly acquired shirt. “He wasn’t just an asshole; he was a threat. Not just to Carmen, but to the children, too.”

      “Are you going to tell her?”

      I sighed. “I don’t know. You can turn around now,” I said. “I’m almost done putting this on.”

      She turned around, cocking her head as she looked at me. “Do you want to tell her?”

      I shook my head. “Not really. Carmen said he was a neighbor, maybe even a friend. I don’t know how that would help her.”

      “It might put her mind at ease when it comes to her sisters,” she said. “But I don’t think she’s going to find it easy. Still, I think she might want to hear it from you.”

      “I’ll tell her,” I said. “When I see her next. She’s trying to sleep this whole thing off, right?”

      Astrid took a step toward me, her eyes narrowing. “Do you mind if I help you with this? You did the buttons all wrong.”

      I had not done the buttons all wrong, but I wasn’t going to stop her if she wanted to help. She crossed the space between us, tilting her head up so she could look at me as her fingers worked from the collar of my shirt all the way down to the bottom of it.

      “She is,” she said, her fingers so close to my skin that I could practically feel the heat rolling off them. Her voice was a little quieter than usual too, and I was certain that it wasn’t my imagination. She clearly wanted something else, too, and I was more than happy to give it to her. “This is really hard for her.”

      “I can only imagine.”

      “Poor thing,” Astrid said, her hands finally opening the shirt, and her fingers curling over the skin on my stomach. Her touch immediately sent a shiver down my spine. “A life at White Willow is a hard life for anyone. Carmen’s just a girl.”

      “So were you.”

      She pressed her hands flat against my stomach, her touch soft, her hands warm. “You really are cold,” she said. “I can think of a few ways to warm you up.”

      “I think two consecutive baths might be excessive.”

      She laughed, moving away from me. “Is that really what you thought I meant?”

      “Definitely,” I said, slinging my arm around her waist and pulling her close to me until her body was flush against mine. I could feel how warm she was, the rise and fall of her breasts to go with her quickened breathing against my chest. “That’s what I meant.”

      She opened her mouth to speak, but I pressed my lips against hers. For a second, she seemed startled, and then she kissed me back, immediately deepening it as her hands trailed down toward the waistband of my pants. I wasn’t wearing a belt, so when she hooked her fingers on the belt loops and yanked them gently down, they could have easily slid down my legs.

      I moved my free hand to my waistband so I could keep them up.

      “You don’t want them to fall?” she asked breathlessly, then kissed me again, her tongue sliding into my mouth.

      I pushed her gently away from me, but she was so insistent, she continued nibbling on my lower lip.

      Astrid pulled away from me for a second. “We probably shouldn’t be doing this in the hallway.”

      “You’re right,” I said.  Wrapping both my arms tightly around her waist, I swung her back into the bathroom and I listened as she kicked the door behind us shut.

      I pushed her against the closed door, my hands falling down her sides until I bunched up the fabric of her skirt with my hands. She met my gaze, her pupils so dilated I could hardly see the color of her eyes, and then her hands fell to her lap and I stepped away from her for a second. She unclasped something, and I watched, my heart beating fast in my chest as she kicked them off and took a step toward me.

      She wasn’t shy anymore. She was hungry, and I didn’t think I could wait for her anymore. Astrid hooked her fingers around the waistband of my pants again and pulled them off entirely, her gaze darting down to my hardened cock, and then back to my eyes.

      “That’s…”

      “I’ll be gentle,” I said.

      “Okay. I trust you.”

      I smiled at her, closing the space between us, and pressed my lips against hers as I tightened my grip around her waist. Her body was pushed against the door, and when she hooked her leg around my waist, I couldn’t wait anymore. I reached down so I could line myself against her opening.

      I teased her with my cock, and she moaned softly, but she didn’t move her hips. She was so wet, it was hard to resist her, but I knew that if I just fucked her right then I would lose all semblance of control.

      “Are you ready? You seem ready.”

      “Yes,” she said as she looked into my eyes, her voice thick with desire.

      I pressed her into the wall as I pushed myself inside her, slowly at first, her pussy perfectly tight and wet.

      “You can fuck me harder than that,” she said into my ear.

      I sighed as I pushed myself into her, her muscles gripping me tightly as she wrapped both her legs around my hips, and pulled me closer to her. We fell into a rhythm quickly, and she picked up her head to kiss me again. She gasped as she pulled away from me, her arms around my neck as she tilted her forehead against mine.

      “Oh fuck. That feels so good,” she said, her breath trembling.

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah,” she said. “I love your big cock inside of me.”

      I couldn’t hold back, so I started thrusting into her harder, and her muscles clenched and rippled around me as she threw her head back. I was vaguely aware that she’d barely missed hitting her head on the door behind her, that she was biting her lower lip so she wouldn’t scream, her legs locking around me as her body shuddered. I melted in her heat, and she tilted her head forward and bit down on my shoulder as her muscles clenched around me again.

      All my muscles tensed as I finished inside of her, until I was left gasping along with her, and her body went slack against mine.

      She disentangled herself from my body, gasping as she did, and I smiled at her as I set her down.

      “I should let you get dressed,” she said.

      “I was already dressed.”

      “I should let you get dressed again.”

      “I don’t know. I have better ideas,” I said. “Just give me a few minutes.”

      She smirked at me as she straightened her clothes, walking over to the mirror. “You’re bad,” she said, her gaze flickering over to my reflection as I watched her fix her hair.

      “I resent that,” I said, smiling at her reflection. I wrapped my arms around her waist again and pressed my lips against the crook of her neck. “Afterglow is a great look for you.”

      She laughed softly. She turned around, and it looked like she was about to kiss me when we both heard a sound coming from somewhere upstairs. “I think they might be awake,” she said. “You should go talk to Carmen.”

      I took a step away from her. “You’re right. This is going to suck.”

      She put her hand on my arm, squeezing it softly. “She’ll understand, David. You did the right thing.”

      I nodded, my mouth dry. I really, really hoped she was right.
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      We stood in the hallway, in front of the half-closed room where Carmen’s sisters were sleeping, and she leaned against the wall as she peered up with those huge brown eyes of hers.

      “You said you needed to talk to me.”

      “I did,” I said. “Your neighbor is dead.”

      Her gaze darted away from mine, and I watched as she dug her fingertips into the soft skin of her arms. “What happened?”

      “He wasn’t going to leave you or your sisters alone,” I said simply. “I tried to talk to him, but he wouldn’t listen, and I couldn’t take that risk.”

      She looked at my face again, her expression softening. “Thank you,” she said. “I thought… I don’t know. He’s rich, he was always kind to me, to us. He gave us everything we asked for. When my dad died, and my mom was struggling, he helped with food. I guess I didn’t realize that it was because he wanted something from me all along. I thought he was being a genuinely nice person. I guess it was naïve of me.”

      “I don’t know if it was naïve,” I said. “It’s nice of you to want to see the best in people. I just wish it didn’t come to this.”

      “Me too,” she said, shaking her head, her eyes swimming with tears. “The girls told me Mom went with him to the market last weekend and never came back.”

      “Well, that’s fucked,” I said.

      She shook her head, her breath shaking when she spoke again. “I don’t know what I’m going to do,” she said. “I can’t stay here, because Cortez will just send men to look for me. But I can’t go back to the estate. I can’t put the girls in harm’s way. They’ll be okay for now, but for how long?”

      I swallowed. “I understand. You could take my car?” I asked. “You could drive them away from all of this.”

      “And do what?” she asked. “I don’t have any money.”

      “You could learn a trade,” I said, and I realized how useless that sounded the moment that I said it.

      She laughed bitterly, her arms crossed over her chest. “I’ve never even…”

      “I wasn’t suggesting anything like that,” I said when she trailed off, her cheeks reddening as she looked away from me. “I wouldn’t ever imply such a thing.”

      She shook her head. “I know. I understand,” she said. “I just have no idea what to do here, and that scares me.”

      “Don’t worry. I’ll help.”

      She smiled, her entire face lighting up. “I know. And I’m glad.”

      “For the time being, let’s maybe get some food, and some sleep,” I said. “It’s been a long day and you deserve a rest.”

      She nodded, getting on the tips of her toes and pressing a kiss against my cheek. “You should get some rest too, David.”

      I knew she was right the moment she pulled away. I was exhausted. I didn’t know when the last time I had slept through the entire night was, and the pull of a bed was almost too much. There were many bedrooms around me, all with perfectly acceptable beds, and it suddenly dawned on me that I could crawl into any one of them.

      Carmen squeezed my arm. “You look tired,” she said softly. “Go lie down for a bit and Astrid and I will cook you something.”

      I nodded as she cocked her head toward one of the open bedrooms at the end of the hallway.

      Carmen had been right, I was exhausted, and I immediately fell asleep even when wearing all my clothes. I didn’t even get under the duvet, and I only just managed to kick off my shoes.

      Waking up in someone else’s bed was much more disorienting than waking up in a barn. I heard something outside; loud, disorienting. I immediately sat up, my hands gripping the quilt under me.

      My first instinct was to duck and take cover, but the girls were out there somewhere, and I knew I needed to find them and protect them from whatever the fuck was happening.

      I hopped out of the bed, and sprinted down the hallway and then down the stairs. “Carmen? Astrid?”

      “In here!” Astrid said, as loudly as she could.

      Then I heard another boom, and my sprint turned into a full-on jog. I walked into an active kitchen, pots and pans strewn around, and the children were cowering behind Carmen.

      Astrid was obviously trying to keep her composure, but Carmen looked terrified. “What’s going on?”

      “They’re probably here,” I said. “We knew they would come. It’s…”

      The sound of something else outside, falling on the roof, interrupted me. It sounded like it was close. Much closer than I liked.

      “Did you guys lock the doors?”

      “Yes,” Astrid said. “The windows, too. I don’t know how they know we’re here.”

      “I’m not surprised,” I said. “From what Antonio said, Cortez’s people were spying on the town. They were waiting for us to arrive.”

      “It’s hard to get into town, but many of these men are from here,” Astrid said. “They know the way here. They were always going to find us.”

      “Wait,” I said, a knot tightening at the pit of my stomach.

      “What is it?” Carmen said, her eyes wide, her mouth falling open as her sisters held on to her legs. She put her hands on the

      “That means they must’ve been around, watching us, and they’re just choosing to move in now.”

      “But why?” Carmen asked, her voice trembling.

      Astrid met my gaze. I hoped she knew what I was thinking; that they’d waited until they could corral us into a place where they could ambush us, and we’d played right into their hands. I should have never tried to go to bed.

      I kneeled down so that I could peer into the children’s faces. It was important that I keep them calm, because Carmen looked like she was on the verge of panicking, and I could tell she was struggling to fill the role of protective older sister.

      “Girls,” I said. “I need you to go upstairs and hide in one of the rooms, okay? I need you both to lock the door and only come out if any of the three of us come get you. Can you do that for me?”

      They looked at each other, then up at Carmen. “Listen to him,” she said. “Go.”

      I backed off as the girls ran upstairs, and Carmen crossed her arms over her chest as she cocked her head, her eyes narrowing. “We can’t leave them there.”

      “We won’t,” I said. “I’m going to kill them. And then we’re going to run far, far away from here, and this is all going to feel like a bad memory, or like a dream.”

      “How are you going to fight them?” Astrid said. “They have firepower, and there’s at least a dozen of them. You’re impressive, but I don’t know how you could take on all of them.”

      I chewed on the inside of my mouth. She was right, but it didn’t make any difference. I couldn’t let them know just how much trouble we were in.

      We might have some advantage, if they didn’t just kill us. Astrid was right. I needed to fight my way out before things took a turn for the worse.

      “Don’t worry. I’m not,” I said. I hoped it didn’t sound like the lie it clearly was. “I have an idea. We’re all going to be able to get out of here. I promise.”

      They both looked relieved, and I instantly felt like shit. I really hoped I would be able to pull this off, but I had no fucking idea.

      And I was terrified.
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      I tried to think, despite how hard and quick my heart was beating in my chest. Outside, I could hear people speaking, and I could hear the sound of boots and incessant knocking on the doors and windows.

      I had a second to be pleasantly surprised at how thoroughly Astrid and Carmen had locked up. They’d put every chain on the door, and they’d even managed to move some of the furniture to the doors.

