
        
            
                
            
        

    
Pretty When You Cry


Skye Warren


And the day came when the risk to remain tight in a bud was more painful than the risk it took to blossom.


–Anaïs Nin


Chapter One


So far, a city looks exactly how I thought it would—gutted buildings and dark alleys.

A den of wickedness.

This morning I woke up on my floor mat in Harmony Hills. Sunlight streamed through the window while dust rose up to meet it. The white walls somehow kept their color despite rough dirt floors.

A desperate trek through the woods and a series of bus rides later, I made it to a city. This city. Tanglewood. It could have been anywhere. They’re all the same, all sinful, all scary—and the only thing that makes this one special is that I ran out of money for bus tickets.

My shoes are made of white canvas, already fraying and black from the grime of the streets. I made these shoes by hand when I turned twelve, and the heel on the left side has never fit quite right. But the bamboo soles lasted for years in the hills. Now they’re cracking against concrete. I can feel every lump in the pavement, every loose rock, every rounded hump as the sidewalk turns to cobblestone and then back again.

That’s not the worst part.

There’s someone following me. Maybe more than one person. I try to listen for the footsteps, but it’s hard to hear over the pounding in my ears, the thud of my heart against my chest. Panic is a tangible force in my head, a gritty quicksand that threatens to pull me down.

I could end up on my knees before this night is over.

But I don’t think I’ll be saying my evening prayers.

Men are standing outside a gate that hangs open on its hinges. They fall silent as I walk close. I tighten my arms where they are folded over my chest and look down. If I can’t see them, they can’t see me. It wasn’t true when I was little, and it’s not true now.

One of them steps in front of me.

My breath catches, and I stop walking. My whole body is trembling by the time I meet his eyes, bloodshot red in a shadowed face. “What’s your name?” he asks in a gravelly voice.

I jerk my head. No.

“Now that’s not very polite, is it?” Another one steps closer, and then I smell him. They couldn’t have showered in the past day or even week.

Cleanliness is a virtue.

Being quiet and obedient and small is a virtue too. “I’m sorry. I just want to—”

I don’t know what comes next. I want to run. I want to hide. I want to pretend the past sixteen years as a disciple of the Harmony Hills never happened. None of that is possible when I’m surrounded by men. I take a step back and bump into another man. Hands close around my arms.

A sound escapes me—fear and protest. It’s more than I would have done this morning, that sound.

I’m turned to face the man behind me. He smiles a broken-toothed smile. “Doesn’t matter what you want, darling.”

My mouth opens, but I can’t scream. I can’t scream because I’ve been taught not to. Because I know no one will come. Because the consequences of crying are worse than what will happen next.

Then the man’s eyes widen in something like fear. It’s a foreign expression on his face. It doesn’t belong. I wouldn’t even believe it except he takes a step back.

My chest squeezes tight. What’s behind me? Who is behind me that could have inspired that kind of fear? The men surrounding me are monsters, but they’re backing off now, stepping away, hands up in surrender. No harm done, that’s what they’re saying without words.

I whirl and almost slip on a loose cobblestone.

The man standing in front of me is completely still. That’s the first thing I notice about him—before I see the fine cut of his black suit or the glint of a silver watch under his cuff. Before I see the expression on his face, devoid of compassion or emotion. Devoid of humanity.

“We didn’t know she worked for you,” one of the men mumbles.

They’re still backing up, forming a circle around us, growing wider. I’m in the middle. I’m the drop, and the men around me form a ripple. Then they fade into the blackness and are gone.

It’s just me and the man in the suit.

He hasn’t spoken. I’m not sure he’s going to. I half expect him to pull out a gun from somewhere underneath that smooth black fabric and shoot me. That’s what happens in the city, isn’t it? That’s what everyone told me about the outside world, how dangerous it is. And even while some part of me had nodded along, had believed them, another part of me had refused.

There had to be beauty outside the white stucco walls. Beauty that wasn’t contained and controlled. Beauty with color. Only apparently I was wrong. I haven’t seen anything beautiful—except him.

He’s beautiful in a strange and sinful way, one that makes me more afraid. Not colorful exactly. His eyes are a gray color I’ve never seen before, both deep and opaque at the same time. The building itself is beautiful too with its wrought iron gate around a large courtyard. The fountain in the center is broken, but that only adds to the mystique.

The marquee sign reads Grand, a flash of neon pink against the black night.

He steps closer, the light from the sign illuminating his face, making him look even more sinister. “What’s your name?”

I couldn’t answer those other men, but I find something inside for him. I find truth. “I’m not allowed to say my name to someone else.”

He studies me for a long moment, taking in my tangled hair and my white dress. “Why not?”

Because God will punish me. “Because I’m running away.”

He nods like this is what he expected. “Do you have money?”

I have twenty dollars left after bus fare. “Enough.”

His lips twist, and I wonder if that’s what a smile looks like on him. It’s terrifying. “No, you don’t,” he says. “The question is, what would you do to earn some?”

Anything.

My voice is just a whisper. “I’m a good girl.”

He laughs, and I see that I was wrong before. That wasn’t a smile. It was a taunt. A challenge. This is a real smile, one with teeth. The sound rolls through me like a coming storm, deep and foreboding.

“I know,” he says gently. “What’s your name?”

“Candace.”

He studies me. “Pretty name.”

His voice is deep with promise and something else I can’t decipher. All I know is he isn’t really talking about my name. And I know it isn’t really a compliment. “Thank you.”

“Now come inside, Candace.”

He turns and walks away before I can answer. I can feel the night closing in on me, the sharks in the water waiting to strike. It’s not really a choice. I think the man knows that. He’s counting on it. Whatever is going to happen inside will be bad, and the only thing worse is what would have happened outside.

I hurry to catch up with him, almost running across the crumbled driveway, under the marquee sign for the Grand, past the broken fountain, desperate for the dubious safety of the man who could hold the darkness at bay. It’s the same thing that kept me in Harmony Hills for so long—fear and twisted gratitude.


Chapter Two


Harmony Hills is a place of purity, of paleness, and the city is black. Inside the building is something else entirely, an explosion of light and color. So much color.

The women are beautiful, skin flushed and painted and glistening with glitter. Their bodies are strong—and almost naked. Not completely. Satin straps and lace tie them up like presents as they swirl around a shiny silver pole.

No man is telling them to cover their bodies.

No man is making them sit down and be ashamed. Instead the men are looking up to them, practically panting in their eagerness, desperate for a glance or a touch, holding up money for the possibility.

I’m so enraptured by the sight of the stage that I almost lose sight of the man.

He stops in the crowd, and I see the way other men look at him—with apprehension. I see the way they move aside to let him pass. Fear whispers over my skin. The other men are panting after the girls, but not this one. He’s too cold for that, too sure he can have any one of them with a snap of his fingers.

And that’s what he does—snaps his fingers like I’m a stray puppy who’s lost her way.

That’s what I am to him.

I hurry to catch up. I get curious looks from the other patrons, but I ignore them. I’m not sexy and beautiful like the women onstage. I’m still wearing my white shift from Harmony Hills, my hair long and uneven at the bottom. We’re not allowed to cut it.

There’s a stairway to the side of the stage, and I follow him down. A guard of some kind waits at the bottom. His gaze flicks over me, dispassionate, as if evaluating me as a threat. I guess we both know I don’t pose any, because just as quick his gaze returns straight ahead.

The room below is more basement than office, the ornate wooden desk out of place on a concrete floor. The man in the suit shuts the thick steel door, locking us in.

His footsteps echo as he crosses and sits behind the desk.

“Sit down,” he tells me without even looking at me.

Sixteen years of training, of scripture ensure that I do what I’m told. I perch on the old wobbly chair in front of the desk. This room scares me. It’s suited to interrogation…or torture. If that door can keep the noise out, it can hold my screams inside. No one would hear me over the thud of music anyway. And that guard waiting outside… I know without asking that he wouldn’t let me leave.

I’ve traded one prison for another.

The man pulls out a cell phone and dials. Alarm spikes through me. “Who are you calling?” I demand, my heart beating fast.

“The police,” he says, his strange gray eyes meeting mine.

Panic claws at my chest. “No,” I burst out. “Don’t.”

One eyebrow rises. “Don’t worry. I’m sure they’ll give you a lollipop before they send you home.”

“You can’t send me back there.” When I was five years old, I colored on the walls of the chapel. I had to write I am a sinner on my arm twenty times with a steel-tipped feather. You can still see the scar of the last r on my hand if I’m in the sunlight. The punishment for running away, for getting dragged back, would be much more severe.

That earns me a low laugh. “I can do anything I want with you. You seem like a smart girl. You already know that.”

“Then let me stay,” I whisper.

Pale eyes narrow. “Why?”

“Like those girls out there.” My heart is beating out of my chest. I don’t even know what I’m saying, whether I really want this or not. Whether I can even do it. “Let me work here.”

Frustration flashes across his stern face, so slight I would have missed it if I wasn’t staring at him—studying him. Learning him just like I learned Leader Allen for years. “Those girls,” he says, his voice like ice, “are grown women. Adults. Every one of them is at least eighteen years old, because my club doesn’t break the rules.”

He doesn’t seem like a man who follows rules, but I know what he means. He picks which rules to follow and which to break—and he has no reason to choose me.

I swallow hard. I know what’s coming, I just don’t know if I’ll survive it. “Please.”

He scans me from my loose hair to my ragged dress down to my fraying cloth slippers. “And you…well, you look all of twelve years old.”

Do I really look that young? Do I really seem that innocent? “I’m eighteen,” I lie.

He smiles as if we share a secret. As if we’re both lying. “Of course you are. And I’m only calling the cops to protect your pretty little cunt.”

I blink, the word a slap. I don’t even know what it means, but I know it’s bad. I know because of the harshness of the word, the hard c and guttural ending. I know because of the appreciation in his eyes when he says it—a man like this wouldn’t like anything sweet.

He stands, and it seems like he’s ten feet tall. I shrink against the wooden chair, but there’s nowhere to go. “The truth is,” he says, his voice smooth as water, “I’m calling the cops to get you out of my hair. And the only reason I follow the rules? Is to keep the cops from sniffing around, disrupting business. My real business. Understand?”

“Not really,” I whisper.

The corner of his lip turns up. “All you need to understand is that you can’t stay here. This isn’t a boarding school or a sweatshop. There’s no place for you here.”

The words hit me harder than they should. I’ve only been in this building a few minutes. It should mean nothing to me. He should mean nothing to me. But it’s more than this building—more than him. It’s like he’s speaking for the whole city. Like he’s speaking for everything outside of Harmony Hills. That was the only place I’ve ever had, the only place I belonged. And it was going to kill me.

All the air sucks out of the basement, and I can’t breathe. This is worse than torture. I’d rather he hit me than tell me I don’t belong anywhere. Tears fill my eyes, making everything seem murky, underwater.

Through the haze, I see him come to stand in front of me. If he was my mother, he would hug me. If he was Leader Allen, he’d slap me.

Instead he just watches me.

He leans back against the edge of the high desk and crosses his arms. When I was a kid, there was a boy who would drop water onto an ant and watch it drown. That’s how the man is looking at me—curious, as if he wants to see what will happen next.

I clench my fists, squeezing my fingernails into my skin until the physical pain is worse than the pain inside. “What’s your name?” I demand, my voice shaky.

“Ivan,” he says softly, still watching. Still waiting.

“Let me work here, Ivan,” I say, hands clenched, body ready to fight. It’s not fighting he wants from me, though. Not exactly. I may not know the word he used, but I know how he thinks. It’s not that far off from the men outside who surrounded me.

It’s not that far off from Leader Allen either.

I stand up and meet his gaze. “I’ll do anything.”


Chapter Three


I know what will happen to me if I let him touch me. I know because every sermon I ever heard, every scripture I’ve ever seen promises the same thing. Eternal damnation.

That’s what I’m offering him—my soul on a spit.

He doesn’t look impressed. Instead he leans close, close enough that I’m forced to sit. He braces his hands on both arms of my chair. It occurs to me then how he’s advanced on me since the conversation started. He was behind his desk at the beginning. He stood and circled it. Now he’s inches from my face, his breath warm and soft against my forehead when he speaks.

“What could you possibly give me that I couldn’t get from any one of those girls out on the floor tonight?”

My eyes shut tight. I can still see her clearly, the woman onstage. Her power in the form of bared breasts and a bold smile. She could please Ivan so much better than me, and without even asking, I know she would do whatever he wanted.

“My virginity,” I whisper, trembling inside.

He’s a stranger to me, but I know what he wants. He looks at me the same way Leader Allen looked at me. That’s why I had to leave. It turns out men are the same everywhere I go. They only want one thing from me.

He cocks his head. “Why would you give me that?”

With only a few dollars in my pocket and men waiting on the street outside, I don’t have a choice. “I need…a place to stay.”

Something dark flits over his expression. “Surely you want more than that, for something so precious.”

I want freedom. I want safety, but I can’t have that. “A job,” I whisper.

Money is a form of freedom. Dancing and nakedness and music are freedom too.

He crouches in front of me, and something about our positions now makes me feel young. He’s still holding the arms of the chair, and my hands are clenched in my lap. His eyes meet mine, but he’s down low. I feel small and helpless. Trapped.

“You could ask me to pay you,” he says, a strange note in his voice. It’s like he’s coaxing me. Like he’s telling me what to do. “If I gave you enough, you’d be able to get a nice hotel room. Maybe you could keep me coming back for more.”

There are too many shadows here, too many vines ready to grab me. If he paid me for sex, I’d be just like my mother. And I have no faith in my ability to keep him coming back for more. “I want to work.”

He puts his hand on my knee. Just his hand. Not very high. It’s an innocent touch. Any one of the elders might have touched me this way. Leader Allen definitely has.

It doesn’t feel innocent. It feels dangerous, a snaking vine.

His expression is severe, but his voice is soft. It’s a contradiction, just like him. “I would give you pretty jewelry and pretty clothes. My own little doll to dress up.”

My breath comes faster. His words don’t sound like an offer. They sound like a warning. “No.”

“You’d rather fuck a hundred men than just one?”

I flinch. I’d rather keep running so that nothing can ever tie me down, no one can hold me down, ever again. “I don’t want to…don’t want to fu—I just want to dance.”

Surprise flicks through his eyes, turning them almost silver. He draws back, considering me. He has me trapped, but he’s no longer in my face. I sit very still under his regard. I have sat for hours during prayer, unable to move, unwilling. If I even stretch or look up for a second, it would prove my unworthiness. I would have to start over and face my punishment after. I can wait forever for him to decide.

“No,” he says softly.

My hopes fall. If he doesn’t let me stay, I’ll have to go back into the streets. Fear is a cold band around my chest. You’d rather fuck a hundred men than just one? I might find out tonight.

Bile rises in my throat. “Wait.”

“You’ll come home with me. If you still want to dance once you’ve had time to think about it, once I’ve had time to think about it, then we’ll see.”

“Oh,” I whisper, something hot and scary flowing through my veins.

“And you’ll do exactly as I say, whatever I decide.”

His words make me cold, and I shudder. This is just like Harmony Hills, isn’t it? I left there because I didn’t want to live like cattle anymore, because I didn’t want to be caged and bred and then shot when I was no longer useful. I shouldn’t like being ordered around, not when I’ve risked so much to be free, but it’s a wild relief to hear he has a plan for me.

My mind flashes with glitter and lace. With confidence and color. “How will I know how to please the men out there if I’ve never…done that?”

His eyes glow with a dark promise. “You won’t please them by knowing, little one. You’ll please them by not knowing.”

“I don’t understand.”

A flicker, almost a smile. “Men like to teach you things. That’s what gets them off.”

And I know he isn’t talking about the men out there. He’s talking about himself.

He wants to teach me things.

The knowledge sinks inside me, imprints itself on my bones where I can’t ever forget. “Okay,” I whisper.

“You’ll wait here for me,” he says. Not a question.

I take in the dimly lit basement a little more slowly this time, from the stark lightbulb to the dark stains on the concrete floor. It’s like a jail cell, and without even scripture to justify it.

Before I can answer him, he’s gone. The door closes behind him with a clash of metal.

A beat passes, and then something scrapes on the other side of the door.

I’m locked inside.


Chapter Four


There is no clock inside the basement. Time passes in breaths, one after the other.

A breath to sit and stare at the closed door.

A breath to stand up.

A breath to approach the desk.

Ivan is terrifying, and I’m completely at his mercy. It’s a risk to look through his stuff. It’s a risk not to look through his stuff, now that I have the chance.

I don’t know what I’m dealing with here. Why does he want me? The stories Leader Allen tells ring in my ears. The outside world is full of heathens, of sinners. It’s full of violent men who want to drag me into an alley and rape me. Is that what Ivan wants?

Men like to teach you things. That’s what gets them off.

Most of the papers are printed from a computer. I can’t understand what they say any better than if they were written by hand. There are some words I recognize, words that are in prayer books. Thanks. And help. And girls. Buried in one paragraph I find the word hell. The words I know are sprinkled like morning dew on grass, tiny windows that don’t help me understand the whole.

In a beige folder I find a stack of images. There are women posing, most of them without shirts or bras.

Some of them without panties.

I know it’s wrong to look at them—wrong to have them—but I linger anyway. I look at their eyes made dark with blue and purple and black glitter. I look at their lips painted every shade of red. I look at the hair between their legs, trimmed into a neat shape or missing completely. I’ve never even cut the hair on my head, much less the hair there. I didn’t know that was possible.

I can’t stop thinking about it.

Would it hurt? It seems like it must hurt. Then my hand is gently pressing against myself, right there, over my shift, protective and terrified and curious.

The scrape comes from the door again, and my hand snaps to my side. My face heats with shame that he would come back and catch me this way. I slam the folder shut, but some images slide out anyway.

The door swings open.

It isn’t him. Disappointment rises in me, unwelcome and grim. Why would I look forward to seeing him? He might end up hurting me.

I remember the cold glint in his eye, the promise.

Oh, he’ll definitely end up hurting me.

Instead it’s the guard who had been standing outside the basement door when we came in. I’d barely gotten a glance at him, enough to know he was big and tall and strong. He’s dressed in all black, which adds to my impression of him as some kind of soldier. The only break in the image is the steaming tray of food he’s carrying.

He sets it on the desk and eyes the photographs peeking out from the folder.

The folder that I’m holding down with my palm flat, as if I can keep the strange feelings it inspires locked up tight, far away from me.

He raises his eyebrows. “I won’t tell on you for snooping.”

“If?” I may be new here, but I already know everything comes with a price. This isn’t so different from Harmony Hills, under all the lights.

He grins, looking boyish despite the fact that he’s obviously armed and dangerous. “If you eat your vegetables.”

I glance down at the tray he’s holding and see a feast. All that is meant for one person? I’ve never even seen a plate that large, and it’s piled high with food. There’s a steak with the juices still sizzling and mashed potatoes, the butter almost completely melted, and emerald-green broccoli. I haven’t eaten since dinner in the Great Hall last night, and my stomach grumbles loudly.

He gestures to the tray. “Come on, eat. You look like you’re about to fall over.”

He’s right, so I round the desk and head back for the plain wooden chair. No way I’m sitting in the big leather swivel chair. I’d probably get struck by lightning or something.

Except I can’t exactly sit down yet. “Are you…going to stay and watch?”

He gets a funny look on his face, almost embarrassed. “Just until you finish. Then I’ll take the tray back upstairs.”

I cock my head. I’m curious about him, but he sets me at ease. Completely unlike Ivan. “Why?”

He shrugs. “I don’t question orders.”

Unease twists my empty stomach. That’s how it was in Harmony Hills, even if we called them counsels instead of orders. “What’s your name?”

“It’s Luca. And don’t worry. I’m not going to hurt you.” His brown eyes soften. “Or touch you.”

I believe him, and that is the only reason I can sit and take a bite. And oh, that bite. The juices are still warm on my tongue, the steak more tender and wonderful than anything I’ve ever tasted. I catch Luca looking at me—looking at my lips—and my eyes widen.

His cheeks tinge red, and he turns away. “Where did you come from anyway?” he asks quietly. “Not from around here.”

“Far away.” Maybe not that far in miles. A hundred dollars didn’t last long, but I might as well be on the other side of the world for how different all this looks—and how lonely I feel. “Your boss,” I say softly.

“What about him?” Reserved. Wary.

Afraid?

“He’s kind of…” I stammer, because I barely have the words for what I need to ask. “Can I trust him?”

That earns me a soft laugh. “Trust? I’m not sure anyone can know him, much less trust him. But if you stay in Tanglewood, you’ll hear the stories.”

“What kind of stories?”

“The kind that get told around campfires. Horror stories.”

“Those aren’t real.”

“He is.” The corner of Luca’s mouth turns up. “The money that he puts in my account is real enough.”

I can do anything I want with you.

The things he would do to me would be real enough too.

*     *     *

The first time I ever rode in a car, I was eight years old.

A woman with kind eyes came and took me away. Mama had a strange look on her face, like she was trying to be brave, so I tried to be brave too. Even though the building scared me. And the people scared me.

They put me in a room with no windows. A camera was set up in the corner, watching me. I looked anywhere but at the shiny black lens. A doll slouched against the bench on the floor. Her hair was red. Building blocks climbed each other in the corner, every color of the rainbow. Who could play at a time like this, away from their family?

My heart beat a little faster, just looking at them. These were toys that hadn’t been made in Harmony Hills, that hadn’t been sanctioned by Leader Allen. I knew how wrong it was, and that made me want to do it more. I fought with myself for what felt like hours until the woman with kind eyes came back in. She had another person with her, a man. He smiled at me but stood silently in the corner while the woman asked questions.

How do you like living in Harmony Hills?

Who watches you?

Does anyone touch you? Where?

I answered all the questions as best I could, so I could go home. I like it in Harmony Hills. Mama watches me. No one touches me, not ever.

They weren’t lies, not really. Most of the time I liked my life, but I didn’t have a choice. I knew the woman wasn’t really offering me one. And Mama did watch me most of the time, except when she was praying with Leader Allen. It took a long time, because her soul was so dark. At least, that’s what Leader Allen told me.

The woman asked me that question a lot of times, using words in different ways so I would understand. Giving me a hug or giving me a bath didn’t count. The way Leader Allen put his hand on my head when he was testing my faith, that didn’t count either.

That was the day I learned that there was another kind of touch that might happen to me.

The next time I ever rode in a car was a bus that took me from Harmony Hills to the farthest place I could go. A city called Tanglewood.

“Come,” Ivan says, and I don’t hesitate. There’s nothing for me in the basement of his business. This is like the room from before, with no windows. No toys on the floor, but I understood them now for what they were. Distractions. A kind of test, like the files on his desk. And probably there was a camera somewhere in the room, watching me. Seeing if I passed.

I follow him up the stairs, my gaze trained on his shoes. They shine, even in the dim light, and they make a harsh sound with every step. My shoes are blackened and completely silent. I’m his shadow as he leads me out a back door into the night.

Luca follows us to the car and opens the door.

Both men watch me expectantly. When I don’t move, Ivan cocks his head. “In.”

In. Just that, a short command. Like I’m an animal to be put in her cage. “Where are you taking me?”

“Home,” he says.

That’s what the woman said too, when we left the room. She drove me back to Harmony Hills, and he isn’t taking me there. He’s taking me somewhere strange, somewhere new. It isn’t my home. Even so, hearing the word soothes me.

Because right now I don’t have anywhere to go.

I climb into the back of his car. From the outside it looks like a regular car, except maybe a little more shiny. A little more smooth. From the inside, it’s completely different. Nothing like the gray bus I came here on, with its plastic bucket seats and cracked window. It’s nothing like the car the woman with kind eyes drove either, where she buckled me into the back and gave me a juice box.

This car doesn’t even have seat belts, just incredibly soft seats. It’s like running my hands over a cloud, and I do it again and again until Ivan sits beside me and I force my hands to still. There are buttons built into the sides of the car and a little panel in front of us with a screen. And a dark glass wall separating the front and the back.

Luca climbs in behind the wheel, and then the car glides forward.

I’m quiet the rest of the trip. So is Ivan.

Maybe he’s thinking about work. But I know he’s thinking about me. I can feel his attention on me even though he faces the front. His profile looks stark and forbidding, shadows stretching over his face, not quite covering him. I try to shrink myself, to become invisible. I hold my body very still. It’s something I have a lot of practice with, in prayer.

Forgive me, for I have sinned…


Chapter Five


We reach Ivan’s house too quickly. I’m not ready to face what will happen to me here. Not ready to face that I’ve ended up in this position, at another man’s mercy. Wasn’t I supposed to get free? Isn’t that why Mama risked everything?

Except a hundred dollars in cash and a brochure from the bus company didn’t get me very far.

Deep inside, where I don’t usually let myself feel, something sharp and hot burns. Frustration. Anger? Mama would know how to survive in the city. She lived in one before she went to Harmony Hills. Why didn’t she teach me what I would need to know?

Why didn’t she tell me about men like Ivan?

It doesn’t matter now, because Luca opens the car door. I have no choice but to step outside and look up, up at the never-ending glass and concrete. It doesn’t look like a house. It looks like a sculpture.

It almost looks like a church.

“No calls tonight,” Ivan says, and Luca nods, wordless.