      “Good job,” I said. They were both standing by the kitchen door, their arms folded over their chest. Every time we heard a bang outside, Carmen’s eyes would widen, and she would pale a bit. Astrid was trying her best to hold back, but from the way she was holding herself, I could tell she was frightened too. “I can hear them knocking on every door. There’s a chance they don’t know we’re in this house yet.”

      Astrid’s eyes narrowed. “Maybe, but if you’re right, and the neighbors were spying on us, then they probably do,” she said.

      “Even if they don’t,” Carmen added softly. “Once they find Antonio’s body, they’re going to figure it out quickly. That’s my house. It’s not a secret. So it made sense that we’d be hiding over at his place.”

      I nodded. I really hoped she couldn’t see how scared I was, because she was right. From what I could tell, we were trapped. I closed my eyes, trying to think this through. I knew panicking wouldn’t serve me.

      “This house has a terrace, doesn’t it?”

      Carmen nodded. “It does,” she said. “It’s in the back, and it’s pretty large. You could climb to other people’s roofs on it, if you wanted, but…”

      “We can carry the children,” Astrid said matter-of-factly. I flashed her a grateful smile. She was wrong, obviously—we could maybe carry the five-year-old, but the ten-year-old was another matter entirely.

      “We should probably wait until they wear themselves out,” I said. “If they’re still in such a frenzy when we try to escape, the chances of them following us are higher than I want them to be.”

      “What if they don’t?” Carmen said, chewing on her lower lip. “Worse, what if they try to climb up here?”

      Shit. She was right. My heart dropped. We couldn’t stay in the kitchen; we couldn’t just wait for what was essentially a siege. “You’re right,” I said. “But we’re barricaded in here, and we’ve bought ourselves some time.”

      “So are you suggesting that we just wait it out?”

      I chewed on the inside of my mouth until I broke the skin, and my mouth flooded with the taste of copper. We couldn’t just wait it out, and discussing it, waiting here, it was putting us in danger. “No,” I said. “We’re going to get the girls, and go to the terrace. If we have the advantage of higher ground, then we should take it.”

      Astrid nodded. “You’re right. Tell us what to do.”

      “Astrid, I need you to fill the bath, and keep it running” I said. “Make the water as hot as possible. I want to be able to tip it over the balcony if they try to scale the walls. Carmen, you and I are on pot duty. We’re going to take as many containers as we can to the bathroom and rotate them so that we can throw it down on them while it’s still boiling hot, so that if Carmen is right, and they try to scale the walls, there’s a way for us to defend ourselves.”

      “So we’re throwing boiling water on them?”

      I shook my head. “By the time we take it upstairs, it’ll have cooled down a bit,” I said. “Hopefully it will still hurt them, though. We can’t afford them coming up here.”

      “And then what?”

      “Once they’ve calmed down, and it’s too dark for them to do anything but sit around a bonfire—because I don’t think they’re going to go inside one of these houses and miss the opportunity to catch us—then we’ll climb up on the other roofs and get the fuck out of here.”

      They exchanged a look. I didn’t want to know what it meant. “Won’t they notice?”

      “They might, but hopefully, we’ll be long gone by then,” I said, my mouth dry. “Now come on. What are we waiting for?”

      Astrid nodded. “You’re right,” she said. “I’ll get started on this, then I’ll help you guys get some pots and other things.”

      I nodded. “Once you’re done with the bath, stop and get the children,” I said. “Make sure they’re upstairs, on the terrace.”

      “You don’t want to leave them alone?” Carmen asked. I could hear the barely contained panic in her voice, and I didn’t like it at all.

      “I think it’d be best if they were on the terrace with us,” I said.

      There was a moment of electrifying, terrible silence as Carmen nodded, acknowledging what I had said. I didn’t want to tell her that I was afraid they’d seize the house, they’d walk inside, and set the whole thing on fire. If the only people who Cortez’s men were interested in were Astrid and Carmen, then the children were going to be in a lot of trouble.

      And I didn’t know if we were going to be able to save her.

      “Shouldn’t I be the one to get them?” Carmen said softly.

      “No,” I said. “Don’t. I need your help.”

      Astrid’s gaze flickered between the two of us, but she said nothing about it. “I won’t be long,” she said. “Should we boil some water here as well?”

      “Yes, we’ll get right on that,” Carmen said. “We made you food. Maybe you could eat when we’re doing this?”

      I smiled at her. Astrid walked past me, squeezing my bicep as she did, and it was reassuring and terrifying all at once. I really, really hoped I would be able to get us all the fuck out of there, but I guessed I was going to find out, whether I wanted to or not.

      I just wasn’t sure that I did.
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      I ate with one hand as I grabbed as many pots and pans and containers as I could. Carmen hadn’t been wrong. Eating settled my nerves slightly; I hadn’t realized just how hungry I was until I was eating.

      Carmen worked diligently, not saying anything, but I was worried about her.

      Once we’d managed to stack enough pans on top of each other, Carmen started to walk away from me, but I stopped her by putting my hand on her shoulder.

      “Are you okay?” I asked when she looked up at me. Her eyes were swimming with tears, and I had to resist the urge to wrap my arms around her to console her, because she looked so small and vulnerable, and this had to be extremely hard for her.

      I didn’t need to drag her here, and she had been so scared from the get-go. And then when we’d gotten here, someone had probably killed her mom, and had hurt her sisters.

      She pursed her lips before she answered. “No, but I will be,” she said. “I’m glad you’re here, David. I don’t think we’d be able to get out of this without you.”

      I couldn’t resist her then; those dark eyes, the way she was looking at me, as if I had the answer to everything. I did not, in fact, have the answer to everything. I had the answer to nothing.

      But this woman was staring at me as if I could get her and her family to safety, and if I didn’t do it, it was going to be my worst failure. Way worse than letting my sister die.

      I wrapped my arms around her waist, and pulled her closer to me, until she nested her face into my chest, and she breathed deeply. She sounded like she was about to sob, so I put my free hand on the back of her head and held her body against mine.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, her voice muffled on my chest. “I’m so sorry, I know I should be helping but I can’t stop thinking about how messed up this all is. If I’d never gone to Cortez’s estate…”

      “You didn’t have a choice, Carmen,” I said. “And, for what it’s worth, I don’t think you did anything wrong.”

      “But I left them alone,” she said. Somewhere outside, I heard loud knocking, and I had to do my best not to square my back or betray just how scared I was. “I left them alone, and they were vulnerable because of me.”

      “It’s okay,” I said, pulling away from her, my hand on her shoulders. “Listen to me. Once we get out of here, you’re going to take my car, and you’re going to drive away.”

      “I told you. I have nowhere to go.”

      “But you’re wrong,” I said. “You do have somewhere to go. I have a house and resources. You can just stay there. If anyone questions you, just say you’re a friend of the family.”

      Her eyes widened, her mouth falling open. “You would do that for me?”

      “I don’t want you to have to go back there,” I said. “And there’s no way that you can stay here.”

      She swallowed, her cheeks reddening. “But why would you do that for me?”

      “Because I put you in this situation,” I said. “And because you wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for me. And you don’t deserve any of that, Carmen. You shouldn’t have to be afraid all the time. That’s no way to live.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “How do you know?”

      I didn’t think she wanted to hear all about the war, or about how constant the fear had been, and how I had never felt like I wasn’t afraid since coming back. But she didn’t need any of that. She was going to be okay, and I was going to make absolutely sure of it. “Just trust me.”

      She nodded. “I trust you,” she said. “You’ve been nothing but good to me. Thank you for everything.”

      I shook my head. “I haven’t done anything yet, Carmen,” I said.

      She laughed softly. “Don’t be silly,” she said. “If it wasn’t for Astrid, I think…”

      “What?”

      Her cheeks reddened fiercely, and her gaze darted away from me. Standing in the darkened kitchen, the only light the dim bulb overhead which swung back and forth slightly every time we moved, there was an angelic quality about her looks.

      I could’ve probably stared at her forever. If I wasn’t worried we were going to get murdered in a terrible, grizzly way by the people who were standing outside, ready to come in and drag what Cortez considered his property back to White Willow, and they would have to face the consequences of their actions.

      They should’ve never tried to escape.

      And if Cortez found out that Tomás had helped me, there was going to be hell to pay for that kid, and he didn’t deserve that.

      And of course there was me. My death would be grizzly. It would probably be much worse than the women’s, because I’d fucked everything up for him, and while I’d never met him, I could tell that he wasn’t the kind of man that took well to being humiliated.

      I’d humiliated the shit out of him. I would’ve done it again—I would’ve been happy to do it again—if it didn’t mean putting other people in danger. I’d been impetuous, and I couldn’t help but regret it.

      “David? Are you okay?” she asked me.

      “I’m fine,” I said automatically. She didn’t need to know any of this. I needed her alert, not panicked. “What about you? What were you going to say?”

      “Nothing,” she said. “You don’t want to hear it. Let’s do as much of this as we can. Do you really think they’re going to stop soon?”

      The sound of shouting and knocking outside, conversation, even laughter, kept rolling inside. There was something jovial about the attack, and it set my teeth on edge. They were having fun while we were in a house none of us wanted to be in, corralled and getting progressively more afraid.

      “Thank you for the food,” I said softly. “And thank you for sticking with me. I know this is hard, but this will all be over soon.”

      Carmen threw her hair behind her shoulder, smiling brightly at me. “Of course it will,” she said. “I know you’re there. I know you’re going to help. I trust you with my life, David. Should we get all these pots to the bathroom?”

      I nodded, her words echoing in my head.

      I guessed, soon, I was going to find out if I was worthy of her trust after all.
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      It didn’t take long for all of us to go upstairs. The children huddled together near the back of the terrace, close to the door, because I didn’t want them exposed to the people downstairs.

      Astrid and Carmen had set out a number of containers with incredibly hot water that could easily be tipped, and they’d both given the girls specific instructions to stay away from the edge. We knew the water was going to get cold, so we were going to have to keep changing it, but at least there was some defense.

      Even if it was fictitious—and now that I was up there, it really did feel a little pointless, though the air was warm enough that the water would probably take a bit of time to cool off—I was hoping that it would go some way toward making the girls feel a little bit more secure, if nothing else.

      I peered over the edge of the terrace. Since the streets were narrow and steep, with rows of white houses lining them, the people who were attacking us could only really stay on one of the streets.

      After a quick glance below, I noticed that they had calmed down, and that there were fewer of them than I’d anticipated. It was still a dozen or so, and I wouldn’t have been able to fight them all off; not when there were four other people counting on me who could easily get hurt.

      I counted a few silhouettes on the street, feeling a bit better as I noticed that they were setting up for the night.

      “I was right,” I said. “They got tired. They’re probably camping out there for the night.”

      “Maybe for longer than the night,” Astrid said, leaning over the railing. They hadn’t noticed us yet, but I knew they were going to as soon as they looked up. We’d turned all the lights off because we didn’t want to attract attention to ourselves, particularly if we were going to have to climb up on the surrounding roofs.

      I turned to look at her. “I don’t think this is going to turn into a standoff,” I said. I definitely thought it was going to turn into a standoff.

      She shrugged her shoulders. “I hope you’re right.”

      I wasn’t. “Let’s not worry about it for now,” I said. “We won’t be here long enough for things to deteriorate.”

      I had no idea if I was right, but Astrid didn’t protest. She trusted me, and I felt a little better that she seemed not to mind that the plan wasn’t particularly sophisticated. It was something, though.

      “Okay,” Astrid said. “So what do we do now?”

      “We wait,” I said. “I’m sorry to say this, but things like this are often more boring than you realize.”

      “I’m not bored,” Carmen said, her voice strangled. “I’m actually really scared.”

      I sighed. Astrid walked over to where she was, her hand falling on Carmen’s shoulder and squeezing it softly. “Don’t worry,” she said. “I know this is scary, especially for you and the girls, but we’re going to be okay. We’re in good hands.”

      Astrid’s gaze flickered up to me, and she flashed me a smile. I smiled back at her, the whole thing a little tenuous, and I looked down at where Cortez’s men had camped. Smoke blew toward us, making my eyes water, and my mouth dried as I watched the men having a party, ready to pounce on us whenever we did anything bad.

      “Do you remember where we left the car?” I asked under my breath. I didn’t think that they were going to be able to hear me, but Astrid was right next to me, nodding. But she looked very concerned for a second, before her dark eyes were on mine, and she pouted for a second.