Luca holds the car door open for Ivan and then myself. Lights are set in the wall, high up, so the whole room is bathed in a pale light when we first arrive. Ivan touches a switch, and they grow brighter.

“This way,” he says, leaving me behind.

I almost run to catch up, afraid to be left in this cold land of silver and white. It’s winter, but not made by nature. Made by man. I don’t know why anyone would make something so cold, but maybe Ivan wanted to see his reflection. Maybe he wanted to freeze.

He stops before I can, and I bump into him, the front of my body flush against his hard, unyielding back. I gasp and jump away. “Sorry.”

Beyond a raised eyebrow, he ignores that. “There are clothes in the dresser,” he says, gesturing to an open door. “And toiletries in the bathroom. Don’t—”

I stand there, waiting to hear what I can’t do. Don’t think sinful thoughts. Don’t talk back.

Don’t run away and take a bus to a strange city.

I’m used to being told what not to do, and for most of my life, I obeyed.

“Don’t wander,” he says finally. “It might not be safe.”

Might not be safe from what?

“I won’t,” I say softly. I’m too tired to wander. Too lost to even try. There’s nowhere else to go.

“Get ready for bed,” he says.

His words ring in my head while I go into the room and shut the door. They ring while I find the clothes in the dresser, a random assortment of feminine things, soft T-shirts and dresses, different sizes and colors. Who do they belong to? They ring while I shower under the hot spray, water burning away the smell of the city.

Get ready for bed.

Almost as if I’m to wait for him. As if he’ll be joining me.

The bed is the largest one I’ve ever seen, but somehow too small for two people. Too small if one of the people is Ivan. He’s physically large and, more than that, terrifying. What will he do to me? I can’t fight him. God, I’m not sure I want to try. Home.

In the end I push back the heavy blankets, almost as thick as my sleeping pallet in Harmony Hills, and climb onto the bed. The pillow is perfectly soft, so clean, and I let myself drift away. I’m floating on a cloud, plush and high up.

I dream in those moments. I dream about color and light. I dream about the sky.

There is a deep voice from above and all around me, telling me to get on my knees. Commanding me to pray. This is the first time in my life I’ve ever skipped bedtime prayers. The first time I haven’t begged for salvation. I’m not going to beg, not ever again.

The hand on my face doesn’t feel angry. It isn’t a slap for my insolence. It strokes down my temple and cups my cheek. My eyes flutter open. Ivan.

His hand falls away.

“Candace,” he says in the same deep voice of my dream.

And there’s a look in his eyes, the same look Leader Allen gives Mama. The same look he started giving me. That look is the reason Mama sent me away.

“You’ll stay here,” he says softly. “I don’t want you to dance, but you can stay.”

The allure of it beats through me, a heart of its own, thumping away to a dream that isn’t mine. Safety. Home. I want those things, but I want freedom more. I want the flash of lights and of skin. I want the power those women had onstage.

Ivan wants to put me in a cage, but what I really want is to fly.

“Okay,” I lie, because one sin becomes many. Leader Allen taught me that, and he was right. I’ll convince Ivan, though. One day I’ll dance on that stage, and Ivan will watch me.

One day he’ll teach me everything there is to know.

“Good girl.”

The praise washes over me, undeserved and darkly pleasurable, a stroke along my spine. It feels good, but I know what it is. A trap. A chain around my ankle to keep me on the ground. In this moment, it locks me so tight that I’d accept anything he did to me. If he were to touch me the way the woman with the kind eyes meant. The way Leader Allen touches Mama during prayer.

Ivan leans down, and I hold my breath. Large hands take hold of the blanket, lift slightly. I feel everything between us—anticipation and denial, lust and fear corded together. We feel them together, breathe them in through the air, pulse them with each beat of our hearts. It’s a kind of knowledge, this feeling, connecting a thousand nerve points to the core of my body. This is what he meant by teaching me. This and so much more.

Then he pulls the blanket higher, tucking it around me. “Good night,” he says, eyes glittering in the dark.

He is silver and light, made even brighter by the shadows behind him. It’s strange, the disappointment I feel that he isn’t going to touch me. He isn’t going to teach me. Not tonight. “Good night,” I whisper back.

Then he’s gone, shutting the door against the dark, locking me in. And I slide away into sleep, without dreams, without color, with only the shameless black of contentedness, knowing I am safe for the night.


Chapter Six


Three years later

Walking through the Grand is like walking through a dream. A sweet dream, most nights. Flashing lights and bright colors. And sex. It coats these dreams with honey, thick and burnished gold.

There are bad dreams too, on nights when a new asshole walks through the doors and puts his hand on me. Security is quick to throw them out, when they see, and Ivan swift and merciless with retribution, when he finds out. And for those few minutes when nobody knows, when I’m alone with some new monster…well, everyone gets nightmares sometimes.

“You going onstage?” Bianca asks. She’s relatively new to the club, an ice queen, her gait more of a glide. She surveys me from a few inches higher, her plastic glass slippers raising her above me.

Of course I know her aloofness is an act. She’s actually a scaredy cat when it comes to Ivan, or most men actually, which is why she’s here.

“I’m done for the night,” I tell her. “Heading back now.”

“Oh.” She examines her nails, a shimmery opal. “Do you think you could check about that time off?”

“And the reason you can’t ask him yourself is because…” We put our schedules together at the beginning of every two weeks. Now she needs tomorrow off for some unspecified reason.

The mask cracks, just for a moment. “I need this. I really need this time off, and he’s more likely to say yes to you. Please. It’s…personal.”

She says personal like it’s a dirty word, and in here, it is. We don’t pass around a sharing stick in the dressing room. This isn’t a goddamn therapy session. No, we bury our issues deep, where it can turn our souls black, numb us from the inside out, like any other self-respecting stripper.

“I’ll talk to him,” I say, because it seems like the fastest way to make her stop.

“Thank you,” she says, relief evident. “I’ll owe you one.”

“Yeah, yeah,” I mutter, stalking past her. I hadn’t planned on talking to Ivan tonight. He will definitely notice my shaky hands. And with his bruisers reporting my every move, he’ll know why.

The crowd is decent tonight, a teeming mass I have to fight my way through, pushing and shoving just to stay upright. I get off on this—the noise, the people. The looks men give me as I pass them by. It’s why I loved this place the moment I stumbled into the club, wide-eyed and terrified. It’s why I begged and pleaded to be allowed onstage, back before I was quite legal—the lone nameless, underage girl in his otherwise legitimate enterprise.

And it’s why I put up with what happens in the basement. Not sex. God, nothing as pedestrian as that. Ivan could get sex from any of the girls in Tanglewood. For all I know, he does. It’s something different he wants from me, though.

Luca stands watch at the stairwell, face impassive. “Evening,” he says.

I smile, enjoying the challenge. I’ve gotten to know Luca Almanzar pretty well since we first met. And he can be pretty fun, except when he’s on duty. He’s like one of those guards outside the palace, a tall hat and an unbreakable stare.

Pressing myself close, I run my hand down his chest. I’m an inch away from him when I whisper, “Good evening to you too, handsome.”

He stiffens at my touch, at my words, but he doesn’t break formation. “Do you want to get me killed?”

“Buzzkill,” I say, leaning back.

One dark eyebrow rises. “I want to live,” he says drily.

It makes me laugh, and I poke him in his rock-hard abs. Of course it does nothing. He’s like a damn statue. “You’ve gotten more serious since I met you.”

“And you’ve gotten less.”

I freeze. Direct hit. “Is that so bad?”

He sighs. “No, it’s good. I’m glad you’re happy, Candy. If you’re happy.”

What the hell was happiness anyway? An orgasm? A pill? I’d mapped out almost every pleasure known to man and still hadn’t quite found mine. Years of dancing, of drinking. Years of being watched by Ivan, wondering if he’d pounce. The only thing I knew for sure was that I couldn’t keep going like this.

“I need to talk to him,” I murmur. An afterthought, even though Ivan is anything but.

He’s my first thought when I wake from a bender. My last before I take a hit.

“He’s in a mood,” Luca says.

When is he not? I don’t bother asking. Luca wouldn’t have an answer. No, I make my way down the stairs. I’ll just have to hide my trembling hands and shaky legs. I’ll have to hide how dry my mouth feels.

Hide how badly I want a drink.

It’s been three years since I first walked down these steps. I spent the first year locked up in his house, barely touched, barely noticed, left with books and music and dancing all alone. I finally convinced Ivan to let me dance in the Grand. He even got me my own apartment. But through it all, Ivan has always been there—directing my movements, picking my clothes, watching me. Waiting for me to make a mistake so that he can punish me.

I can’t keep going this way. Not even for Ivan.


Chapter Seven


It’s cold in the basement, without the body heat and the spotlights. Cold and damp. I wonder how Ivan’s desk can survive the moisture in the air, how it doesn’t rot, but the old carved wood continues to stand, incongruous and proud.

Ivan doesn’t look up when I step into the room. He knows Luca would guard that damn door with his life—or at least knock and announce the visitor if it’s club business.

Except for me.

I can come down here whenever I want. That’s the only thing that’s up to me. Because as soon as that metal door clangs shut behind me, I’m sealed in. Ivan’s in charge of me now.

And he wants me to wait.

There’s a feeling that comes over me while I stand there, in the middle of a cold, dark room. The same feeling I had on my knees for hours, reciting my prayers under the watchful eyes of Leader Allen. I was a child then, even if he didn’t always see me that way.

I’m not a child now…

Even if Ivan continues to treat me like one.

“Come,” he says finally, pen still to paper. He makes a final stroke, almost violent—his signature.

I cross the floor. The spikes of my heels barely touch the ground. It used to sound impossibly loud, the clack of shoes. And though I embraced so many loud and bright and immoral things about my new life, that was one I couldn’t shake. So I learned to walk quietly in my heels.

I stand directly in front of his desk, the tops of my thighs inches away from the edge. “Bianca wants to know if she can have tomorrow off.”

Pale gray eyes meet mine. “And the reason she isn’t asking me herself is?”

“Because you’re intimidating and, let’s face it, a cold motherfucker. She’s scared of you.”

That earns me something—a suggestion of a smile, a tilt of his lips. “But you’re not.”

“Should I be?” I challenge, but I already know the answer is yes. I’m scared, but I’m here anyway. What does that say about me? “I can cover for Bianca tomorrow.”

“Can you?” he says, which is his way of saying yes. His gaze sweeps over me like a tangible touch, taking in my ruffled lace bra-and-panties set in a pale, peachy pink. My nipples harden under his hot gaze, even through the gauzy fabric. “You work too much already.”

I give him a saucy smile, the same way I’d do for a customer. “I still find plenty of time to play.”

His lids lower. “Play,” he repeats, tasting the word.

Oh shit. There’s doubt in that one word. And derision. And unarguable dominance. It drops my chin to my chest and my eyes to the floor. I’m no longer the sassy, sarcastic stripper who flirted with Luca upstairs. Now I’m standing under Ivan’s scrutiny, waiting for him to pass judgment.

“And have you been good?” he asks.

“Yes,” I say.

But with just that one word, I prove myself wrong. He frowns at me. That frown. That stern expression, the forbidding glint in his eyes. I dream of his face this way, of all it means, of what comes next. This is a dream.

“Yes, sir.” It’s not what he wants to be called, not exactly.

He gives me a short nod. “You ate?”

On Harmony Hills there were acres of wheat, of corn. And the table—the table was empty. We were fed according to how much we had sinned. When I misbehave, I have a tendency to punish myself. Ivan doesn’t like this.

He’s the only one who can punish me now.

“Enough,” I say.

“You slept well?”

God, this concern. So twisted and fake and perfect. It slices through me, right to the core of regret and longing. I shrug.

One eyebrow rises. “Or did you go out last night?”

He knows I didn’t. The men watching me would have told him I didn’t leave my apartment. When I first came to Ivan, he got me tutors and textbooks. I started at a third-grade level and worked my way to high school level in the year that I lived with him. Meanwhile he dressed me up and sheltered me. And I knew I would never really grow up unless I left. So I demanded to move out, insisted on dancing at the Grand, and he allowed it as long as he could monitor my every move.

I’m a different person now. No one could recognize me, my hair like silk instead of straw, my skin flushed and tanned and powered instead of flat. I’ve filled out too. Good food has given me curves instead of a stick-thin body.

As much as I’ve changed, I can’t leave my past behind.

Someone won’t let me leave my past behind.

“I didn’t go out.” The truth sucks the air from the room. Even in his presence, I can feel another one. “I was too afraid, after…”

After someone broke into the Grand. After someone left a note scrawled across my vanity mirror with my pink-bubblegum lipstick. John 10:16. A Bible verse. Of course I recognized what it was. And of course I remembered what it said. The lessons are too ingrained in me to ever forget, imprinted on my mind and in my skin. Ivan was convinced it was a random attack, just another creep in the clientele, but I knew otherwise.

And I have other sheep that are not of this fold. I must bring them also, and they will listen to my voice. So there will be one flock, one shepherd.

I may take off my clothes on that stage, but it’s not me they’re seeing. Glitter and flash. Artifice. Inside I’m still a follower. Ivan’s always seen that in me.

“Come here,” he says, no tenderness in his voice. There’s pure fury.

He likes me afraid, as long as he’s the one making me that way.

Ivan has increased security at the Grand in recent months. He’s increased security on me too. He’s always had me followed, always known when I did something worth punishing. Before, I’d feel their eyes watching me from the shadows, a constant presence. Now they stand in plain sight, actual bodyguards—not the least bit subtle.

I circle the desk to stand in front of him. A beat starts up in my body, the thrum of my heart made faster, louder, pulsing right between my legs. I’m trapped in this game like I’m trapped in this basement. The ropes are made from my own lust, with his strong hands tying the knots.

“You don’t think about that,” Ivan says sternly, but what I hear is, You don’t think about him. He’s talking about the man who left the note. I’m thinking about the man I left behind. “He won’t touch you. No one will ever fucking touch you.”

I want freedom. I want to feel safe. Those two things are opposite desires, and they tear me apart. He turns me on. He conditions me for this. But it’s not either of those things that keep me here. It’s hope, that one day he’ll somehow do both of those things for me—he’ll set me free and catch me when I fall.

“Except you.” A challenge and a plea at once.

He leans back, his expression dark. For just a second I see desire. I see longing. He wants more than what we have in this basement, this dungeon—more than the scraps he gives himself. Then the emotion is wiped away as if it was never there. His face is impassive. He’s a statue, as cold and unyielding as the concrete walls around us.

His head tilts toward the desk. “Bend over.”

My heart beats faster. I don’t want to bend over the desk. I want to be over his lap, to feel him getting hard underneath me. I want to be held by him, touched by him, surrounded by him.

“Candace,” he says, using my real name—and it works. It snaps me right into place, that headspace where all I can do is obey.

The desk is cool against my front, pressing against my breasts, the closest he comes to a caress. I push down my ruffled panties until they’re around my thighs, trapping me in place. Exposing me to his gaze and to his rage.

Then he’s standing behind me. “Did you drink last night?” he asks conversationally.

I remember staring at the bottle, half-full of amber liquid. I remember the dryness of my mouth, the knot in my throat. I didn’t want it. But I wanted this. “Yes,” I whisper.

Only a sip. A sip is all it takes.

His hand comes at me swiftly, a whoosh of air one second before impact. My whole body jerks. Pain explodes in my butt and spreads over my skin like wildfire.

“Well?” he asks, one hand fisting in my hair. He lifts, and I stare into the dark, empty hole that is my life. This basement, this man. This need we both share, under cover of night.

My voice is wobbly. My whole body is wobbly. “Thank you, sir.”

His fist gives me a little shake before he lets me go. I rest my cheek on the desk.

Another blow, this one even harder. There are no warmups, no mercy. Only punishment.

The slightest sound escapes me, a moan, a whimper. “Thank you, sir.”

He leans over me, careful not to touch. Only the faintest ghost of a feeling, his suit fabric against my naked skin. “Did you shoot up?” he asks.

“No,” I tell him, feeling the tears rise in my throat. I couldn’t bring myself to do it, didn’t want the rush. Didn’t want the pain.

That gives him pause. I feel his hesitation hover around us. “Did you smoke?”

“No.”

He stands, cool air replacing his body heat. “Were you a good girl, Candace?”

I can’t hold the sob in. It comes out of me, wrenching my body, relief and regret in one pained sound. “No, sir. No. I wasn’t. I—I touched myself.”

His satisfaction wraps around me like velvet, dark and seductive. Of course he wants more though. Whatever I give him, he always wants more. “Where did you touch yourself?”

I shudder. “No, don’t…don’t make me tell you.”

His hand rests on the curve of my ass, his thumb brushing over my heated flesh, back and forth. He hurts me and he soothes me, but never enough. Back and forth. Never enough pain or pleasure. He always leaves me needing more.

Back and forth. “No, little one. You’re going to show me.”

There are vines that wrap around me, their thorns pressing in, making me bleed. Being with Ivan doesn’t free me from the vines. He doesn’t make the pain go away. He makes me want more.

I shove my hand down, graceless, unpracticed, under my body and between my legs. I don’t slide my hand under my panties or finger my clit, not the way I did last night. I just cup myself, protective, afraid.

“What did you do next?” His voice is low, the grate of stone on stone. “Daddy needs to see.”

My eyes squeeze tight, and I shake my head. I can’t. I sin again and again, over and over. And every time, in the seconds before, with my very last breath, I’m fighting it. Fighting myself. Fighting him.

“Show me,” he coaxes, his voice dark and hypnotic. I would follow that voice anywhere. Even into hell.

I press one finger inside my pussy, where I’m already wet, where I’m burning up with lust and shame. I know my cheeks are pink even though my eyes are closed. They’ll match my bubblegum lipstick.

“That’s right,” he says with a sigh. “Can you find your little clit? I’m sure it’s nice and hard.”

My fingers slide through my wetness and settle on my clit. It’s a hard nub, throbbing at the faint friction. “It is. Please.”

“Good little girls aren’t supposed to touch themselves, are they?”

I’m not a little girl. The words are on the tip of my tongue, but I don’t say them. I can’t. I can’t add a lie to my sin. Because I am a little girl. I’m Ivan’s little girl, for as long as he’ll have me. Even if this is all I’ll ever be to him.

“I’m not good,” I say instead.

“I know. And I’m going to punish you. You’ll touch your clit while I spank you, and then you’ll learn what happens to bad girls.”

I don’t hear the next blow coming. It takes me by surprise, and I jerk, pressing my clit into my hand. Pleasure arcs through me, white-hot from my breasts against the desk to my toes curled on the floor. I moan and rock my hips, seeking more of the pleasure to take away the pain. The next blow comes too fast, and then he’s hitting me in earnest, beating me—it’s too much. My fingers on my clit only make me sensitized, only make me more aware of every ounce of pain.

I can almost feel the calluses on his palm, the signs that he once fought in the streets before he came to rule them. I imagine I can feel the lines of his fingerprints, uniquely him, branding me for his own. It’s at once a sharp blade and a wide blast, cutting me to pieces and spreading me apart.

He hits me harder and faster, until I can feel each blow reverberate inside me. The pain isn’t outside me anymore; it’s inside, digging deep. I can’t reach this any other way. Not with alcohol, not with dancing. And sure as hell not with sex. Only this—being hit over and over again by a man who cares enough to do it. He doesn’t love me, not the way a man does a woman. He takes care of me. He disciplines me.

He draws a circle around me and then hurts me when I step outside it.

It’s the reason I’ve stepped outside the line so damn much. This.

“I can’t,” I whisper, voice broken. I’m sobbing now. This is what he’s reduced me to. A crying little girl, a mess. I’m clinging to the desk. I wish I was over his lap.

I’d be able to feel his erection pressing into my belly. I’d be able to rub against it.

“Can’t what?” he asks, only faintly curious. He isn’t even breathing hard.

“Can’t do it anymore,” I manage between sobs.

I think he knows what’s coming. That’s why he rains down blows on my already aching ass. Much more and I’ll have bruises tomorrow. I won’t be able to go onstage, but then maybe that’s the point. He’s never wanted me to dance.

He hits me until I’m crying even harder, until I’m begging him to stop. No, please, it’s too much, it’s too hard, please stop, I’ll be good, I’ll be good, I’ll be good.

Then he does stop. “What?”

“I’ll be good,” I say again, the words too garbled to understand. He understands anyway.

When he speaks, his voice is deeper, breath coming faster. He could beat me all day, but this is what he wants. This gentleness, this surrender. He has to break me down to get it.

God, he’d be so hard right now.

“I’ll be good, Daddy. I’m so sorry. I’ll be your good girl now.” The words keep pouring out of me, promises and pleas. And prayers.

That’s what he is to me, a new Leader Allen. My personal god.

Ivan replaced everything that came before. I could leave Harmony Hills, but I couldn’t change who I was. I still needed to worship. I still need to obey.

“Shh,” he tells me. “That’s right. You’re my good girl.”

I slide off the desk, my ass still burning from the sting of his palm. The floor is unyielding against my knees, but I don’t care. I cling to his pant leg, feeling him through the wool. I press my face against his thigh, turning the fabric damp. “Please. Let me serve you. Let me, let me…”

“Shh,” he says again, brushing the hair back from my forehead. “Enough of that. You’re forgiven.”

He’s absolved me, but that isn’t enough. I need him to touch me, to feel what I see bulging his suit pants. I need to be more than a servant or a thing to save. I need to be a woman.

Is this how my mother felt?

I never understood why she went to Harmony Hills, why she let Leader Allen use her like a whore. Wasn’t it a sin? He punished her every day. Only now do I understand, when I crave the same thing from a man far less holy and a lot more dangerous.

Ivan’s thumb brushes my tears from my cheeks. “Don’t cry, little one.”

And then I can’t hold back the truth. I have to tell him what I couldn’t say before. This can’t go on. I want him to hurt me, to discipline me. I want him to touch me, even if that will only ever happen in the form of his palm on my ass. But I can’t go on like this. I can’t keep drinking and partying. I’m not even sure I can keep dancing. “I can’t keep being bad,” I whisper, looking up into his gray eyes. “I have to be good now.”

If I’m good, he can’t bend me over the desk anymore. He can’t punish me.

This would never happen. Regret flickers in his eyes. It’s immediately replaced by the cold detachment that all the other girls get. This is why they’re scared to talk to him. This is who they see.

“I don’t believe you,” he says, as dark as the shadows around us. “Now go, little one. Run away.”


Chapter Eight


I do leave, but I come back again the next night. This is our dance, this attack and retreat—with one exception. Each time I left, I would do something wrong. Something so he would touch me.

Something so he would punish me.

When I show up at the Grand in late afternoon, shadows stretch over the cobblestone. The sun has left a sticky sweetness in the air, not quite evaporated by the night’s chill. I haven’t taken a sip of alcohol or a hit of anything. I haven’t even given myself an orgasm. I haven’t done a single thing to take the edge off, so I’m wired. I blink against blinding sideways light, feeling every bead of sweat on my skin. The world is too sharp like this, the very air made of blades.

I’m panting by the time I make it inside the double doors. They swing shut behind me, blocking out most of the light. I suck in the stale air like it’s a lifeline.

West is sitting at the bar. He works security here, one of the bouncers. Luckily he’s too busy brooding into his glass to notice me practically panting from panic. His dark skin looks even darker under the bar’s tinny overhead lights.

“Drinking on the job?” I ask, leaning against the bar. “I didn’t know a Boy Scout like you had it in you.”

He looks up, expression wry. “It’s water.”

I hop onto the stool next to him and peer into the glass he’s been staring at. “Water is never that interesting. There something bothering you?”

“Are you going to tell Ivan if there is?” His voice is mild, almost teasing, but I detect the warning there as well. I’m an outsider, even here, in this place. The girls look up to me just as much as they look down on me. They want my help, but they hold me at arm’s length. That’s what I get for fucking the boss.

Or not fucking the boss, in our twisted little game.

“Well, I don’t think you’re stealing the silver. So no, I don’t think I’d have to run and tattle on you.”

Besides, in a very short amount of time, it won’t even matter. I won’t be here anymore, and I doubt Ivan will even want to see me again.

“Not stealing the silver, no. But…” He grimaces. “Looking at it.”

“And the silver in this case being…girls.”

“Shit. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it like that.”

He looks miserable, and I have to laugh. It’s not every day I meet a man who even cares that he might have offended me, much less one who avoids objectifying us. “Don’t worry about it. I mean, looking is free. And kind of a job requirement for you, since if you didn’t look at us, you couldn’t protect us. So I’m guessing you mean one girl in particular.”

“On my first day here I met with Ivan. He told me don’t fuck—” He clears his throat. “Don’t mess with the girls. I didn’t think it would be a problem for me. Hell, it shouldn’t be a problem for me.”

“This is one Ivan problem I can’t help you with. You want a day off or a free hour in the VIP room? Come talk to me. This is one area where Ivan can’t be moved.”

“Then why—” West stops speaking abruptly, and I have a feeling he’s blushing, even though it’s too dark to see. He stands, unfolding to his six-foot height. He towers over me, but he’s sheepish. Worried he disrespected me. With another man, I’d think he didn’t want to offend Ivan. In this case West doesn’t want to offend me. He’s that kind of guy, old-world manners. He fits in well with the Grand, with the crumbling building and its faded damask wallpaper. Even if it is a strip club.