      I liked it. I liked when she forgot

      “You don’t think we’re going to be able to actually run there before they catch up to us, do you?”

      I swallowed. “I think we’re going to have to try,” I said. “There are around ten of them, and I can’t take them all in hand-to-hand combat. I mean, I could try, but I don’t want to do that while the two of you are trying to protect the kids.”

      “Tell me how I can help.”

      I squared my shoulders. “You’re already helping, Astrid,” I said. “You have since the beginning.”

      She smiled, leaning her head against my shoulder, and I slung my arm around her waist as our lips met. There was a moment where Astrid picked up her head, and her eyes narrowed as she pressed her lips against mine. “So have you,” she said as she pulled away from me.

      I didn’t want to make Carmen feel bad, and I couldn’t help but wonder if she was jealous. Astrid slid her hand down my arm, until her fingers intertwined with mine, and she sighed as she pulled away from me.

      “So what do you need me to do now?”

      “Wait,” I said. “And whatever you do, don’t fall asleep. We want to take advantage of any time they’re not paying attention.”

      Astrid took a step away from me, and I immediately craned my neck so I could look at Carmen. It had never been my intention to make her jealous, and she was in such a vulnerable state.

      I thought Carmen was going to back away, but she didn’t. Her hand was on my arm too, and I could tell that Astrid was looking at her over my shoulder. Astrid nodded, almost imperceptibly, and I felt Carmen lean her forehead on my back, breathing softly.

      “Thank you,” Carmen said. She grabbed my hand, and I tensed up, looking at Astrid, who flashed me an approving smile.

      I had no idea what that meant, but I guessed I was going to find out exactly what they were trying to do.

      If only I could get us all the fuck out of here.
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      It was definitely a standoff.

      I didn’t want to tell the girls that it was, because it felt like admitting we were in danger, and that the danger was bad. After a while, they seemed to settle down a bit, and even though I’d looked around to see if there was a way we were going to be able to jump onto these roofs, terraces, and ceilings, it was too much of a risk.

      Especially with small children.

      They were going to be difficult to navigate this with.

      But I saw several of the men lying down around the grass, the bonfire dwindling into nothing, and I realized that this was going to be the only opportunity we had to get the fuck out of there.

      In the meantime, we’d changed the pots and pans several times, and the water was hot, but we hadn’t needed to use it. I knew that, when it was time, we would make a dash for it, and we would have to tip all the water as we tried to escape.

      “Listen,” I said, huddling close to both Astrid and Carmen. They were tired, both of them had been pacing around trying not to fall asleep, all while they let the girls’ rest. None of us wanted to scare them. “It’s time. We’re going to have to sneak out of the place.”

      “How?”

      “You two take the kids downstairs,” I said, my gaze darting toward the sleeping children, who were curled up near the door. I really wish they didn’t have to put up with it. “I’m going to wait about five minutes, and when you’re at the door, and you hear me making a lot of noise, leave. You have to do it as quickly as you can, okay? And as quietly as possible.”

      “I understand,” Astrid said, her gaze flickering over to Carmen’s face.

      Carmen nodded, then walked over to where the children were. She knelt in front of them, her hands reaching out to wake them up. They stirred, and she spoke to them quietly.

      I couldn’t make out what they were saying, or their expressions, but I knew this had to be hard for them. At least their sister was with them. That had to count for something.

      Astrid squeezed my arm before she left, and I watched as they closed the door softly behind them. My heart was in my throat, but I tried to calm myself down. Something about being in this town felt like it had disturbed my purpose slightly, because being at White Willow had been easy enough, but my adrenaline had spiked considerably, and I knew it was partially because I was worried about getting the four of them out safely.

      When I had been trying to get revenge on Cortez, I only had to worry about myself. But now, I had to worry about them all, and that made things a lot harder for me.

      Once they all disappeared behind the door, closing it softly behind them, I steeled myself to make as much sound as possible. Even though calling attention to myself was the plan, it was surprisingly difficult to bring myself to do it.

      I had the high ground, but there were a lot more of them than there were of me, and fear tightened at the pit of my stomach.

      I watched the men, time extending and bending, and when it felt like enough time had finally passed, I took my knife out of my pocket and started to bang it against the kitchen equipment we’d readied for the occasion.

      “Hey!” I shouted, my heart in my throat as I looked down. “I’m up here, you assholes!”

      I continued to call attention to myself, hitting things as hard as possible, and I noticed that the men crowded around the bottom of the stairs and peered up at me. Still screaming everything I could, I told myself not to go check at the front door, where the girls would’ve left from. I didn’t want them to know where they were, so I stood there, shouting until my voice was hoarse and my throat hurt.

      I’d been right.

      They were trying to scale the walls, and it didn’t seem like it was going to be difficult for them. The windows might have been closed, but the way the houses were designed meant that there were a ton of terraces and nooks and crannies to climb up on.

      One of them, a younger guy with dark eyes, looked up at me, snarling. From the left, I could hear other people coming—luckily, the right was clear, but that wouldn’t last for too long. I tilted one of the full pots down, and I watched as he let go of the wall and his body clattered below. Some of the other men surrounded him, and I knew that this was going to be my only chance to get the fuck out of there.

      I lunged to one side so I could push everything that was precariously balanced on their heads. It wasn’t just the water that fell that time. The containers themselves flew down, and I knew that they had to jump out of the way to avoid being hit by them.

      The whole thing probably only took a few seconds, but it felt like it stretched out forever, and my window of opportunity was getting smaller by the second. I didn’t stay there to pay attention to what had happened, though. I put my knife back in its holster, jumped down onto one of the terraces below, and grimaced when I realized I was face-to-face with a man that was twice my size and clearly ready to strike.

      Considering how big he was, he needed to have climbed when everything was falling on the ground below so I wouldn’t be able to hear him. Immediately, I realized that the man wasn’t just huge, he was also smart, and I was trapped.

      Quickly, I looked over my shoulder, assessing my situation. I couldn’t exactly run backward, he would catch up to me, and jumping off the terrace was certain to have been a lot easier than climbing up it again.

      Thinking took too long, and the huge man was lunging at me, his hands reaching out as I took a step back and barely managed to avoid him. He was so close to me I felt the wind his movements created, and when I backed off, circling around so that I could hopefully get past him without him realizing, he smirked.

      My blood cooled in my veins as he took a giant step forward and knotted up his fist, launching a pair of brutal strokes.

      I didn’t manage to get out of the way in time as the power of his fists made my ears ring. Somehow I managed to stay upright, but it took a monumental amount of effort. My knees bent, and my center of gravity was off, but the swaying threw him off enough that he wasn’t able to make contact twice.

      Kneeling, I landed a blow on his stomach, but the man barely seemed to register it. I was so close to him I knew he could just lean down and destroy me, so I had to be quick.

      I knew what was coming, so I had to be faster than he was.

      My hand went to my holster—Antonio’s holster, I supposed—and I immediately retrieved my knife, swinging it wildly to the side until I managed to dig it into the side of the man’s meaty leg. He yelped, a high-pitched sound that was loud enough to surprise me, and while he automatically went to hold his leg, I slipped past him.

      I couldn’t count on being that fast, but I knew that he was still too stunned holding his leg, and I could maybe make it out of there on time.

      Even though my ears were still ringing, my head pounding, I sprinted as fast as I could. I was about to drop from the terrace into one of the other homes when something grabbed me by the scruff of my shirt, and suddenly, I was choking.

      The man wasn’t just bigger than me, he was faster, so I shouldn’t have been surprised when he lifted me up, my feet immediately inches away from the solid ground.

      I knew inching and writhing wasn’t going to get me anywhere, so I went limp. It was a bit of playacting, and I didn’t know if it was going to work, but it did. The man was about to put me down, and I could feel his grip loosening, so I immediately reached down and palmed my knife.

      After I grabbed it, it wasn’t difficult to drive it into his stomach. He opened his fist, letting me go, and I braced myself to fall on the floor below me. I took a step sideways, and the man’s body clattered next to me, twisting in an unnatural way.

      I didn’t want to look at him. His body was fucked up.

      And there were other men scaling the walls, and I had no time to stay and watch him die.
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      I inched closer to the wall so I could jump down. Slowly moving down was going to be more difficult than I’d originally thought, and I immediately realized it was going to be easier to jump.

      Despite how much my body hurt, my ears ringing, I was able to land on both of my feet. I wasn’t quiet, though, so when they heard me, they all came running toward me. I didn’t have time to think about how much my feet hurt, or how difficult it was to stand.

      The bottoms of my feet hurt, but I had no time to be in pain, especially when I looked up and saw the girls’ silhouettes trying their best to walk away from the village and into the grassy path that led to where we’d left the car. The town was on a slant, though, and it looked like it was a challenge for them to move as quickly as they wanted to.

      The men who came for them obviously noticed that I was staring, and my mouth tasted like ash as I realized they were sprinting past me, and toward the girls.

      There was no time for me to think about it. I ran up to the closest one, yelling to get his attention, and his eyes widened as I tugged on his sleeve so I could pull him close to me and drive my knife into his midriff. I didn’t want to kill any of these assholes. I just knew I couldn’t give them the chance to catch up with the girls, because things would get a lot worse for them if they did, so I didn’t feel too guilty when I pushed the man back and watched him land on his ass next to me.

      In a blink, I was flanked by two other men, and I fought to speed up despite the pain radiating from the bottom of my feet, which appeared to be taking control of my knees.

      My ears were still ringing, and I was vaguely aware that my tongue was coated with blood. I wanted to spit out the artificial taste of copper, but I knew I had to control my breathing if I wanted to keep Cortez’s men at bay.

      Not knowing the streets too well wasn’t working to my advantage, because the two men on my sides knew when it was about to narrow, and both of them sped up a bit so they could block my way.

      There were two other men behind me, and I didn’t know where the rest of them had gone, but if I let the ones in front of me corner me, I was going to be in a world of shit.

      And Astrid, Carmen, and the children were going to suffer for it. I couldn’t allow that to happen.

      I blocked my hand with my arms as I barreled past the two men in front of me, running as fast as I could past them. My body’s momentum was enough to make both of them fall.

      One of them yelled—screeched, really. It was something throaty, awful—and then I felt someone tugging at my ankle. It was enough to make me lose my balance, and his nails were digging into my skin fiercely. I barely managed to hold my hands out so I wouldn’t fall flat on my face, but I fought off my attacker by kicking my legs back.

      I didn’t connect with anyone, but I managed to at least twist my body out of his grip enough that he had to let me go. My teeth were clenched so tightly my jaw hurt, but I barely even noticed that as I ran as fast as I could toward where the girls were.

      They slowed as they all looked back at me, and my eyes widened as I shook my head. “Keep going!” I said, waving my arms at them, speaking as loudly as I could.

      Astrid seemed to realize what I was saying before the rest of them did, and she tried to usher the girls forward and into the grassy patch between the hills, our link between this weird little town and the rest of the world.

      I sped up as I heard the men running behind me, ignoring each one of my sore, complaining muscles, my ringing ears, and my pounding head.

      “Hurry!” I said.

      I was suddenly between them, and I realized just why they were having such a hard time going quickly. Astrid was holding the older girl’s hand, and the little one was draped around Carmen, her head leaned on Carmen’s shoulder.

      There was no way for me to swallow the knot in my throat, especially when I turned around. It only tightened, my anxiety making my pulse jump.

      “Go,” I said. “I can fight them off. Drive down, toward my village, away from White Willow.”

      “What about Natalia?” Carmen asked.

      “What?”

      “When we were sneaking out,” Astrid said, her voice a choked whisper. “We heard the men talk about how Cortez is going to kill her tonight. Said she was too much trouble, so he’s just…”

      I had to resist the urge to scream. I really wished she hadn’t told me that. Now I couldn’t walk away, not knowing she was going to die. I couldn’t escape fucking White Willow. Not without enacting the revenge I had planned on carrying out since I’d come home from the war, since I had realized that my sister was missing and her husband had killed her.

      That she was the one who was never coming home.

      I didn’t know Natalia at all, but she was a human being. She had a family. And from the way that Astrid and Carmen were looking at me, I could tell that they didn’t want me to just leave either.

      And there was Luna.

      Cortez had trapped her.

      I couldn’t just escape with the four of them, no matter how much I wanted to.

      “We have to go back to White Willow, David,” Astrid said. “You need to end things properly.”

      I nodded. She was right, and I hated it. “Okay,” I said. “But you’re all going to have to stay in the car while I do this.”

      “Can we discuss logistics later?” Carmen said, her gaze darting nervously to the town behind me. We’d been walking all along—thankfully—and the grass was long, the trees were numerous, and visibility was low, but staying out there was a good way to get ourselves killed. “We should really hurry.”

      “You’re right,” I said, grass crunching under foot. I inched closer to Carmen. “You can give Isabel to me. I don’t mind carrying her.”

      Carmen considered this for a long second, but then she nodded and handed her sister over to me. We all walked together in silence, sounds coming from behind us as I tried my best to stay calm.

      If they caught up to us, we would’ve been so fucked.

      I could only hope that the trees would be enough to hold them off long enough for us to climb back into my car, so I could drive the fuck up there, and end this whole fucking thing.

      Once and for all.
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      We weren’t fast enough.

      There was no way we could be fast enough, and there were so many of them. We did our best, dodging branches and trying to step over the long branches that bit at our feet. This little path was difficult even in the bright light of day and trying to navigate it in the dead of night, while we were being chased by a handful of guys who wanted to kill us wasn’t particularly easy.

      And I could hear them.

      Inching closer to us. Getting so close that I knew it was going to be impossible to outrun them for long, so we needed to get in the car as soon as possible. As soon as we got out of the rocky path, I could see that they’d tied their horses up, and the car was still mercifully undisturbed and out of view.

      It wouldn’t take us long to get out of there.

      As soon as my feet were on the street rather than the dirt, a chill of cold air blew past us, and my heart dropped in my chest as the silence settled around us.

      That was when I realized that they hadn’t caught up to us for a reason.

      This wasn’t about us being fast. This was about them having a tactical advantage. We were screwed.

      “Hurry,” I said, putting the little girl down. She stirred, her eyes shooting open as she set her gaze on me. I knelt in front of her so I could talk to her. I made sure to do it loudly enough so that the rest of them would be able to easily hear me, because she wasn’t the only one that I was giving instructions to. “Listen to me. I need you to run with them as fast as you can, then I need you to get in the car and lock it. Astrid will drive you up the hill.”

      Astrid stiffened next to me, but I could tell she was trying her best not to sound worried when she spoke. “I can drive us back to White Willow, but… what about you, David?”

      “Don’t worry about me,” I said. “I’ll catch up.”

      I didn’t have to look up at Astrid to know that she was exchanging a look with Carmen. They must have decided that it was pointless to protest, because Carmen leaned down to touch Isabel’s shoulder.

      “Hold my hand, okay?” she asked.

      The little girl nodded. Sara, the older one, stood behind her, her face peeking out.

      I got to my feet, making sure I held Sara’s gaze. “You’re in charge,” I said. “Make sure they drive away, okay? I trust you.”

      She nodded, furrowing her brow, and I watched as the four of them slowly—too slowly, but I couldn’t exactly rush them—made their way toward where my car was hidden.

      I only had a second to worry about whether Astrid could actually drive the car up the road, because I was soon turning around, my eyes wide as I realized that Cortez’s men were catching up to me, to all of us.

      It was hard to see anything but silhouettes, my back squared as I scanned them for weapons. I wondered if they would have been okay with killing me, and I guessed I was going to find out soon, because they were approaching me from the front as I took a few steps back. From behind me, I could hear the car slowly coming to life, its engine sputtering.

      Drive away, I thought, as if willing it was going to make it so that they would be able to get the fuck out of there on time. Please, please drive away.

      I didn’t have time for any other thoughts because one of the fastest men attacked me. I hadn’t expected it—I’d probably been too focused on getting the girls out—but he used his shoulder to throw me off balance, and then he lifted up a blade, and my eyes widened as I realized he was going to slam it down on my face.

      I held my arm out to catch him, but I wasn’t going to be able to fight him off. I sidestepped him, and he brought it down with enough momentum to trip himself over.

      I was aware I was lucky, but there was no time to reflect on my luck. I kneed him hard in the face, and his weapon clattered at his feet. It was a machete of some sort, and it was a little unwieldy in my hands.

      Waving it around like a madman, trying my best to get them to back the fuck away from me as I continued to walk backwards, didn’t seem like the best idea, but  I was too scared to have any other ideas.

      Being tactical had gone completely out the window. I just needed to get the fuck out of there as soon as I could.

      One of the men tried to strike me from the side, but I didn’t let him. I twisted my body around so that the machete could make contact with him, and an ungodly scream escaped his lips as I struck him. The machete was stuck into his side, the sight probably gory, but I couldn’t see shit because it was so dark.

      I had enough sense to be grateful. War had only made me more squeamish about blood.

      And I could smell it then, filling the air, making me nauseous. The car sputtered to life behind me—finally, fucking finally—and they started to drive away, slower than I would’ve liked.

      I couldn’t exactly turn my back on my attackers, so I walked backward, up the hill, as fast as I could, trying my best to keep my guard up as I attempted to catch up to the car.

      The engine roared from behind me, and I knew that meant Astrid was putting the car into gear, and soon, they were going to drive away from me.

      I watched as the men ran over to their horses, and I tried to control my breathing, turning around and sprinting, getting as much speed as I could so I could crawl into one of the windows of the moving car.

      It was difficult. Climbing into a moving vehicle, half my body hanging out the window, my hands clutching at the backseat.

      Carmen yelled something from the backseat, but she reached out and grabbed me by the elbows. Her youngest sister reached out to grab me too, her little hands wrapped around the fabric of my clothes, and I pushed myself forward, falling, face-first, on the seat.

      And even though I could hear horses galloping behind us, we were driving away.

      And maybe, just maybe, we were going to be okay.
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      Astrid was struggling to drive up. I could tell because the car kept stopping and starting, but at least it was finally going, and that was something. I peered behind us. The men were getting on horseback, and they were obviously trying to come for us.

      But their horses weren’t as fast as the car, even with all the false starts and the sputtering engine. As long as the car kept going up, there was a chance that they weren’t going to be able to catch up to us.

      The street was narrow and dark, and I didn’t know how Astrid was going to make her way up to White Willow, but she did it, and soon we were in front of the closed gates.

      “You’re doing so well,” I said, even as the car sputtered under us.

      Astrid flashed me a smile. Even in the darkness, I could see that she was worried, but it didn’t matter. We were there. We’d gotten away from Cortez’s small army, and I needed to go in, save Natalia, kill him, free Luna, and then…

      Well, I didn’t know what came after that.

      Easy, I thought, grimacing.

      That wouldn’t be a problem at all.

      “You four need to stay in the car,” I said.

      Astrid and Carmen exchanged a look, so I inched forward to speak to both of them at once. Everything hurt, but I could worry about that later. This was more important right now. “I’m serious,” I said. “If I have to worry about you, there’s no chance I’m going to be able to do this. Please stay in the car. I’ll get Natalia, and…”

      And Luna, but I didn’t want to tell them that.

      “And then we’ll get out of here,” I said. “And this will all just be a distant memory.”

      Neither one of them said anything.

      I licked my lips, which were suddenly dry. “I do have one thing to ask of you, though,” I said.

      “What?” Carmen replied, her voice shaky.

      “If I don’t come back after dawn breaks, I need you to drive away,” I said. “Back to my hometown. Just…do what I told you to do, okay?”

      Astrid’s eyes widened. “What about you?”

      “I’ll probably be dead,” I said softly. “So it won’t make any difference to me.”

      The words were harsh, but I knew better than to try to sugarcoat how things were, and I knew that if they thought I was alive, they were going to stay behind and wait for me. I couldn’t allow that to happen, so brutal honesty was my best bet.

      “Find somewhere hidden to park, kill the engine, and wait. And if anyone tries to come for you, drive away.”

      “And you…”

      “I’ll be fine,” I said. “If I get out of here before the sun comes out.”

      They exchanged another look, but I didn’t have time to think about it. I jumped out of the car and walked toward the gate, ready to scale it for the third time in the last few days.

      I didn’t need to.

      The gate swung open in front of me, and my breath caught in my breath as I realized that I wasn’t just being let in.

      Cortez was expecting me.

      Any advantage I had—the idea that I could use the element of surprise—immediately disappeared. I swallowed, and my mouth tasted like ash as I took a few steps forward.

      At least Cortez’s men were all in the village, I told myself. If he wanted to attack me, he was going to have to do it himself.

      Of course I didn’t know if that was actually true, because the man seemed to have access to a small army, and they didn’t stop coming from everywhere.

      It was maddening and confusing, but the estate did seem surprisingly empty as I stepped inside, the only sound crickets around me and leaves crunching under foot. It was much colder in the estate than it had been in the village, likely due to the elevation, and as the wind whistled past me, it felt like it seeped into my bones, making the hair on the back of my neck stand up.

      The estate was much darker than it had been before, and I was much more scared than I had been when I could still hide in the shadows.

      As certain as I was that I was going to finally meet Cortez, I was sure that he had planned this, and I didn’t know his house nearly as well as he did. I tried to calm myself down by taking deep breaths, but it was almost impossible, and my heart hammered so hard in my chest, my teeth so tightly clenched, that I had to fight the urge not to turn and run away.

      This was more important than my fear.

      It was bigger than that.

      So I steeled myself as I walked up to the house, which was entirely dark except for the light coming from the open patio inside, flanked by the hallways that surrounded it.

      It was candlelight, and it flickered the moment I approached.

      My mouth was dry as I took a few steps forward. I could hear the sound of water near me, and at first, I thought it was rain. But of course it wasn’t rain, because the sky was as clear as it was cold.

      “Finally,” a deep, masculine voice said. It seemed to be coming from everywhere and nowhere all at once. I looked around, wondering if I could figure out where he was speaking from. He laughed. “Right in front of you, man.”

      I turned my face around, my eyes widening when I saw a man who was a bit taller than me and only a few years older. He was broad backed, had trimmed black hair, his beard framing a square jaw.

      From the way that he looked, I guessed I could see why women wouldn’t immediately run away from him. If only he hadn’t been trying to kill them all. I guessed women probably thought he was good looking, but fuck, his face was so punchable.

      “Did Astrid help you?” he asked, looking at his nails. He seemed incredibly bored, and it sent a shiver down my spine. He met my gaze, rolling his eyes. “What, are you mute or something?”

      I narrowed my eyes. “I’m not mute,” I said. “I just don’t want to talk to you.”

      “Yeah,” he said. “Me either.”

      “You killed me sister.”

      He looked to the side. “Which one was she?” he asked.

      “Fuck you,” I said. “I’m going to kill you and I’m going to make it hurt.”

      For the first time since we’d met, I saw a smile on his face. “Yeah,” he said. “I’d like to see you try.”
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      I shook my head. I wanted to attack him, but I knew this was a trap he’d sprung for me, and attacking him was probably playing right into his hand.

      So I forced myself not to. I forced myself to stare at him, and to stay where I was, standing upright as he moved his head from side to side as if the day had stressed him the fuck out.

      “You’re David.”

      “Yes,” I said. “Rose’s brother.”

      “She spoke fondly of you,” he replied, shrugging his shoulders. “I didn’t tell her you were an idiot, no matter how much I wanted to. It seemed like adding salt to the wound.”

      I glared at him.

      “Not your war,” he said. “You didn’t have to go. You could’ve stayed.”

      “People were dying everywhere,” I said. “You might be okay with that… with staying here and pretending that nothing is happening. I’m not okay with that. I would’ve never been okay with that.”

      “Your duty was to your family,” Cortez said.

      My pulse skittered, anger coursing through my veins. “Rose could’ve easily taken care of herself, if only you hadn’t set your sights on her. She would’ve been fine if you hadn’t killed her. You can’t possibly blame me for this.”

      “I mean, it wouldn’t have made a difference,” he said softly. “But at least you wouldn’t feel guilty enough for you to put your life in danger.”

      “I’m not putting my life in danger. I’m going to kill you. I’m going to take Natalia away. I’m going to free Luna from…”

      “Oh,” he said, waving his hand in front of his face. This was maddening. I was so angry, but there was nothing I could do about it, and I knew better than to just attack. My gaze darted around, and I realized that I had to be surrounded. There was no way this man was going to come out and fight me without reinforcements. “She sold you on that, huh?”

      I narrowed my eyes.