“Why does he fuck me?” I fill in for him. “He doesn’t. That’s the short answer.”

West blinks in surprise. I know what everyone thinks. And with what Ivan does to me in that basement, they’re not completely wrong. He hurts me and uses me in depraved ways. But he doesn’t fuck me. He doesn’t even touch my pussy. I’ve never seen his cock.

“It’s none of my business,” West says softly. “You don’t have to explain yourself. Or him.”

“Good thing, because I wouldn’t know what to tell you. But don’t let Ivan catch you fucking around with one of the girls. He’s protective of them.”

He gives me a faint smile. “That’s one of the reasons I like working here. And why I’d like to keep working here.”

I tell myself it’s concern for the girls that has me asking and not prurient curiosity, but that’s a lie. It’s both. “So who is the lucky girl?”

“Lucky isn’t the word I’d use to describe her,” West says darkly.

And I know exactly what he means even if that doesn’t clear it up any. Every girl here has a story. No one grew up wanting to take their clothes off for men. Even if the ideal sounds sexy, the reality doesn’t live up to it. Panting men and grasping hands. Lots of money, but never enough to feel clean.

That’s what I didn’t know when I wanted to work here. I feel powerful onstage, flaunting my nakedness, using my sexuality to lead men around. But at the end of the day the power is only an illusion.

West takes a long drink from his glass of water, emptying it. “Anyway, I’m not trying to mess around with her. It’s not like that. I just want to…”

He trails off, but I know the answer. Ironically it’s the same thing Ivan wanted when he saw me. It’s the reason we’re trapped in this perverted standoff, spanking and mouthing off, ever circling. “You want to save her,” I say sadly. “But that’s the thing about girls. We can only save ourselves.”


Chapter Nine


Ruffles and lace are my armor. Lipstick and glitter, my war paint. Going to the basement without any of it makes me feel vulnerable. I’m wearing a baby-blue tank top and a low-riding pair of jeans, but I may as well be in a dirty white shift.

I told West that girls have to save themselves, and that’s what I’m doing. It won’t feel powerful, like I do when I’m onstage, in my armor and war paint, but it will be real.

All I can do is nod to Luca on the way down.

Ivan doesn’t look up when I reach the bottom. He knows it’s me, but I have to wait. And I’ll give him this much, one last time.

“Come,” he says finally, and I step forward.

Surprise flickers in his pale eyes only briefly. Then it’s gone. He doesn’t even wait for me to speak, like he usually does. He doesn’t ask why I’m here, hours earlier than I usually arrive. “Have you been a good girl?” he asks.

Maybe I should take comfort in that. He wants what we have, however dark and deviant, enough to try to keep it. He must sense something is changing, and he wants it to stay the same.

I can’t go back, though. The thing that’s changing is me. I came here as a scared, lost little girl. I rose out of those ashes and became someone beautiful, someone powerful. Someone who never really existed. I’ll leave this room the same way I came—scared and lost. A little girl, even if I’m no longer his.

“Yes,” I say softly. I’m good and I’m alone. Those are the same things. Aren’t they?

He stands, sudden and almost aggressive. He doesn’t move around the desk. He just narrows his eyes. “Why did you come, Candace? What do you need?”

I need so much more than he’ll give me. Touch, acceptance. Love. “I quit.”

Molten silver. That’s what fury looks like, streaking across his eyes. “Excuse me?”

“I quit.”

His laugh cuts me inside. “What do you want? More money? More pain? Should I start using a cane on you?”

Is this all I needed to do, threaten to leave? It’s too late for that. Maybe those things would have been enough. They might have kept me here for a few more months, at least. I’m dangling off a cliff, and I’ll keep scrabbling at loose rocks on the way down. That’s all he can offer me: loose rocks. I know it’s going to hurt at the bottom—God, it will hurt. But I can’t keep grasping for him. I have to fall.

“I’m sorry,” I tell him.

That was a mistake. He stalks around the desk, and I tense. I’m not afraid that he’ll hurt me. Not exactly. He’ll find something much worse than that. A way to punish me for leaving. I think what would hurt the worst is if he said nothing at all. If he could watch me go, just as casually as I’m acting, as if it’s not tearing him down inside.

“No,” he says, so softly it’s barely a sound.

I should have expected this. Not punishment. Denial. “I know you’re upset with me, but I’ve made up my mind.”

“Have you?” he asks, his voice strangely pleasant. “And what makes you think it’s up to you?”

My heart beats faster. “What do you mean?”

His smile is a baring of teeth. A threat. A promise. “You understand me, little one. You always have. What the fuck makes you think I’m going to let you walk up those stairs?”

Fight-or-flight. That’s my first reaction to his words. I want to run up those stairs, fast enough that he can’t catch me. I want to lash out at him for making me feel afraid. “What are you going to do, keep me chained up in a basement?” I laugh unsteadily. “Even if you don’t care that it’s illegal, it seems a little cliché for you.”

Bad move.

Three seconds later I’m slammed up against the wall, Ivan’s forearm at my throat, his face an inch away from mine. “You think I give a fuck about clichés? Or the fucking law? Do you?”

I can’t breathe, and the fear I’ve been pushing back claws its way up my throat. “Please.”

“You think you can just walk away, like these years mean nothing?”

They do mean nothing, because he’s never going to make it real.

I didn’t want to feel anything. I didn’t want to let myself feel anything. I was content to drink and smoke and rub my clit into oblivion. The ice has been cracking now, for months. Even when I walked down those steps, there was part of it still intact.

It cracks now, an actual shattering sensation in my chest.

“Ivan,” I whisper, and a tear tracks down my cheek.

He watches it fall. “Am I hurting you that much?”

Not with his arm against my throat. Not with his body holding mine. But he is hurting me. He’s breaking me into pieces. “I wanted us to be real. I want for you to—” For you to love me. “I tried so many times, and I just….I can’t. Not anymore.”

“Real,” he scoffs. “What the fuck is real?”

“I don’t know.” And that’s the honest-to-God truth. I don’t know what a real relationship is like. I don’t think he does either. “But I know it’s not this.”

He presses even harder, and black spots dance in front of my eyes. He’s really going to do it. My brain is going soft and foggy, the edges drawing in, but that’s the thought that stands out—a kind of gentle amazement that he’s really going to do it. Make me black out. Maybe even kill me.

I stare into his eyes. I’m not even fighting him. However this ends, it will be over.

My lungs burn from the lack of oxygen, my whole body folding in on itself. The world seems light, insubstantial. I’m floating…

A loud crack jerks me from my reverie. Ivan pulls back in surprise, and my body sucks in a breath all on its own, bringing me back to life and making me choke. Footsteps ring out on the metal steps, fast and heavy.

Luca appears at the entrance, his expression grim. There’s an unholy light in his eyes, violence and blood reflected back. He doesn’t seem surprised to find me in a choke hold. “You’d better come upstairs,” he says. “Both of you.”

*     *     *

Luca’s timing is so lucky I might have thought he’d done it on purpose to save me. But I know the truth. The basement is truly soundproof. Ivan could keep me down here for the rest of my life—and no one would hear my screams. And besides, Luca would never go against Ivan. Not even for me.

Ivan studies his bodyguard for a moment. Then his gaze slides to me. I can see him deliberating whether he wants to let me go to the surface. Whether he thinks I’ll make a run for it.

“Sir,” Luca says, and I hear something in that voice. Something I’ve never heard from the street-hardened man—a sliver of fear.

Ivan must hear it too. “Show me.”

He doesn’t exactly let me go upstairs. Nothing as gentlemanly as allowing me to walk ahead of him. No, he heads upstairs. And I’m free to follow, even though I’m still shuddering. The air feels like glass, and I’m sucking it in by the lungful. My body doesn’t believe that I’ll be able to take another breath, so it’s hoarding them, making me pant even when I’ve had enough.

We reach the top, and the hallway is empty. That’s not that strange considering how early it is, but my skin pricks. The hair on the back of my neck rises, and I don’t think it’s only because of Luca’s strange behavior. There’s something in the air, a metal tang. Blood.

That’s the first thing I see when we push into the alleyway. Buckets of blood. A goddamn river of it, coating the ground and mingling in the ever-present puddles. Some of it’s clotted. I clap my hand over my mouth, smothering my cry and keeping myself from throwing up. I want to cry. I want to scream. But all I can do is stand there, frozen.

“Where’s the body?” Ivan asks, his voice cold. He sounds almost unaffected. God, maybe he is unaffected. What’s a little blood to clean up? Or a lot of blood…

I don’t know how he even noticed there wasn’t a body, but now that I look—there isn’t one. Only blood. It’s actually creepier this way, without a source.

“We’re pulling the tapes,” Luca says. “We’ll find out what happened.”

West is there, looking serious.

So is Oscar, the head of security. “I already called Blue,” he says. “And the cops.”

Ivan’s face is a stone mask. “We’ll handle this in-house. Heads will roll.”

Heads will roll. Violence and more violence. Blood and more blood. A hysterical laugh bubbles out of me. Only then do they look over at me.

West seems concerned, Oscar angry.

Luca seems disgusted.

And Ivan…he seems like he always does. Calm. Calculating.

“Get back inside,” he says, somehow cool in the face of this gore.

I’m rooted to the spot, unnaturally drawn to the gruesome scene, straight out of my nightmares. The Grand has always been my safe place. And now that I’ve decided to leave, the dreams have found me here.

“Inside,” he repeats.

“I’m done listening to you,” I say, and even I can hear the panic in my voice, the high-pitched thread of fear. “You don’t get to order me around. You don’t even get to talk to me.”

Ivan stares at me, and I imagine him slapping me. I imagine him pushing me against the bloodstained brick and choking the life out of me. I imagine him turning me over the trash can and spanking me.

His expression softens. “It’s okay, Candy. Look at me. Focus on me. You’re okay.”

“I’m not.” My voice is shaky. It’s my little-girl voice, the one I only use for him. Except now West and Oscar and Luca are hearing it too. Not just as part of an act, with a dress-up schoolgirl outfit and pigtails. This is the real little girl that’s buried inside me, right on the surface.

Ivan sees it too. He reacts to it, even if he doesn’t want to. “I want you to go inside and wait for me. Right now.”

“I’m scared,” I whisper. “It’s happening again.”

A month ago there was a message left on my vanity mirror with bubblegum lipstick. John 10:16. A Bible verse. A warning. And now this, a river of blood. Ivan believed that was a random attack, but it felt familiar. And this feels personal.

Ivan doesn’t deny it. “I’m going to fix this,” he says, right there in the back alley, in front of Luca and West, with the seedy downtown Tanglewood as my witness. “Daddy will make it right.”

He holds me tight, and only when I’m wrapped in his arms, turned sideways, do I see it.

Scrawled across the crumbling brick of the Grand is a message. No bubblegum lipstick this time. This one is written in blood. Peter 2:25.


Chapter Ten


I meant to leave the Grand tonight, to quit, to go somewhere else and start over again, just like I did years ago. It broke my heart to even think about it. Leaving the Grand and the girls. Leaving my friends, especially Honey and Lola. And Clara, though I really should never have befriended her.

And most of all, leaving Ivan. It broke my heart more than I’d been willing to admit, and there was a part of me that had wanted him to make good on his threat to keep me down in that basement. If I didn’t have a choice, it wouldn’t be my fault. It wouldn’t be my sin.

But after all that hoping, all that heartbreak, here I am in Ivan’s house, tucked into my old room.

Right where I started.

I close my eyes again. I don’t even remember how I ended up in this bed. Did I walk here? Did he carry me? The walls are bare, painted a pale cream. No windows. The sheets are white and soft as butter. The room is an expensive blank slate. An upgrade from my colorless days at Harmony Hills, but not much better.

My muscles are stiff when I pull myself out of bed. I’m wearing my baby blue tank top and peach-colored panties. My jeans are slung over a chair in the corner. It’s dark outside, which means I must have slept for hours. I pause at the staircase and look out at the courtyard, more concrete than grass, walled in by a high brick fence. The front door opens directly to the street, the front of the house an impenetrable brick face. Around the back is a tall brick gate that surrounds a concrete courtyard. From up here, I can see the spikes in the top of the wall that keep someone from climbing over.

A few plants cling to life in ceramic pots around the space.

If there’s one upside to being here, it’s that I feel safe. Safe from whoever left those notes, if not entirely safe from Ivan. His house is more of a fortress than a home. I’m surprised there’s not a moat surrounding us.

But then I guess the barbed wire and armed guards do the trick.

The lights are off downstairs, a deep stillness creating a kind of intimacy. I can feel Ivan’s presence down here, a beating heart in one of the cold rooms. I search until I find him—his silhouette, seated at the head of the long, ornate dining table. I can see that he’s wearing a suit. I’m guessing he never changed from earlier.

He’s reclined in the high-backed chair, one leg slung over the other. It’s a relaxed pose, but I can feel the tension running through his body. I can feel his eyes on me too.

He doesn’t speak. Neither do I.

There’s a book spread open on the gleaming table in front of him. I don’t even need to look closely to know it’s a Bible. I have seen enough of them to recognize the thickness. I can almost smell the thin, ink-drenched pages. Where did Ivan get this? I can’t help but wonder if he asked Luca to bring one to him. It almost makes me smile to think of him buying one—or stealing it.

I drop my finger to the words, barely making out the heading Peter. It’s too dark in the room to see the letters. Has he been sitting here since the sun set?

I don’t have to read to know what it says.

“‘For ye were as sheep going astray; but are now returned unto the Shepherd and Bishop of your souls.’” Even soft, even hesitant, my voice rings out in the quiet.

“Did you sleep well?” he asks, solicitous.

“I should go,” I say. “I already quit, and this…this doesn’t change anything.”

“Are you hungry? I had Rosa put a plate together. I’ll heat it up for you.”

Frustration rises in my chest. He’ll take such good care of me, making sure I’m well fed and well slept. And well spanked, probably. He won’t take care of what I need most. “Stop ignoring me, Ivan.”

“You should go back to sleep. That wasn’t enough for the night.”

I stomp my foot. “Stop. Ignoring. Me.”

His fist hits the table so fast and so hard I jump. “I’m not ignoring you, Candace.” He leans forward, breathing hard. “You’re all I can fucking think about every second of every fucking day. I have to know what you’re doing, where you are. I haven’t treated you right, and the worst part is, I don’t think I’m capable of it, but if there’s one thing I’ve never done, it’s ignore you.”

I take in a shuddering breath. “God.”

He flips the Bible shut with a bang. “Fuck this asshole who thinks he can fuck with my club. He’s nothing. I’m going to find him and snuff him out like a fucking cigarette. You don’t worry about him.”

He’s talking about the nameless, faceless stranger who defaced the club, but he could just as easily be talking about God himself. You don’t worry about him.

“Because Daddy’s going to fix it?” I ask, only the hint of a challenge. I’m a shadow of the girl I was in that club. Stripped of my armor. “Are you also going to buy me a mockingbird? And a diamond ring?”

“Do you want them?” he asks mildly.

Part of me wants to hit him, just to get a reaction. Something intense. Something meaningful. It’s the same reason I smoked and drank and danced up against guys at dark underground parties. I lashed out at him, and God, he lashed back. “No.”

“What do you want then?”

My gaze finds the black rectangle on the table again. It’s been so long since I saw a Bible. Since I touched one. It leaves me shaken, and I want something other than a spanking. “Something to call mine.”

I place one hand on his shoulder. He’s tense underneath his suit jacket.

Slowly, carefully I climb into his lap. I half expect him to mock me. Or maybe just push me to the ground. He doesn’t do either of those things. He just lets me climb onto him, into him, cradling myself with his strong body, self-soothing with the erection I feel growing beneath his slacks.

One minute passes. Then another.

I’ve resigned myself to this, to holding him while he doesn’t hold me back. Then his arm moves. He slides a hand around my shoulders and drapes his other arm over my legs. I’m curled up in his arms—like a child. That’s how I feel, helpless and small.

Only now can I tell him what I’ve been thinking, ever since I saw the blood on the wall. Before that. When I saw the bubblegum-pink message on my vanity mirror. “It might be…” My voice breaks, and I have to start over again. “It might be someone from my past.”

He’s silent. I haven’t talked much about my past. He saw me at the beginning, so he knows how sheltered I was, how warped. But he doesn’t know the details. “Because of the Bible verses.”

“Yes, and I need to go. I already planned on leaving, but it’s even more important that I go now. Before he… before he hurts anyone.”

Ivan’s hands tighten on me. “Let’s get one thing straight. You’re not going anywhere. Not out of Tanglewood. And I might not even let you out of this house.”

“You don’t know what he’s capable of,” I whisper.

Ivan makes a low sound of disbelief—disbelief that I’d think he could be scared. “Whatever he’s done, I’ve done worse. And I’ll do worse if he’s the one behind this. But you know, the Bible’s kind of a popular book. Just because you knew some religious fuckhead before, doesn’t mean he’s here now.”

That makes me laugh, despite myself. Ivan is always like this, irreverent. He doesn’t give a shit about politeness. I wanted to be like him from the beginning. I never quite succeeded, could never quite lose the sense of wonder and fear that marks me as a sheep.

“They’re both about the flock,” I say. “And the shepherd.”

Ivan tucks me against his chest, his chin on top of my head. “More than one man has delusions of grandeur. In fact, pretty much all of them do.”

The thump of his heart in his chest is making me sleepy. “Even you?”

A huff of laughter. “Especially me. Why do you think I haven’t touched you?”

I’m too tired, too broken to be anything but honest. “Because I’m dirty,” I whisper.

It’s what Leader Allen always said about my mother. She has demons inside her. They drive men to sin. You won’t let them in, will you, Candace? You’ll be a good girl.

Tension runs through Ivan’s body in waves. His voice is even when he speaks. “I don’t know who made you believe that. But I’d love five minutes in a room with him.”

“Then why?” I ask, my voice sluggish in sleep. Why haven’t you touched me?

“I’m not sure it matters anymore.”


Chapter Eleven


He carries me upstairs. I’m drifting on the shore between sleep and waking, content to remain here as long as I feel his arms around me. As long as I can smell his musk. As long as I’m safe.

The sheets are cold against my heated skin, and I make a negative sound.

He starts to pull away, and I grab on to him. It’s so cold in this room. So colorless. “Please,” I beg.

He stares down at me in the dark, more shadow than man. “Go to sleep.”

“I won’t,” I say, but that’s a lie. I’m already half-asleep even while we talk, pulled further out on every wave—and he’s sand between my fingers. Even knowing that, I hold him tighter. “I’ll have nightmares.”

“Shhh,” he says, and relief fills me.

“You’ll stay?”

“Shhh,” he says again, and I know the answer is no.

The bed shifts as he sits on the edge. He strokes my temple, my cheek. “So pretty,” he says, and I shiver. I never wanted to be pretty. I never wanted to drive men to sin—until that was all I had left.

His hand strokes lower, down my neck, and over the swell of my breasts. I suck in a breath. This is the most he’s ever touched me. His fingers are light, barely a caress. It’s more like he’s tracing me under my clothes. This is as far as he’s ever gone with me. That may sound strange considering I’ve had my panties down while he spanked me, but nothing else ever happened. Now we’re in a bed and he’s touching my body. My hands lie on the bed, not stopping him.

When he reaches my panties, he slips his hand inside.

My whole body flushes hot and then prickles with goose bumps. I bow up off the bed, a soft sound escaping me. “Ivan? What are you—”

“No, Candy. You know better than that.”

The thud of my heart almost drowns out his words. Almost. I know what he wants from me. I just don’t know if I can give it to him. I move to push him away.

He presses one wrist down on the bed. “Don’t fight me, little one.”

I close my eyes on a deep breath. No, I can do this. God, I’ve practically begged him for this. Now that he’s finally giving it to me, I’m afraid. It’s too much, his calluses on my bare flesh, the contrast of my pale peach panties stretched taut over his large hand.

He seems to be resting there, not moving. I push my hips into his touch, but he squeezes my wrist and lets it go. “No,” he says gently. “You need to be a good girl now.”

My mouth forms the words without making a sound. “Yes, Daddy.”

The shift is subtle, just a twist of corded muscles. Then his fingers are on my clit, around my clit, forefinger and middle finger sliding on either side. Exactly how I touch myself. He’s watched me do it in that basement. He’s studied me, and now he uses that knowledge against me.

Pleasure pours through my body, molten hot, and I moan softly.

It’s more than the way he touches me. It’s how hard he presses, how fast he goes. Every second I spent under him, obeying him, he knew exactly what I was doing. And I know that he was telling the truth down in the dining room. He never did ignore me. Of all the things he did to me, he never did that.

I’m flat on my back, hands bound at my sides because he told me to. My legs are spread just enough for him to touch me. Completely at his mercy.

He rubs faster, and I can’t help myself now. I squirm against his touch, trying to get myself off. “Does it feel good?” he murmurs.

Of course he knows the answer, and even more so when I pant, “Yes, Daddy. Please.”

“You’ll get there, little one. I’m going to help you.”

I don’t know what that means until I feel cool air over my tummy. He lifts my tank top higher until my breasts are exposed. My breasts aren’t small, but his hand covers one completely, plumping it and caressing me until I’m shaking. I’m on fire both inside and out, the flames of my arousal licking me inside, his hands like a brand on my pussy and breasts.

“I feel funny, Daddy,” I say, my voice trembling. “I feel…”

“I know. That’s your body’s way of helping you relax.”

“I don’t—I don’t feel relaxed.” I feel strung up tight, every muscle in my body hard and tense. I know what an orgasm is, I’ve given myself plenty of them, but this is different. Those were stars in the sky, far away and almost invisible. This is like the sun, making me burn. I’m sweating, panting. Begging. “Help me. I can’t…”

“Shh. I am helping you. But you have to let it happen. You have to give in.”

He pinches my clit at the same time as he pinches my nipple, and the heat consumes me completely. I cry out as my climax overtakes me, scorching me, hurting me more than anything, until my body douses the fire, gushing my release over his hand and drenching my panties.

I’m still gasping for breath when he pulls away.

Two fingers push at my mouth, and I open for him instinctively. “Clean them,” he says softly, and I taste the musk of my own release. He rests his palm on my chin, keeping his fingers inside me. I slide my tongue over him, the ridges of his calluses sending sparks through my body.

“Good little girls like to suck, don’t they?”

I nod without releasing him, my eyes wide. I would suck more than his fingers, and he must know that. He makes no move to undo his pants—to fuck me or to let me suck him. He just keeps his fingers in my mouth, casual and perverse, letting me take comfort from the fullness.

There are questions I want to ask him. Things I need to say.

But I don’t want him to move his hand, so I continue sucking, taking my reward for being such a good girl. I let him touch me. You have to give in. And I do that, if only for one night. That’s how I fall asleep, with his steady breathing as my lullaby, his thumb caressing my cheek, his fingers resting on my tongue.


Chapter Twelve


I dream of volcanos, of giant explosions and the drifting of ash. I see red molten rivers that turn black. The earth cracks open, swallows us whole, reclaiming what it had lost.

I feel the singe of my skin, smell burned flesh. I hear the screams—and I sit up.

My screams. I pant, trying to gather myself. I heard myself scream. The sheets are tangled around my waist. The room is empty. I wait in the inky night, almost expecting Ivan to burst in the room. Won’t he have heard me?

Maybe he’s deep in sleep. Or more likely, maybe his bedroom is far away from here, on the other side of this massive house with thick walls. His room is on the third floor. I know that much, but he never let me in there. Not in the year that I lived here, and sure as hell not last night. The first and only time I tried to explore it as a naive sixteen-year-old, I actually got lost. When Ivan found me, he sternly marched me downstairs with strict instructions never to return.

He treats me like a child, and I obey him, because I like it.

I still like it, but not enough to stay.

I need more than that.

Part of me is disappointed he didn’t hear. I want to see what he’d do to comfort me, what else he might give me to suck. Another part of me knows this is for the best. This is my chance.

I cross the room and find my cell phone in the pocket of my jeans. The light blinds me for a second before I can make a call.

One ring. Two.

“Hello?”

“Clara. It’s me. Candy.”

“Yeeeah,” she says, drawing out the word, sounding distracted. “They have this thing called caller ID. I saw it was you before I answered.”

“Mhm, thanks for the technology lesson, but actually I need your help with something else.”

I can feel her attention snap to me over the line. “Something wrong?”

That means she hasn’t heard about the blood at the Grand. That’s good. If she knew, she might be more inclined to side with Ivan about this. “I need you to pick me up from Fourth and Lennox in twenty minutes.”

“Are you in trouble? Should I bring Kip?”

Clara is the little sister of Honor, one of the girls who used to dance at the club. When Honor got into trouble, Clara spent a couple of hours at the Grand under my questionable supervision. We struck up something resembling a friendship, even though I have no business talking to someone that innocent. Not anymore.

Kip is Honor’s very protective, very dangerous husband. He’d be only too happy to protect me, but it would put them all at risk.

It would also eventually get back to Ivan.

“Tell no one,” I say, doing my best stern-elder impression. Even though I’m only one year older than her.

“Okay, Ms. Mysterious. I’ll be there.”