      “Take my advice, boy,” he said. I didn’t miss the condescending tone in his voice. He didn’t look that much older than me, but he sure acted like it. I took a step forward. “Don’t listen to her. That faun… she has secrets. So many secrets you couldn’t begin to understand.”

      “But she was telling the truth, wasn’t she?” I asked, my heart in my throat. “About you trapping her here.”

      “If I trapped her here, then she trapped me, too. And you have to understand when I tell you that I think her crimes are much worse than mine ever were,” he said.

      “Why would I believe you?”

      “You don’t have to believe me, David, but my point is that you don’t know what you’re talking about. You do seem seem scrappy, and I appreciate that you’re making an effort.”

      I glared at him, resisting the urge to go punch him in the face, no matter how much I wanted to.

      Don’t fall for this, David, I told myself, but I felt how close I was to ignoring my own voice, and if he kept talking like this, I didn’t know how long I was going to be able to control myself for.

      “It’s refreshing,” he said, cocking his head, as if I’ve been around for a while, and everyone seems like they’re so excited to not try their best. You’re going to lose, obviously, but it’s fun to watch someone try.”

      “Fuck you,” I said again.

      He rolled his eyes. “Yes, yes, you keep saying,” he said, just as softly as before. Then he perked up, looking into my eyes and flashing me a wide smile. “Good luck.”

      It looked like he was about to leave, but I wasn’t going to let him. “Where is she?” I asked, trying my best to keep my voice even. There was something about this whole thing.

      If he knew how much he was getting to me, I was certain he was going to use it to his advantage.

      I couldn’t let him get in my head.

      “If you’re asking about Natalia, she’s where she needs to be,” he said, so quietly I had to strain to hear him. It was so strange. It seemed like he got more sinister as his voice grew quieter. “I don’t expect Luna has left her post, if you want to find her in the labyrinth. She’s as predictable as she is beautiful.”

      “Get their names out of your mouth.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Adorable,” he said, his voice dripping with condescension, and then he shook his head as he looked into my eyes. “When you die in a horrible, gruesome way later tonight, remember what I’m about to tell you.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Did you kill her?”

      “That depends,” he said.

      I took a step toward him, my hands fists at my sides, and I immediately felt the pull to strike him. I didn’t, even though he was inches away from me, and I could’ve easily gotten him.

      “Depends on what?” I asked.

      “On how long she can hold her breath,” he said, laughter in his voice, and my heart dropped to my stomach.

      “What the fuck does that mean?”

      “It means that you better find her quick,

      “You could’ve trusted me,” he said. “Instead, you chose to trust them, and they will be the death of you.”

      I opened my mouth to tell him to shut up, but before I could, he turned on his heels and left, and I was standing there by a fountain, completely alone, but definitely surrounded.

      And I had no fucking idea where to go next.
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      He’d said something about Natalia being able to hold her breath.

      From when I’d been in the maze, I knew that there was a small body of water that ran through the estate, behind the stairs and the mausoleum. I didn’t know how big it was, but it had to be better than standing there and doing nothing.

      So I ran.

      I ran as fast as I could, trying my best to keep my breathing under control, toward the labyrinth. Because even if I didn’t find Natalia in time, I wanted to find Luna, and I needed to get her the fuck out of there.

      I’d known Cortez was insane from the first moment I had seen him, but our conversation had chilled me to the bone. Something about the way he’d spoken—as if this was just another fucking weekend—had been more sinister than anything I could’ve ever imagined.

      I was surprised that no one stopped me, but I could tell that it was by design. I was still doing what Cortez wanted me to do, trapped in White Willow, unable to leave unless he wanted me to. I was aware of that, but it didn’t make it any fucking easier, because I still needed to save the girls.

      As soon as I got to the labyrinth, I looked up, a streak of moonlight on the ground next to the path, pointing toward a barn I hadn’t noticed before. I didn’t need to go downstairs to confirm that Luna was communicating with me, and I knew there was no time to lose, so I made my way toward the barn. I didn’t care about being quiet anymore.

      Everyone knew where I was. It didn’t matter.

      The barn was hardly illuminated, and my breath caught in my throat when I realized what the moonlight was pointing to.

      A watermill, next to the brick construction, which looked perfectly ordinary at first. But as soon as the light fell upon it and I could see clearly, I could see the figure of a woman clad in a wet dress, bound to the watermill, which moved slowly toward the water.

      I didn’t have to look at her for too long to realize that it was Natalia. She was writhing against her restraints as much as she could, kicking her feet in front of herself, her hair wet.

      She wasn’t saying anything. It was smart. She was probably trying her best not to panic, so she could conserve her breath.

      “Hi,” I said as I stood in front of her, palming my knife in the stolen man’s holster. “Just hang on a little longer. I’m going to get you out of there.”

      She trained her gaze on me, her eyes wide with fear, and I watched as she tried to get her hands out the rope she’d been tied up with. She opened her mouth to speak, but I shook my head. “No,” I said. “Hold your breath. You’re doing so well.”

      I had no idea if she was doing well, but I knew I was going to have to get her the fuck out of there, and I didn’t know how long that was going to take me.

      Even crossing the space between us felt like it took forever, and time slowed as the watermill moved, dipping her into the water again. I dove for her, but I couldn’t see shit. Being underwater in the middle of the night wasn’t helping.

      I swam toward the sound of something—splashing, I thought—and reached out, something soft and billowy right in front of my fingers. It took my brain a few seconds to catch up.

      This was Natalia’s dress, and she was right in front of me. I grabbed my knife as I climbed onto the mill, slotting my fingers between the space above her body, my legs flanking her body. She opened her eyes, her cheeks puffed up, bubbles coming out of her nose.

      She was obviously not going to be able to do this for much longer. I needed to help her. Clumsily, because the water made it hard, I pressed my blade into her restraints.

      Hurting her crossed my mind for a second, but fighting with this rope was hard, and I didn’t think I was going to be able to cut through them, the water making it harder than it had been before.

      But the watermill was moving, and even though it felt like it took forever, we were soon floating over the water, and I was fighting with the rope biting her into her right wrist.

      Once my blade finally cut through, Natalia slumped into my arms for a second before she gathered her wits. “Cut the other one,” she said. “I’ll wrap my legs around your waist and we’ll jump into the water.”

      I didn’t answer her, simply doing what I was told. Cortez hadn’t bothered to tie up her legs, so she swung her hips toward me, and soon she was clinging to my body as I cut through the rope restraining her left wrist.

      We fell.

      As we did, she wrapped her arms around my neck, tucking her head into my chest, and I had a second to think about how hard this had to have been for her before we splashed into the water underneath us.

      The fall hadn’t been from too high up, but the impact still hurt. I’d managed to protect Natalia, though I wasn’t sure exactly how. She didn’t let go of me for a few seconds, then we both swam toward the surface together.

      “Are you okay?” I asked, and instantly regretted it.

      Of course she wasn’t fucking okay. She was about to get married to a psychopath who’d just tried to murder her. Instead of pointing out how ridiculous the question was, Natalia flashed me a sweet, grateful smile, and I couldn’t help but feel a little guilty.

      I’d hardly done anything. We still hadn’t gotten out of there.

      Things were bad.

      “I didn’t think you’d come back for me.”

      I stared at her. “Yeah, of course I was going to come back for you,” I said. “I don’t leave people behind.”

      She shook her head. “We better go,” she said. “Before he realizes you’re here.”

      I nodded, letting go of her, and she swam toward dry land. I swam next to her, helping her climb out of the water. She was obviously too exhausted for sharp, physical movements, but she still reached out to help me out of the river herself.

      I held onto her hand, and though I didn’t use her body for leverage, I was grateful for her touch.

      For a few minutes, we both stayed there, catching our breaths, Natalia coughing every now and then, nearly doubling over when she did.

      “It could be worse,” she said between fits of coughing. “I could be dead.”

      She was right. At least she wasn’t spitting out water, I thought, though I didn’t know how comforting the thought actually was.

      I fought my unsteady legs so I could get up, but something about my center of gravity felt strange, and I wavered in place.

      Natalia stared at me with wide-eyes as I reached down to get her. “We should get out of here,” she said. “Before he realizes that you came for me.”

      I nodded. We really should.

      I just didn’t know if we were going to be able to.
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      “He knows I came for you,” I said, trying to keep my tone as even as possible. She didn’t need to know how worried I was. As far as she was concerned, I’d found her just so I could save her, and I intended on doing just that. If I got out of all of this alive.

      I hardened my jaw. No time to think about this. The only thing to do was to get the fuck out of White Willow. Everything else could come later.

      “Come on. We need to hurry.”

      I stood up and gave Natalia my hand. She grabbed it, and I pulled her up to me, until she was only inches away from my body. She was unsteady on her feet, but I wasn’t going to let her fall. I slung my arm around her waist and held her close to me.

      “Hey,” I said. “Come on. We can rest later.”

      She laughed, no humor in her voice. “You think I’m resting?”

      I let go of her, taking a step back. “No,” I said. “But I really need you to stay upright, okay? I know it’s hard, but we need to run.”

      “Where are we going?” she asked, her fingers interlaced with mine.

      Dry grass crunched under our feet as I ran, not as fast as I had before, because she was smaller and slower than me, and she was still catching her breath.

      “I need to visit a friend before we leave the estate,” I said. “But once I do that, we can…”

      “A friend?” she asked, incredulous. I didn’t let my gaze trail down her body, despite really wanting to. I could see that her dress, the fabric sheer, was soaked, and stuck to her body, her dark, hard nipples visible through the dress. I told myself that it wasn’t the time to look, no matter how much I wanted to. She must’ve felt exposed, and I didn’t want to make things worse for her. “Here?”

      I turned my head to look at her. “You’re not the only one who’s in danger, Natalia,” I said. I probably sounded harsher than I meant to, but she closed her mouth and nodded, running up to me so she could keep up, even though it was obviously difficult for her.

      “Thank you for coming back,” she said softly. “I didn’t think you were going to. I said you didn’t need to save me, but I was obviously wrong.”

      I shook my head. “You didn’t know,” I said. “You thought you could handle him. I bet every woman he’s ever tricked thought they could handle him.”

      “Guess I learned my lesson,” she said in a whisper, and I wasn’t sure if she was talking to me at all.

      “I wish you hadn’t needed to,” I said.

      She stopped for a second, and I turned my head to look at her. My eyes widened as her grip around my hand tightened, and she sighed, leaning against my shoulder. “Well, thank you,” she said. “I would’ve died without your help.”

      She seemed to mean it, but I didn’t have time to process how I felt about it, because we were still in imminent danger. “We’re going to the labyrinth,” I said. “We can talk about it there.”

      “The labyrinth? Why?”

      “My friend,” I said. “She’s there.”

      “Oh,” Natalia said. We walked together, quickly, and I could tell she was struggling to keep up because her breathing was getting more labored. “She’s hiding?”

      “Something like that,” I said.

      It wasn’t like the watermill was particularly far from the labyrinth, but we were both exhausted, and just making our way there felt like it took forever.

      The stairs themselves were intimidating, even though we were only going to go down.

      “Are you sure this is a good idea?” Natalia said. “I’ve read enough to know that not having the upper ground isn’t a tactical advantage.”

      I had to hold back the urge to laugh. “There’s no tactical advantage here,” I said. “We’re in enemy territory, and they’re probably watching us. There’s a pretty good chance you were bait, and now we’re both in an active trap, and they’re going to spring it on us whenever it’s best for them.”

      She blinked, her eyes wide. “What does that mean?” she asked. “When… when are they going to spring it on us?”

      I swallowed, my mouth dry. “I don’t know,” I said. “Probably when we’re cornered.”

      Her gaze darted between me and the stairs. “So basically, you want us to go down there, fetch your friend, and let them spring their trap. And me almost dying will have been for nothing, because he’ll probably recapture and kill me now.”

      My jaw hardened. It didn’t sound like a good plan when she put it that way. “I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      “What good are your promises when you’re dead?” she asked, her voice surprisingly soft despite the bite in her words.

      “I won’t die,” I said, looking up at the moon, which was covered by a wispy cloud. “Not before I get you both out of here.”

      She opened her mouth to answer, but I didn’t give her a chance. Time was ticking, and I needed to make sure that I got her the fuck out of here before things got worse.

      I just needed to make sure Luna could come with us. I wasn’t willing to leave without her.