“Are you coming from home? Head down I-32 and exit at—”

“They also have this thing called maps. Like on phones. And—”

“Smart-ass,” I say, but I can’t help but smile. Even in the midst of all this, deep in the heart of a torn up city, she’s a breath of fresh air.

I hang up with a sense of anticipation and dread. Anticipation because I have a lot to do in twenty minutes. I have to sneak out of Ivan’s house, which is almost as hard as sneaking in. Of course I have the advantage of knowing most of his pass codes and Luca’s habits.

And dread because now I have to leave Ivan, for real. Maybe I always knew he would fight me when I told him I’d leave. Maybe I always hoped it would lead to something like last night, where he’d finally touch me. Finally treat me like a woman.

Now I’m leaving forever, and he’s not here to stop me. I know this is for the best. I need to stay one step ahead of the man who’s after me—and more importantly, my presence here will put everyone in danger.

I’m also disobeying Ivan, and deep inside, that feels like the worst sin of all.

*     *     *

I’m soaking wet by the time I reach Fourth and Lennox. It turns out there is a moat. Who knew?

Okay, it’s more like a drainage ditch, but it accomplished the same thing. Now I’m shivering in wet jeans while I huddle against the brick building. My phone gave up the fight with the water. At least no one will be able to track me with it. I toss it into a gutter before melting back into the shadows.

I’m still in the upscale side of Tanglewood, near where Ivan lives, so I don’t want to be seen. A woman without a car or a man nearby would definitely stand out.

The cherry-red hatchback pulls to a stop at the curb, and I hop inside. “Hey.”

Clara gives me a look that says she’s going to need more of an explanation than that. Fair enough. She deserves some answers, but I’m going to have to be careful. The more she knows, the more likely she is to go digging, asking more questions when I’m gone, getting herself into trouble.

“So, where are we going?” she says, as casual as if we were going to hang out at the mall. And now I’m suddenly depressed that we never got to hang out at the mall. It would have been sweet to do something normal, for her and for me. We both grew up sheltered. We had that in common.

“We’re going to the truck stop down I-32. That’s where you get off this ride.”

She doesn’t seem surprised about that. Just worried. “I’m supposed to leave you in the middle of nowhere?”

“No,” I say patiently. “At a truck stop. That’s somewhere.”

Her eyes flash. “And if you get killed, I’m supposed to be okay with that?”

“I’m not going to get killed.” Not that she would find out if I did. At the very least I’ll vanish before my hypothetical murder takes place. “Anyway, this isn’t…it’s not a game. It’s not a party.”

She knows about my party habits. Well, everyone does. Not to brag, but I’m kind of infamous for it. I think Clara even guessed why I did it for so long. We’re very different, the wild stripper and the quiet artist, but we have certain things in common.

Worry enters her eyes. “If it’s not a game, then what is it?”

“I’m leaving. For good.” And because I know she’ll argue, I add softly, “I have to.”

She opens her mouth and then closes it. She must have figured out that an emotional denial wouldn’t sway me. Smart girl. I glance toward the backseat. Her backpack is half-open, rolled up paper peeking out from the zipper.

“Shit,” I say. “Were you at the studio or some shit?”

She rents space in some kind of studio co-op so she has space for her large sculptures.

“At two o’clock in the morning?” She sounds amused. “They aren’t even open.”

“How the hell would I know?” I sigh. “I’m the worst influence. I shouldn’t have called. You were probably sketching. Or you know, sleeping.”

“Something like that,” she mutters.

I’ve hit a nerve. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” she says, obviously lying.

I’m torn between curiosity and a strange protective desire to hide her away from the world. Is this what Ivan feels about me? No wonder he always looks like he has a stick up his ass. It’s maddening. “Clara.”

She snorts. “So you can keep your secrets, secrets which might get you hurt, secrets that mean I won’t ever get to see you again after tonight, but I have to tell you everything I’m thinking.”

I hear the pain in her voice, and my heart squeezes. “I didn’t think you would miss me,” I whisper.

Her hands tighten on the steering wheel. “Well, why not? I thought we were friends. Won’t you miss me?”

It kills me how open she is with her emotions, how free she is with her affection. She grew up in a cold environment and then had to live on the run for months. She should have been hardened by now, like me. “I’m kind of annoying, that’s why,” I say lightly. “I call you up at two in the morning and make you drive around the city.”

“It’s part of your charm,” she says ruefully.

I’ve never called her out in the middle of the night before, but I’m not a chat-over-tea kind of person either. “I will miss you,” I tell my reflection in the car window, unable to face her.

Her hand is warm on my arm. “Will you please tell me what’s wrong? Maybe you don’t have to leave. Maybe there’s some kind of solution to whatever it is. Is it money?”

I shake my head. There’s only a few bucks in my jeans pocket. I have a much larger stash back at my apartment, but I can’t risk going back. Ivan has stationed men all around there. I survived on twenty dollars when I was sixteen years old. I can do it again.

“Is it—” Her voice cracks. “Is it Ivan?”

Clara has always been nervous about him, which is understandable. She’s nervous about all men, which is also understandable considering what happened to her when she was younger.

“It’s not him,” I say, “but you can’t tell him you saw me tonight.”

She gives me an insulted look. “Duh.”

I know she’ll be loyal to me. It’s one of the reasons I called her and not anyone else. Even Lola, who’s probably my best friend, would crack under the pressure once Ivan started questioning her. Besides, I don’t want to cause a rift between her and her fiancé, Blue, whose company manages security at the Grand. But actually no one really knows that Clara and I kept in touch. I’m counting on that. There won’t be any trail for Ivan to follow.


Chapter Thirteen


It’s raining by the time we reach the truck stop and say our goodbyes. Clara doesn’t want to leave me here, but in the end she’s solemn and dry-eyed. The heavy knowledge looks strange on her sweet, almost babyish face. I watch the taillights disappear before I turn my attention to the inventory.

I’m humming “It’s Raining Men” under my breath as I size up each rig and driver. I get a few catcalls, some offers of cash for sex. One is particularly colorful, offering to wash up first.

Charming.

Most of the men here are little more than animals. They’d take what they want from me if given the chance, whether I consented or not. Only the thinnest veneer of manners keeps them from surrounding me right here in the parking lot. They could take me down—a full pack against one weakened gazelle.

Luckily, I have a lot of experience training lions. I’m a fucking ringmaster.

Head high. Don’t show any fear. Walk like you own everything you can see.

I find the one I need near the back, in one of the shittier parking spots. He’s a little young. Definitely horny. And the way he looks at me tells me everything I need to know. He admires me, he wants me. But most of all he looks up to me, the way I look up to Ivan. This one wouldn’t offer me sixty bucks to suck his dick, clean or otherwise. And he’d never force me. Hell, he’d probably give me all the money from his wallet if I asked him to. He’d beg me to refuse him an orgasm. Perfect.

“Give a girl a ride?” I ask.

He licks his lips, looking from side to side. Nope, no one is standing right next to his rig but him. “Where you heading?”

“Where you going?”

“Gainesville,” he says too quickly. God, he’d be a dream to train. If only…

“Then that’s where I’m heading,” I say with a smile.

He nearly trips over himself to clean the cab of his truck in the minutes before we leave. It’s exactly what I’d expect from him. Fast-food wrappers and porn magazines with women in leather. The industrial-grade lights in the parking lot illuminate his blush as he shoves everything under the seat.

I put my hand on his arm. We need to get out of here sooner rather than later. As in, right freaking now. Ivan will be coming after me when he notices I’m gone. More than that, I’m worried about whoever left those messages at the Grand. I don’t think I’ve been followed here, but it never hurts to be careful.

Most of all, I’m a little nervous about the other truckers who are gathering around us.

“Hey, mister. This is real nice. Thank you for making me comfortable.” I give his arm a little squeeze. “But I wonder if we could get going now?”

“Oh, right!” He looks around at the men who’ve advanced on us, just a few feet away from the truck. They aren’t making a rush for us, and I heard the locks click. But at least one of those men is packing heat, and I really don’t want to test these windows. Apparently my little subbie trucker doesn’t either. He guns the engine, and we speed into the night.

*     *     *

My chauffer’s name is Charlie, and he’s from Kentucky. He’s driving his uncle’s rig, since his uncle broke his leg playing street hockey. I can’t figure out if that’s a euphemism for something.

I let Charlie ramble and blush and stammer. He’s really a sweetheart. Once we’re ten miles out, he stops for some food and drinks. I slurp on a huge tub of soda and watch him drive.

“So, Charlie.” I draw out his name, infusing it with the kind of sultry sound that earns me double the tips at the Grand. “Do you have a girl back home?”

“N-no,” he says, and I believe him. At least, I believe he doesn’t have the girl. But he wants one.

“What’s her name?”

“Alyssa,” he says, then turns beet red. A-freaking-dorable. “But I’m not—we’re not—”

“It’s okay, Charlie. I understand. Unrequited love is a bitch.” I understand more than I want to. People act like love is a gift, but it’s not. It’s theft. It’s a goddamn tragedy.

Love is losing a vital organ to a man who will never give his in return.

Charlie studies the black expanse, dotted with red and white and yellow. “I figure if I can get my own rig, she might look at me different.”

“Older or younger?” I ask.

“She’s older,” he says. “But I don’t mind.”

“Of course you don’t,” I assure him. He prefers it, actually. “And what does she do for a living?”

If I thought he was red before, now he is an actual tomato. “She’s a…well, she’s a stripper. But she doesn’t, you know. It’s not like that.”

Oh dear. I have a feeling I know exactly what it’s like. Alyssa does her job very well. That’s what it’s like. “Well, I don’t know Alyssa, but I’m absolutely sure that one day you will find the perfect woman for you. One who loves you. One who understands you. One who will tell you exactly what to do to please her.”

His eyes grew wide, a mixture of shock and arousal swirling in his light brown eyes. “You really think so?”

I’m saved by having to reply by the earsplitting whoop of a siren. A second later blue and red lights bounce off the tall columns of rearview mirrors on either side.

“Shit,” Charlie says, fumbling for the blinker. “I wasn’t even speeding.”

I narrow my eyes at the cruiser as we pull over, bouncing on the rough interstate shoulder. “I don’t think they’re here for you.”

“Oh fuck,” Charlie breathes. “Are you in trouble? Should we make a run for it?”

I soften. “Charlie, you’ll make a really amazing boyfriend one day. And to do that, you need to not be dead. So no, don’t make a run for anything. Just sit there and do whatever the cops say.”

We don’t have to wait long. The cop that comes up to the window is familiar. He shines his flashlight inside, taking in both of us. At least he doesn’t flash it in my eyes. “Good evening,” he says in that drawl of his. I really hate that fucking drawl.

“It’s morning,” I say, annoyed. “Aren’t we a little outside your jurisdiction, Officer?”

He just smiles. Creep.

That’s the thing about bribing cops. All the ones who’ll accept bribes are total assholes. “I’m outta here,” I say, blowing a kiss to Charlie. “You go ahead.”

His mouth is open. “But—”

I smile and slam the door against his bewildered expression. It would only be worse for him if he hung around. Officer Asshole bangs the door and tells him to drive away. When he’s back in the flow of traffic, I start walking.

“Hey,” Officer Asshole shouts. “Where are you going?”

I shoot him the finger and keep walking.


Chapter Fourteen


Ivan shows up an hour later. I’m simultaneously annoyed that he took this long and annoyed that he showed up at all. The limo pulls to a stop a few hundred feet ahead of me, leaving me with the awkward choice of walking straight toward him or turning around.

“Let’s get this over with,” I mutter to myself.

Ivan steps out and leans against the car. The walk is longer than it looks, and he watches me the whole time. I watch him right back, taking in his broad shoulders and trim waist. The cut of his suit is the kind only ten thousand dollars can buy, custom designed to contour his powerful body. No doubt the gravel being kicked up by the eight-lane highway would ruin his Italian leather oxfords.

At least the shoulder is wide enough that I can walk in relative safety. Zooming cars create a wall of light and noise. Night blocks us in from the other side, and it forms an intimate hallway for the two of us. The sun is just peeking over the horizon, casting a weirdly romantic sepia glow.

Up close, I can feel the fury emanating from him. That’s okay. I’m angry too.

“How?” I bite out.

His expression is made of marble, his voice pure steel. “You don’t want to do this here.”

I laugh, which is kind of like waving a red flag in front of a bull. But I’m feeling just that reckless at the moment. I’ve left my home of three years with nothing but a few folded bills in my pocket, all so I can be safe. And now I don’t even have that much. “And you know what I want? If you want me to get in that car, you’re going to have to tell me how.”

He’s silent while my mind fills in the blanks. Did he follow me all the way from his house? I don’t think so. I’ve gotten pretty good at evading his security measures—and his men. That’s what he gets for having them tail me all the time. I know how to lose them.

Did Clara give me up? I didn’t think she would, but obviously something went wrong.