      I made Natalia walk in front of me, because I didn’t want someone to try to grab her from behind, but it made things slower. She obviously didn’t want to descend into the pit, and I couldn’t exactly push her down, so I put my hands on her shoulders so I could rush her a bit.

      “I have a bad feeling about this,” Natalia said.

      Yeah, I did too, but I wasn’t going to let that stop me.

      Not before I got the two of them out of there.

      Moonlight glinted down onto the hourglass as we finally finished descending the stairs, and Natalia looked around, obviously trying to find where the person I’d spoken about could be hidden.

      My breath caught in my throat when I heard rustling nearby, and Luna emerged from a mess of trees, her blue skin bathed in moonlight.

      “You took a while,” she said, picking her gaze up to look at me, her golden eyes flickering when she stopped to peer at my face. “I didn’t know if you were going to come back.”

      “I wouldn’t leave without you.”

      Natalia was next to me, and I hadn’t noticed that she was practically frozen in place. “Excuse me,” she said finally, a sharp edge creeping into her voice. “But what the fuck are you?”
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      There was a moment of stillness between the three of us.

      I didn’t know if it was awkward. I felt no reverence for Luna, except for the fact that she was some sort of mythological creature, and I couldn’t get away from that because simply looking at her reminded me of it. But I still would have never dreamt about speaking to her that way.

      I thought something was going to happen to Natalia, but Luna just smiled. “I’m the one who’s been keeping you safe.”

      Natalia glared at her. “You call that safe?”

      “Well, you are alive, aren’t you?” she asked softly. There was no anger in her voice, but if I had been her, I would’ve been furious. I wasn’t. “He came back, and I sent him to get you.”

      “So I should be thanking you,” Natalia said, the sarcasm obvious in her voice.

      “You don’t have to thank me,” Luna said. “I don’t need your gratitude. I don’t stand to gain anything from it.”

      Natalia rolled her eyes.

      “We can talk about this later,” I said, shaking my head as I looked up at the stars. “We need to get out of here before they realize we’re…”

      “I can’t leave, David,” Luna said. “You didn’t finish.”

      My eyes widened. “Wait, what do you mean?”

      “You’ve passed two trials, but I told you that there were three,” she said. “And you haven’t done that yet.”

      “So what do you need me to do?” I asked.

      She swallowed, her jaw hardening, her arms crossed over her chest. “I can’t tell you. I’m sorry.”

      “You want me to pass a third trial without knowing what it is?” I asked.

      “That sounds ridiculous,” Natalia chimed in.

      I grabbed her arm and squeezed it softly, trying to get her to quiet down. She obviously knew something was up, because she flashed me a look, but she said nothing.

      “Well, could you at least try?” I asked Luna. “I have a car waiting for us, and if you just come with us…”

      “No, you don’t understand. I can’t,” she said. “I could try, but I wouldn’t be able to. You think I haven’t tried before?”

      “What happens if you do?” Natalia asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “What happens if you try to leave?” she asked again.

      “There’s a fence,” Luna said. “I can’t see it, but it’s there. When I try to push out, it… hurts. It’s like this deep, odd pain on my chest, and it makes me feel like I’m going to throw up.”

      “And you can’t push through it?”

      Luna closed her eyes. “That’s just the first thing I feel,” she said. “After that, my skin starts to burn, and I can feel something in the back of my throat, and it makes me feel like I can’t breathe. And then…”

      She trailed off, but Natalia inched closer to her, clearly entranced with what Luna was saying. “Then what happens?”

      “Then I’m struggling for breath, and it feels like I’m drowning, and I’m coughing up, and everything burns,” she said. “And then there’s blackness. And I’m back here, a little worse for wear every time.”

      “But you have David now,” Natalia said, smiling at her. “Surely he can help push you through.”

      Luna stared at her. “You’re funny,” she said, and she didn’t sound even a little amused.

      “So what now?” I asked. “If you won’t tell me what I need to do, and you need me to do the third trial, then I…”

      “You could go with them,” Luna said. “You’ve already done more than most men would, and they need your help. You can still get them away from here. They can have a life, all of you, away from all this.”

      Natalia shook her head. “Cortez is just going to catch up to us,” she said. “He already knows we’re here. He’s probably watching.”

      I watched as Luna held back a visible shudder, her arms tightening in front of her and pushing her tits together. I only allowed myself one long look. I didn’t want her to catch me staring. “I can help you,” Luna said. “I can’t exactly hold him off, but I can…”

      A knot tightened at the pit of my stomach. “I’m not leaving you here,” I said.

      She shook her head. “Like I said, David, you’ve already done more than enough. You didn’t have to help them, and you already did.”

      “But if I don’t free you, if I don’t kill him, he’s just going to target other women,” I said. “And Rose’s death is going to be in vain.”

      “I think the women you’re saving would argue against that,” Luna said, her hands on my collar, straightening it in a gesture that was oddly domestic and sharply contrasted with everything that was happening around us.

      “What about you?” I asked.

      “I’ll be okay,” she said.

      I shook my head. I wasn’t okay with just leaving her there, especially since she had been the one to heal me in the first place, and I was only alive because of her. Natalia might not have actually been grateful, but I certainly was. Without Luna’s guidance, I would’ve never gotten to her on time. “No,” I said. “I’m not doing that.”

      “David,” Luna said, and the softness was gone from her voice. She sounded annoyed, but I didn’t care. I didn’t mind contradicting her. I didn’t leave people behind.

      I waved her off, turning to look at Natalia, holding her hands in mine. Natalia stared at me, wide-eyed, her pupils practically covering her brown irises. “I know you’re not going to send me out there by myself,” she said. I could tell she was trying to sound playful, but she didn’t. She sounded scared. “I can’t really take him in hand-to-hand combat.”

      I swallowed. “You won’t have to,” I said. I wanted to tell her to stay down until she got to the gates, but I couldn’t trust that no one would find her, so I needed to walk her there. “Luna, I’ll be right back, okay?”

      “Don’t,” Luna said. “Get out of here while you still can, David. Live your life. Get away from this before Cortez traps you for the rest of your life.”

      I wanted to contradict her, but Natalia stared at me, her breath trembling, and I watched as she made her way toward the stairs. She started climbing them, and I turned back to look at Luna.

      She was disappearing into the shadows, and I wanted to tell her that I would be back for her, but there was nothing where she had been only a few seconds ago.
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      Natalia didn’t look back.

      She didn’t want to. She didn’t have to.

      I followed her in silence, the only sound our footsteps on the stairs. A vine crunched when my weight broke it, and I looked down for a second, only to shoot my head up when I heard Natalia gasp.

      A silhouette stood in front of her, but I didn’t need to make out his features to know that it was Cortez. This was his time to strike, and Natalia was in front of me, and I had no way to get to him in time to defend her.

      “Please let us go,” she said, her voice shaking.

      He tutted, shaking his head. “You didn’t think this was going to be easy, did you?” he asked.

      He took a step toward her, and my eyes widened as I realized he was extending his hand, and he was pushing Natalia down toward me. Everything after that happened in slow motion.

      Natalia lost her center of gravity and her body barreled toward me. I watched her wave her arms around, trying to keep her balance, but it was pointless. Cortez was too strong, and he had pushed her hard. I bent my knees, bracing myself to catch her, because she was small and I would, in theory, be able to, but I wasn’t stronger than gravity and soon I was falling back too, Natalia’s body on top of mine, and I was almost sure my head was going to hit the stairs hard enough that I would pass out.

      I couldn’t afford to do that.

      Natalia needed me. Luna needed me.

      That was the last thought I had before I felt something heavy and hard on my back, and then there was nothing but comforting blackness.

      I couldn’t breathe.

      That was what woke me up, the horrifying revelation that I was choking on my own airway, that I couldn’t manage to get a lungful of air through my nose or through my mouth. Instinctively, I put my hand up on my neck, as if that was going to do anything, my eyes swimming with tears to the point where I couldn’t see shit.

      I told myself not to struggle, and when I tried to take a breath again, I finally managed to get some air. It burned—everything burned—but at least I could breathe again.

      When I blinked the tears away, I wasn’t near the hourglass, at the center of the labyrinth, anymore.

      I was in a hallway, and it was spacious. It was barely illuminated—barely lit, melted candles lined the walls, precariously stuck to ugly scones.

      I forced myself to stand up when I saw that there was a sign on both doors, the writing on it so small I couldn’t see it from where I stood. So I walked over to it, holding myself up by leaning on the wall, wondering, only for a second, how I’d gotten inside in the first place.

      The writing on the golden plaques was cursive and tidy, so it wasn’t hard to read. The one on the left indicated that one of the doors left to safety, whereas the other one announced, in large, block letters, that the other door left to certain doom.

      I blinked. This felt like a joke.

      I took a step back and looked at both doors, hoping I could hear something coming from them, but there was nothing.

      “Don’t worry,” Luna’s voice said softly, and when I looked around for her, I realized that she was nowhere around me. “You can do this. Remember, both signs are true, or they’re both lies.”

      “That doesn’t help,” I said automatically, my gaze darting between the two doors as I thought about what that meant.

      It took me a few seconds, but I realized that the first door had to be true. Something had to lead out to safety; otherwise, I was trapped here for good. I wrapped my hand around the handle, held my breath, and pushed it open.

      A larger room with vaulted ceilings opened in front of me, large stained windows letting in a tiny bit of light. I could breathe better in there, and the door slammed behind me, just in time for me to turn and watch.

      Even though Luna wasn’t around, I could hear her audibly sigh with relief, and my heart hammered in my chest. This whole thing was making me nervous. I didn’t like it at all.

      I looked around, trying to find another exit, but the one escape route was closed. There was another door, on the far side of the room, and I immediately knew I wasn’t going to be able to just push it open. It was twice my size, and there didn’t seem to be any handles on it.

      There was a wall, completely empty, on the right of it. It looked like it was connected to the door itself, and it took me a horrifying second to realize that the empty wall was some sort of engine, and I needed to get it running if I wanted to get the fuck out of there.

      I rubbed my temple, trying to figure out what the fuck I was supposed to do. It was dark, so I couldn’t see that well, and it took me a few seconds to realize that the stained glass had patterns on it, and that they matched the inside of the sunken wall.

      That had to be it.

      I needed to put them in the right order, and make sure to start the gears so that I could open the double doors. It was simple enough. Each stained glass was a different shape, and I just had to grab them and put them in place. While finding where each window went was simple, the edges were sharp, and they were heavy.

      But I took them, one by one, to their places next to the door, my hands so sweaty by the end that it was hard to hold on to any object at all. The glass had cut into my hands, shredding the skin on my palms and my fingertips, and each time I had to go to a different window, everything in my body throbbed.

      I was so tired by the time I placed the last bit of stained glass in place that I barely noticed that nothing changed. The door didn’t move, nothing creaked, and the only sound in the large room was my own jagged breathing.

      Shit.

      It wasn’t right.

      It wasn’t wrong—not exactly, I didn’t think—but it certainly wasn’t fucking right, and if I didn’t get it right, there was no way I was going to be let out.

      I knew it. I didn’t know why, but I was certain of it, the way I was certain that I needed sleep when I was tired. So I lined up the figures, pulled them off the wall, and started again.

      It should have taken me no time, but it felt like it took forever.

      Once I pushed the last one in place, something like old, worn gears made a sound that sent a shiver down my spine, and the hinges of the door creaked.

      I’d been right. Fucking finally. I was being let out, and I was right, and I could go and save the girls, and I…

      I stepped outside the double-doors and was confronted by a completely unfamiliar place. Tall beech trees surrounded me, to the point where I couldn’t see moonlight at all, and there was only one small, barely illuminated path in front of me.

      There was no other way I could go, but something about actually embarking upon this path filled me with immeasurable dread.

      My breathing was shaky, my hands fisted at my sides, but I still took a step forward. Then another one, and another one, and another one, until I was in front of a clearing that was just as dark as the path, though there were was no tree cover.

      It was incredibly disorienting.

      I could hear laughter, but I wasn’t sure where it was coming from. I looked around, and had to force myself not to wince when I looked forward again, Cortez leaning against one of the thin beech tree trunks flanking the entrance to the clearing.

      “Where am I?” I asked.

      I knew he was glaring at me, despite not being able to see him well. “What difference does it make? You’re not getting out.”

      I took a step toward him. “If you’re trying to trap me here, it’s not going to work.”

      “Incorrect,” he said simply, shrugging his shoulders, then straightened up to look at me. “You’re wrong about two things. If I wanted to trap you, I could, but I don’t. I don’t try to do things, David, I just do them. And you’ve been nothing but an inconvenience ever since you arrived at my home. I consider myself a gracious host, but you…”

      “What?” I asked when he trailed off, a knot tightening in the pit of stomach. I ignored the nausea building up inside of me, my heart beating so fast I felt a bit faint.

      “You have been nothing but an inconvenience ever since you first arrived here,” he said. “I was willing to give you the benefit of the doubt. I like games, and I thought it might be fun. Having you around, I mean. But you haven’t been fun at all. You’ve been annoying. And I don’t like being annoyed.”

      I furrowed my brow. “So are you going to kill me?” I asked him. I didn’t need an answer, because I was sure that he absolutely meant to kill me, but the longer I kept him talking, the less likely he was to attack me. If he didn’t attack me, I might be able to make a plan.

      “No, I don’t kill people,” he said. “I prefer to keep my hands clean.”

      I stared at him.

      He rolled his eyes. “Is it that hard to believe that I don’t enjoy the experience?”

      “I don’t believe anything that comes out of your mouth.”

      “Strange choice, considering I’ve done nothing but tell you the truth,” he said. “But I suppose I won’t be able to talk you out of it.”

      “Just let me go,” I said. “I won’t kill you, and I’ll just…”

      “You’ll what? Take everyone away from here? Take them all away from me? No,” he said. “I don’t think so.”

      “What the fuck do you want from me, Cortez?”

      “I want to play a game,” he said. “It’s really simple. I’m going to give you a choice. You’re going to die, but you’ll at least get to choose how you die.”

      I blinked. “What?”

      “It’s really simple,” he said. “You’ll die no matter what, but if you say something that’s true, I’ll be swift, and I’ll kill you with my own hands.”

      “I thought you didn’t like getting your hands dirty.”

      “I wouldn’t be,” he said. “I’d be doing you a favor.”

      “This seems like a trick. Why would I say something that’s true if you’re going to kill me? What if I tell you a lie?”

      “Then I’ll burn you alive in front of the four women you want to save,” he said. “And it’ll be very painful. Fun for me, but bad for you.”

      I swallowed. “How would you know?”

      His eyes narrowed. “Doesn’t matter. Enough questions,” he said. “What will it be?”

      I resisted the urge to tell him to go fuck himself. He said this was a game, so I had to figure this out. This was a game, and I was going to win. I picked up my head to look into his eyes. I really, really hoped this worked. “Okay. Fine. You’re going to burn me to death.”

      His eyes widened, then I heard something snap. I thought he was going to reach out and grab me, but he didn’t.

      I wasn’t in a forest anymore. I was right on top of the labyrinth, next to the staircase, my heart beating fast in my chest as I wondered what the fuck was happening.

      I turned to look at the pit, my eyes narrowing as my gaze settled on Natalia’s limp body lying by the hourglass.

      From where I stood, there was no way for me to tell if she was breathing at all.
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      I ran.

      I had to get to her, I needed to make sure that she was okay, and that she was breathing. It was too hard to see whether she was from where I stood, and I was as fast as I could, but I felt so slow.

      Even when I was sprinting, even when I was kneeling next to her, grabbing her hand, putting my fingertips over her wrist. It took me a second to feel her pulse, but she was alive.

      Her chest rose up and down, and my mouth dried, but I allowed myself to feel some relief.

      “She’s okay,” Luna said. She knelt next to me, and I hadn’t realized that she’d come out at all. “I mean, a little dazed, but once she comes to, she’ll be fine.”

      I picked up my head to look at her. Her long black hair framed her pretty blue face.

      “Thank you,” I said. “I think… you might be able to leave now. I’m not sure, but Cortez just did some weird stuff, and I think it might have helped free you.”

      She furrowed her brow, shaking her head softly after a minute. “I have nothing to do with that,“ she said. “I tried to help, but that doesn’t change anything about my situation.”

      “That can’t be true.”

      “He’s going to let you go,” she said. “You should take advantage of that.”

      “I told you,” I said. “I don’t leave people behind.”

      She smiled, a little sadly, shaking her head as she did. “You don’t have a choice,” she said. “Neither one of us do.”

      “Tell me what I have to do to get you out of here.”

      “Trust me. I wish that I could,” she said.

      I shook my head. “I thought he was going to kill me.”

      There was a pause before Luna spoke. I could tell she was thinking about what to say next. “He doesn’t lie.”

      “I guess that’s a little helpful.”

      “It just means you have more time, David. Don’t get cocky.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of it,” I said. “Not while we’re all still here, anyway.” I was going to say something else, but Natalia stirred in front of me, and I helped her sit up.

      When her eyes opened, she looked disoriented, but she finally set her gaze on me, and a smile appeared on her face. “Hi,” she said, then shook her head, her gaze darting between our faces as she furrowed her brow. “What happened?”

      “Don’t worry about that right now,” I said. “We need to get out of here, okay? So I’m going to do what I said I would. I’m going to get you to the car and then we can worry about everything else.”

      “You’re not coming with me?” she asked. She sounded genuinely concerned, which was a little surprising, and very sweet. “You can’t stay here. He’ll kill you.”

      “I’ll catch up to you,” I said. “I have unfinished business here.”

      She trained her gaze on Luna. “I hope you’re worth it,” she said matter-of-factly, then turned to me. “Are you going to walk me to the exit?”

      “Yes,” I said.

      She got to her feet with my help, and she was only inches away from my body as she tucked a strand of blonde hair behind her ear. She was shivering still, but her clothes were somewhat dry, and I instinctively put my arms around her to keep her warm.

      “Thank you,” she said, her voice muffled against my chest, and all I did was nod as I looked past her.

      “You should go,” Luna said from behind me, concern in her eyes.

      “I’ll be back for you,” I mouthed at her.

      She rolled her eyes, but I saw a smile on her face. I grabbed Natalia’s hand, and we made our way up the stairs. I turned a few times to see if Luna was still standing there, but she had retreated into the shadows, and she was no longer there.

      I tried not to think about what that meant as I walked faster away from the pit, from the fucking labyrinth itself, and I made my way toward the fence and away from the estate.

      Natalia stopped for a second, and I looked up, swallowing as I saw the many men that had formed a wall in front of us, one right next to the other. They were all armed to the teeth, they all looked furious—I recognized some of them from the village—and there was no way I was going to hold them off.

      I ushered Natalia behind me, and she stood there, looking over my shoulder as the men approached us.

      They did it slowly.

      I looked around, my gaze flickering over their faces, until I found Tomás. Even in the dark, I could see a dark bruise on his face, his lips swollen from what appeared to be a severe beating.

      At least he was alive. And it seemed like he wasn’t there because he wanted to be. He was hanging back but trying not to show it too much. I held back the urge to smile. That was something.

      It wasn’t going to keep us alive—not by a long shot—but it was hope, and that felt like something.

      I searched for Cortez, turning slightly to look at him. “You told me you wouldn’t kill me,” I said. “I believed you. I thought you’d keep your word.”

      “I told you I wouldn’t kill you,” he said, his jaw hardening. “But I didn’t say anything about her.”

      “I’ll kill you before I let you touch her,” I said as Natalia grabbed my shoulder, cowering behind me.

      Cortez chuckled. “Okay, David. Good luck.”

      He approached us—they all approached us at once. They circled us in, and we were stuck, and I knew there was no fighting my way out of this. I had to fight to keep my composure. I didn’t want Natalia to know how worried I was.

      Aside from the sound of their boots on the ground under us, there was nothing.

      And then one of them, the one closest to me, went for his knife. I could see it when he reached for his belt, and I reached for my own. I palmed the hilt, but there were too many people around us, and the first blow that landed on me was hard enough to make me double down and sputter.

      I couldn’t see anything. But I could definitely hear it, and they were all encircling me, encircling us, approaching us from absolutely everywhere, and I couldn’t think of a way to escape. I was so winded it was hard to think at all.

      Then the next blow came, and the one after that. I parried and rolled away, but there were too many of them, and they were shouting. They were loud, and the sound, along with their surrounding bodies, was disorienting.

      I cut and slashed aimlessly, but it didn’t hit anyone, and I knew I was overwhelmed. Behind me, Natalia cowered, sitting on the wet grass, holding her knees up to her chest. I was going to fight to the end but joining her was tempting, especially as our defeat sank in.

      I wanted to hold her.

      But I needed to keep her alive for as long as I could, and what I needed was far more important than what I wanted, so I kept fighting until all my muscles ached and people were so close to us that I knew someone was about to yank Natalia away from us all.

      And that was when I heard the engine.
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      My body must have known what was happening before I did, because I dove on top of Natalia before I realized that the lights rapidly coming toward us were headlights, and that we needed to quickly get out of the way.

      The men attacking us weren’t so lucky.

      I rolled both of us away until Natalia’s body was on top of mine, and we were a few feet away from where the car was.

      “Are you okay?” she asked, her nose centimeters away from mine.

      “Yes,” I said. “You?”

      “Fine,” she replied, her breath tickling the skin on my face. I put my hands on her waist, my fingers digging into her skin. She sighed, tilting her face toward me, and I swallowed. She seemed to notice something was up, because she stared at me as she raised her eyebrows. “Maybe we can do this later?”

      “Yeah. Maybe that’s a good idea.”

      She rolled off me, sighing heavily again, and I jumped to my feet, giving her my hand when I did. I pulled her up and she wavered next to me, shakily. Shielding my eyes with the palm of my hand, I stared at my car, which Astrid had driven into White Willow and had ran several people over with.

      I would be impressed later. Right then, I just needed to pack Natalia into the car and get them to drive as far away as possible.

      “Come on,” I said to her. “Get in the car.”

      I grabbed her by the shoulders and was about to push her into the backseat when Cortez got in the way, his eyes wide, his mouth twisted in a sinister sneer. “Enough!” he said. “Just give her to me, and we won’t have any problems.”

      “I’m not giving her to you,” I said. “She’s a person—”

      “Yeah, go fuck yourself,” Natalia said from behind me, and despite how precarious our situation was, I had to resist the urge to laugh. I really liked her ferocity. This just didn’t feel like the right time for it.

      Cortez glared at her, his gaze flickering between the two of us as he edged closer to the car. I took a step toward him, but I wasn’t fast enough. He reached into the car’s open window—I had no idea why it was open—and fisted his hands in Carmen’s hair.

      She screamed, her voice piercing, and I knew she was kicking and writhing around as Cortez grabbed her by the hair out of the car and threw her on the ground next to the car.

      “Fine,” he said. It was definitely not fine. “If you don’t want to give me that one, I’ll keep this one.”

      “What the fuck is wrong with you?” I heard myself ask, but he was obviously not interested in answering.

      Carmen tried to pull herself up, but Cortez reached down again, and he interlaced his fingers on the crown of her head and yanking her to her feet. He pulled her close to him, inching close to her neck. He made it a point to smell her skin, a humorless grin appearing on his face. “I’ll do to her what I did to your sister,” he said.

      Carmen tried to move her head, but Cortez held her in place. “Let me go,” she said, her voice a terrified whisper.

      “Shut up,” Cortez said, pulling her arms behind her, holding her tight. “The only reason you’ve been protected from all these animals is because of me. Having me take you is the best case scenario here.”

      “Let me go, please,” she said, tearing up.

      “If that’s what you want,” he said, pushing her away, then diving her fist against her stomach. “Just getting you ready.”

      I had been watching, entranced, but I couldn’t let this happen. I ran toward him, fast as I could, and lunged on top of his body. He landed on the ground under me, and we both reached for my knife at the same time.

      My hand was around his as he grabbed the hilt of the knife, and I tried to pry his fingers open so I could get it, but from this angle, it was entirely pointless.

      I was too slow. Not strong enough to fight him off. And, for one terrifying second, everything became clear.

      He was going to stab me. I was going to die. And I would have no idea what had happened to Astrid, Carmen, Natalia or Luna.

      The stab didn’t hurt. Not at first. I craned my neck up, my eyes swimming with tears, and my gaze flickered between Carmen and Natalia, who were still by the car.

      The other men surrounding us—the ones who Astrid hadn’t taken down with the car—were standing by, none of them saying a fucking thing.

      “Drive away,” I forced myself to say, the pain on my stomach suddenly sharp. I was aware of something else before I realized that I was about to pass out, a warm liquid spreading on my shirt, my clothes sticking to my skin.

      Before I gave in to the darkness, I wondered how bad it would stain. I had no idea how I was going to get it off.

      certain of it, and I needed to make sure to handle him before he did.

      The knife was still buried deep inside me. It burned, so I didn’t have to look down to grab it. I reached around Cortez’s head, wrapped my fingers roughly around his hair, and yanked the knife out of my stomach so I could point it toward him.

      I was fast. I inched his body closer to mine, burying my knife deep into his stomach, and then I did it, over and over again, until my vision darkened at the corner of my eyes and all I could hear was a deep, throaty moan coming from the back of his mouth.

      He was about to collapse, but I pushed him off me before his body would fall upon mine, and he gasped and coughed next to me. The last thing I noticed was that not one of his men was coming to his aid.

      And then I didn’t have any more thoughts, darkness taking over as my eyelids closed despite how hard I was fighting them.
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      I didn’t know how long I had been asleep for, but it had to be a while.

      When I came to, I was on a bed, in an unfamiliar bedroom. The windows were open, and I could smell flowers outside. There was sound, too. People laughing, chatting, as if it was just an ordinary day.

      My head hurt, but I was fine. I reached down, grabbing my shirt and touching the spot where Cortez had stabbed me. My wounds were dressed, but I had some energy, and the assault had clearly not been as lethal as I had expected it to be.

      I was alive. I didn’t know how, but I was.

      I focused on the armoire in front of me, near the door. This room was the biggest bedroom I had ever been in, and the bed I was on was more luxurious than any bed I’d ever been on, and if it hadn’t been for the pain, I knew I would’ve been extremely comfortable.

      After rolling over to my side, I saw that Carmen was on a chair near me, her head tilted down as she slept deeply. After I realized she was sleeping, I looked at her a little more closely. She seemed fine. She was wearing a new, white dress I’d never seen before, her long brown hair down in soft waves.

      “Carmen?” I asked. I felt very tired, but my voice sounded surprisingly crisp and clear.

      She moved toward me, stretching as she did. “David,” she said. “You’re awake.”

      “Seems like it, yes,” I said. “How long was I out for?”

      “It’s been a few days,” she replied. “We tried to patch you up, but we didn’t know if… we didn’t know how bad it was.”

      I waved her off. “What happened to Cortez?”

      “He’s dead,” she replied, then met my gaze, her eyes wide and her lips parted. She looked very pretty in the soft morning light, especially as she’d just woken up, her cheeks pink.

      I ignored the anxiety suddenly coursing through my veins. We were in White Willow. I knew this wasn’t my house because of the luxurious furniture, the way the sunlight hit the windows. Even the scents outside. Because this wasn’t my house, but I wasn’t hiding anymore, and things seem to have changed.

      At least I hoped so.

      “But you’re okay? Like, all of you?”

      “We’re okay,” she said. “A little shaken, a little worse for wear, but definitely okay. That could have been a lot worse.”

      I sat up, using my elbows for leverage. “What happened with everyone else?”

      “It was weird,” she replied. “Things were strange for a bit, but they backed off. Like… as soon as Cortez died, it felt like a spell was lifted, and everyone was a bit confused about why they were fighting for him in the first place.”

      I stared at her.

      “I know. Like I said, it was weird,” she said. “But it made sense. Some of them went back home, some of them stayed. And…”

      “What?”

      “Your friend,” she said. “She came out of the labyrinth, and she’s been hanging around, waiting for you to wake up. Do you want me to call her in?”

      I looked at her, cocking my head as I did. “In a bit,” I said. “Are you sure that you’re okay?”

      She nodded. “Physically, I’m fine. Still a little scared about everything else that happened. I feel better now that you’re okay.”

      That was… something, I guessed. It was better than not being fine at all. “I’m glad you’re okay,” I said. “What about your sisters?”

      She brightened at that. “Oh, yeah, they’re fine,” she said. “They have rooms here, bigger than the ones at home. Cortez had dogs and horses, so they aren’t ever bored, and honestly, I like having them around. It’s a lot more comforting to know that they’re just downstairs when I’m working, rather than away from me.”

      “I’m glad to hear it,” I said.

      She nodded, her gaze holding mine for a bit, and she chewed on her lip for a few second before she spoke again. “Before I call Luna in, I wanted to say thank you,” she said softly. “For everything. I know I didn’t exactly trust you at the beginning, and I’m sorry, I…”

      “It’s okay. You had good reason not to trust me.”

      She nodded, looking away from me. “I’m sorry about your sister,” she said. “Rose, right? I liked her a lot. She was nice.”

      “I think you said something about that.”

      “And I’m sorry about not giving you time with Astrid,” she said. “I was… jealous, and it was wrong.”

      “Why were you jealous?” I asked. “I mean, we’re not…”

      She shook her head, rolling her eyes when she did. “Because she likes you,” she said. “And you like her too.”

      “What makes you think you need to be jealous of that?”

      Carmen blushed, getting to her feet. “I’ll call Luna,” she said. “She wanted to see you as soon as you woke up.”

      She walked out of the bedroom, and I heard them all quietly speaking outside the door. They sounded happy, but I couldn’t discern what they were saying at all, and even though I wanted to stand up and walk over to where they were.

      Before I could stand, the door swung open, and I looked up, my eyes widening when I saw the tall figure coming toward me. I knew it was Luna even with the long brown cloak, and the hood on her head hiding her horns.

      “Carmen told me you’d awoken,” she said.

      “Yeah,” I said. “I heard. You’re… up here?”

      She smiled at me, taking her hood off as she walked over to me. She was only inches away from my bedside, and then she dropped to her knees gracefully, leaning her head on her forearms. “I am up here,” she said. “You passed the last trial, David. You freed me.”

      “I did?”

      “You tried to sacrifice yourself for someone else,” she said. “Of course you passed.”

      I shook my head. I couldn’t really begin to process what she was saying, but if she was up here, and not trapped in the labyrinth, that could only be a good thing. “So why are you here?” I asked. “You aren’t trapped anymore. You can go anywhere you’d want.”

      She laughed softly, looking up at me with those gorgeous, multicolored eyes. “But you’re here. Why would I want to go anywhere else?”
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      It was a beautiful day. I could tell because the sunlight was streaming through the windows, and when Natalia stirred in my arms, she immediately sought the sunbeam.

      She liked being in the sun. She liked having a tan.

      And she loved waking up in my bed, regardless of the time or day of the week. I thought the other girls would be jealous at first. Not at her interest; they were understanding of all of that, all things considered. There had been no real negotiation phase, not at first. They were all grateful, excited to show it with their bodies, and I was more than happy to oblige.

      They were all beautiful in their own ways, and even years later, I still woke up confused, wondering how I’d managed to get this lucky. Four extremely beautiful women—one of them not even human—wanted me. And they reminded me of that every single day.

      Natalia didn’t do as many things around the estate as the rest of them, and I’d thought that would make them angrier with her than it did. Instead, they surprised me by falling into what felt like very typical roles, and if Natalia ever got on their nerves, they’d simply roll their eyes at her.

      Not that she treated them like servants. Not anymore. She might’ve been a bit spoiled, but she wasn’t stupid. White Willow was, for all intents and purposes, ours, and we needed to be careful about how we approached the whole thing.

      I knew that it was best for us all to keep up appearances, so the girls, and by extension everyone else, acted like Natalia was my bride, and I’d rescued her from the clutches of the man who was planning to kill her and had murdered my sister, which was true enough.

      And the rest of it… well, no one needed to know about the rest of it.

      She stirred in my arms, her eyes opening. “Good morning,” she said, her voice coated with sleep. “What are you thinking about?”

      I planted a kiss on her forehead, sweeping a strand of blonde hair away from her face. “The weather,” I said. “It’s a nice day. Let’s go for a walk today. Visit Luna, maybe?”

      She laughed. “She could live here, if she wanted.”

      “I know. But she likes the labyrinth. More space.”

      “More places for you to sneak around and have sex with her, you mean,” Natalia said, looking at her fingernails. “Sounds like a good plan. I’m in, if you’re still up for it later.”

      “Wait, what do you mean if I’m still up for it later?” I asked.

      She twisted her lips, reaching for her wristwatch on the nightstand table. “I’m just saying,” she said. “Carmen should be coming up here in a minute with some coffee.”

      “Okay…”

      She smiled at me, a glint in her eyes as she bit down on her lower lip. “And I told her not to wear anything under that skirt of hers,” she said, her hand trailing down from my chest, to my stomach, until it landed softly on my quickly hardening cock. “I know how much you love her when she comes here and sits on your dick while I kiss her. I thought that’s what we could do today.”

      I traced the outline of her cheek with my finger and felt her shuddering breath on my skin. “That’s also a good plan.”

      “We could do both,” she said. “If you have the energy for all of us.”

      “I always have the energy for all of you,” I replied.

      She laughed softly. “I know. It’s impressive.”

      She was going to say something else, but before she could, Carmen had walked through the door, wearing a white blouse and a black skirt that clung to her petite body. I caught her gaze, and she put tray with our coffees down on the armoire as she walked over to the bed. “Good morning, you two,” she said. “I hope you’re not too sleepy.”

      “He’s never too sleepy for you,” Natalia said. “And I’ve been getting him ready.”

      “Good,” Carmen replied.

      She crawled from the bottom of the bed as Natalia pulled the duvet aside, and they both giggled when Carmen slid her hand under my underwear to tug it down my legs and reveal my erection.

      Carmen lifted one of her legs to straddle me, and Natalia inched closer to her, pressing her lips against Carmen’s. I loved watching them kiss, and I knew that they mostly did it because I liked it, but there was something so fucking sexy about the two of them getting lost in each other.

      Natalia pulled away from Carmen with a heavy sigh. “I’ve been looking forward to this all night,” she said. “Are you ready for him?”

      Carmen nodded, lifting up her skirt, and Natalia reached forward and yanked her underwear down until she was fully exposed. I watched as Natalia stroked her, getting her ready for me, until Carmen was practically mewling, her hips moving of their own accord.

      My eyes widened as Natalia slid her fingers down the length of Carmen’s pussy, curling them before she stuck them inside of her, making Carmen throw her head back and moan.

      “Oh, she is ready for you,” Natalia said playfully, taking her fingers out, and both Carmen and I watched entranced as she licked them clean, all while she looked right into my eyes. “Don’t worry. You can taste her later, when you’re fucking me.”

      I tried to say something to that, but it was practically impossible to speak, and when Carmen slid her body down on my dick, all I could think about was how tight and hot she was. Natalia lied down next to me, kissing me on the mouth as Carmen fucked herself on my cock. Natalia turned her body toward me so I could use my fingers on her, and she moaned into my mouth as her muscles clenched around me, her body jerking in surprise and then melting into my touch.

      When Carmen saw this, she moved up and down faster on my dick, her whole body shaking, and I was practically paralyzed with pleasure as my gaze flickered between Carmen’s tits when she bounced on my cock and the way Natalia’s entire body tensed up as she rode the wave of her orgasm.

      “Fuck,” Carmen said. “Your cock feels so good.”

      I growled with pleasure as I finished inside of her, and she caught her breath before she collapsed on top of me, her body warm on top of mine.

      We stayed like that, all three of us, gasping for breath for a long time, until Carmen rolled off me and smiled. “I think the coffee might be cold,” she said. “I can go get some more.”

      “Stay,” Natalia said. “Astrid will bring us more when she realizes we’re not up and about yet, and then we can all go visit Luna.”

      “What about everything else?” I asked her.

      “What about everything else? Everything else can wait, David,” she said. “Right now, this? This is perfect.”
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      Shifter U

      CLASS ROAR

      There’s a beast inside of Evan Wakefield, and he doesn’t care about grades.

      Doc Wilde

      WILD GOLD

      What’s a man to do when a gorgeous redhead walks into his office with an offer to help him find El Dorado? Book the first flight to Peru.

      Planet Lawless

      GUNSLINGER

      Play the game, build a team of gorgeous girls, and defeat the boss. Might be fun if it wasn’t all real…and my life didn’t hang in the balance.

      Join my newsletter to get updates and free stories. I promise I won’t spam you.

      Also, come hang out on Facebook with me.
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