“Your phone,” he says between gritted teeth.

I spread my hands. “I don’t have one anymore. It died. I tossed it.”

“Not a tracker,” he says after a minute.

“Ivan…” I know he doesn’t want to give up his secrets. But he doesn’t want to bodily force me into the car either, not with all these witnesses. Not when there’s still a chance I could run away. He doesn’t have any particular desire to run across eight packed lanes, but in my darker moments, I do.

“A tap,” he says.

Surprise and anger and the smallest bit of hurt battle in my chest. “You listened to my conversations?”

“Not all of them.”

In other words, a lot of them. “Fuck you, Ivan. Really just…fuck you. And you wonder why I don’t trust you. So you know Clara picked me up.”

In one fluid motion he grabs my wrist and twists my arm behind my back. The front of my body slams against the car where he’d been leaning. The metal is still warm from his body.

His voice is low by my ear. “Yes, we knew she picked you up. She wouldn’t tell us anything when we found her, but her phone history led us to the truck stop. Every man there remembered the pretty little girl wandering around. For the right price they gave up which truck she was in and which way they were headed.”

Of course they did. The cars whiz by, no one stopping to check on the girl being held against her will. No one wants to fuck with Ivan, even people who don’t know his reputation. It’s in the way he holds himself.

“You’re hurting me,” I whimper.

He twists harder. “Is that enough information for you? Or do you need me to draw you a fucking diagram?”

“You should have let me go.” My voice is muffled against the car, thick from unshed tears. “I didn’t want to be found. I wanted to disappear.”

He pulls me back only enough to push me into the car. I stumble onto the leather seats and curl into a ball. “Congratulations,” he says, his voice toneless and cruel. “You’ve got your wish. You’re going to disappear from the side of the road tonight, and no one will ever find you.”


Chapter Fifteen


Ivan is silent on the ride home, but that silence speaks volumes. I hear what a bad girl I am, how he’ll punish me. I know it won’t be like before—a spanking while I finger myself. That’s way too generous for how he feels right now. It will be something bad.

What do you want? More money? More pain? Should I start using a cane on you?

He asked me that. And I might find out what a cane feels like today. Or worse.

I’m angry too. Angry that he found me, that he’s dragging me back. But it’s hard to hold on to that in the face of my fear. I never really wanted him to hurt me. I already feel torn up inside, flayed with the barbed-wire bonds of love for a man who can never return it. It’s hard to imagine he can make me feel worse than I already do.

I can count on his determination to find a way.

“Upstairs,” he says as soon as we walk in the door.

It’s blazing daylight outside, but in his house it’s like we’re down in the basement. The windows are tightly sealed, shutters and blinds and curtains locking out the cheery sun. The only light comes from overhead, recessed lighting that leads the way to my room.

My room. I slept here for a year before I convinced Ivan to let me dance at the club and could afford my own place, such as it was. And in that year I never put up a picture, never painted a wall. Never did anything that would mark the bare walls as my own.

I stand in the center of the room, waiting.

He stops at the door, his eyes hard and glittering like diamonds. “No.”

I raise my eyebrows. “No?”

He nods toward the stairs. Keep going. The third floor.

The place he never let me go.

My heart beats faster at the realization that he might tear that wall down.

I take a step toward the door. “Your room?”

“Yes.” He doesn’t seem pleased about it. No, he seems furious. “That’s what you wanted, isn’t it? To sleep in my bed and suck on my cock.”

I flinch at the crude words. It is what I wanted, but he makes it sound dirty. No, he makes it sound sinful. And it is a sin. That’s all I’m made of, sin after sin, sewn together with a string of desire.

“Move,” he says shortly, and I know he’s going to make this as painful as possible.

I climb the stairs with trembling legs, clinging to the railing so I don’t trip and fall. He’s right behind me. I know he’d catch me. He’d drag me up to the room if he had to.

At the landing, I don’t know which way to go. “At the end,” he says, nodding to the right.

The room is massive, but it’s only fitting, considering the bed. There’s a heavy-looking dresser. Other than that, it’s sparse. Kind of like my room one floor down.

“Strip,” he says.

I face him, understanding dawning. This is his punishment for running away. He’s going to give me exactly what I’ve always wanted—sex with him. I wanted that because then he’d be treating me like a woman. Like an equal. Only, he’s not going to do it like that. He’s going to do it painful and cruel. He’s going to make it hurt.

My hands can barely work the button on my jeans, and I shove them down. There’s no grace now. He’s seen me dance onstage. He knows what I look like, practiced, seductive. He’s never seen me like this, falling apart. I’ve never felt like this. Even the first time I met him, afraid and alone, I had determination. I had hope. Now I don’t even have that.

You’re going to disappear from the side of the road tonight, and no one will ever find you.

I take off my tank top and drop it to the floor. Now I’m completely naked.

And he has all his clothes on. I want him to take them off, but I know he won’t. He doesn’t ever. And besides, that wouldn’t make it a punishment.

“Ivan,” I whisper.

“On the bed.”

My eyelids fall shut and push the gathering tears down my cheeks. “Ivan.”

“No?” he asks. A hand clamps onto my wrist, pulling me across the room. “All right then. The dresser. Bend over.”

I don’t really have a choice, the way he throws me against it. I catch myself on my palms. The sound of a zipper comes from behind me, and I look over my shoulder. I can’t see anything, but I can feel it. God, he’s already lined up against me.

I’m just repeating his name now, a plea and a prayer. “Ivan. Ivan, please.”

I brace myself for the pain, but then he’s gone. His fingers press against my pussy, almost as blunt and far more rough. They slide along my folds, feeling my slickness.

He chuckles. “Do you want this, little one? Your body says yes.”

I’ve never done this. I’m a virgin. Please don’t hurt me.

The words catch in my throat. His fingers are on my clit, rubbing me from behind. I groan and rock my hips into his touch. It’s the only relief I feel, the only relief I’ve ever felt. He fondles roughly, which only seems to drive me higher. My legs are like jelly. The only things holding me up are my hands on the dresser and his fingers on my clit.

I don’t think he knows I’ve never done this, not with how rough he’s being. He must think I gave it up sometime in the club or at one of the parties. His fingers are too fast, too hard, and I’m on the brink of orgasm, hovering on the razor’s edge. He takes his hand away, and the loss is a physical pain, sharp and cold.

“This is what you wanted,” he says. “You think I didn’t know the way you looked at me? Fuck, you looked at me like that the first fucking night I met you, and you didn’t even know what it meant.”

He pushes the head of his cock against my slickness. Oh God.

The memories come back to me. I slept in the same room as my mother, on a mat on the floor. The room was connected to Leader Allen’s. He would wake her in the middle of the night, bring her to his room. The door was open. I could hear everything. And sometimes, when I crawled across the floor, see everything.

Kneel, he would tell her. And she would get on her knees beside the bed and pray. When she was done, when she had begged forgiveness, he would lift her up enough so her body was half on the bed. Then he would pull up his robes and—

A sharp pain presses me open, and I gasp. It hurts too much to speak, hurts too much to cry. My body is rejecting him, pushing him out—and losing the fight. I hold on to the dresser like my life depends on it, but it won’t matter. I’m being split apart. I can’t imagine I’ll survive it, but at least when I die, it will be over. It feels like my whole body is impaled.

Rough hands grab my hips, thick fingers bruising flesh. Another push and he’s farther in. God, how is there more? A sob finally escapes me.

“Ivan.”

“You’re so fucking tight,” he says between clenched teeth. “How the fuck are you so tight?”

My inner muscles clench and release, fighting his entrance every step of the way. I couldn’t relax them even if I wanted to. The burn is too much, the stretch is too wide. I pant against the dresser, my hands clasped together, praying for it to end.

“I’ve never—” My breath is coming too fast. Blackness is closing in. It’s like in the basement, except his hands aren’t around my throat. No, this time his cock is pushing inside my pussy—and it’s even worse. I can’t breathe, can hardly speak. “Never done this before.”

He freezes.

A long minute passes where the only thing I can feel is the throb of his cock, and the only thing I can see is black. I’m still conscious—barely. I’m panting, struggling to keep breathing, to stay here with him. To experience this thing I’ve wanted for so long, even if it’s the worst thing that’s ever happened to me.

“What did you say?” His voice sounds far away again, but strangely controlled. Completely unlike how he sounded two minutes ago, his fury uncontained.

In a painful wrench, he removes himself—it somehow hurts worse than it did going in, the salt of him stinging the tears in my skin. Without his hands or his cock, I collapse on the ground, leaning against the dresser. My hands are covering my sex, protective, though they do nothing to take away the pain.

A hand fists in my hair and pulls. I’m facing him, looking up at him while he looms over me. He’s still wearing his suit, his cock hard and jutting out. It’s an angry red from arousal, tinged glossy and pink with my blood. And it’s terrifying. It would have scared me if I had seen it anytime, but now that I know how much it can hurt, I’m even more scared.

He gives me a little shake by my hair. “What did you say?”

My throat feels raw, as if I’ve been screaming even though I haven’t. “I’m a virgin,” I whisper.

Or at least I used to be.


Chapter Sixteen


I always thought it was a little ironic, my virginity. My so-called virtue. I should have been keeping it safe to save my immortal soul, but the truth is I assume I’ve already lost any chance at heaven. I’m far from innocent regardless of what has or hasn’t been inside my pussy. I’ve given men lap dances, seen their come stain their pants as they explode. I’ve even fooled around with guys at parties, flirted and almost fucked.

Ivan’s expression is more angry than incredulous. “How the fuck is that possible?”

I manage a watery laugh, my voice somehow wry through my tears. “I’m a cock tease, Ivan. I thought you knew that about me.”

His hands curl into fists. “What the fuck were you saving yourself for? For marriage? For love?”

He sounds almost more disgusted by the idea of love than he is by marriage. “Maybe.”

The truth is I was saving myself for him, but I can’t deny his words. I did want him to love me, to marry me, even while I understood how impossible that was. I have a long history of wanting the impossible. I wanted Ivan to love me, even though he doesn’t understand the meaning of the word. He’s made of ice. I wanted to feel powerful with my body, even though most of the men who come through our doors would hold me down and fuck me if they got the chance.

And most of all, I wanted to be free from my past, free from Harmony Hills and its scriptures. Now that someone is leaving Bible verses at the Grand, I know I will never be free. Not only from a man, but from the teachings I thought I’d left behind.

“It’s too late now,” he says, his tone indecipherable.

I look down between my legs, where my hands are still cupped protectively. Too late. “Yes.”

His hand fists his cock, stroking once, twice. “I hope you don’t think I’m going to take it easy on you because of this.”

Fear tightens my throat as I watch him. “It hurt too much. It’s too big.”

“Not too big. Your body was designed to take men. To take me. Now get on the bed.”

I scramble to the bed, skirting him as far as I can, as if his cock might reach out and impale me while I’m not looking.

I’m sore between my legs. It was only a dull throb when I sat on the floor, but when I move, it’s so much worse, fire licking me from inside. It wasn’t just precum from his body that stung my cuts and tears. It’s my own wetness too, because I can’t deny how he makes me feel. Even when I’m hurting, when I’m dying from the pain of him stretching me, breaking me, I want him.

That’s how we are together—depraved and beautiful.

I scramble beneath the covers, hiding my body, the cool sheets a thin barrier.

He studies me, his expression softening a fraction. But if I thought it would make him gentle, I’d be wrong. He grasps the corner of the sheet and pulls. It slinks to the ground, leaving me bare. Cool air washes over me.

One large hand circles my ankle. That’s the only warning I have before he pulls me toward him. Then I’m sprawled on the bed, legs open to his view. “I didn’t prepare you before,” he says, and it’s the closest he will ever come to an apology.

Then he bends his head, and I gasp. “What—”

My voice is choked off when his lips find my clit, a gentle kiss. Pleasure arcs through me, and I twist my body. “No, wait,” I tell him. “Wait.”

He lifts his head only slightly, raising one eyebrow. I can read his expression. He has no intention of stopping because I want him to, but he’s curious about what I’m going to say. I’m curious too, because I don’t even know. I can’t even think. My brain shorted out the second his mouth touched my sex.

“I’m—I’m bleeding,” I tell him. There’s blood on his cock, and it’s mine.

Amusement flits over his face. “You think because there’s blood on your pussy, I can’t lick you?”

“Yes,” I whisper. A flush makes my face hot to hear him say the words, to even think about him tasting me—tasting my arousal, tasting my blood.

His expression hardens. “It’s mine, Candy. Your blood, your body. Your virginity. You belong to me now. You don’t get to tell me no. And if you think I’m not going to fuck you, or lick you, or do anything I damn well please because of a little blood, then you have a lot to learn, little one.”

Then his head dips again, and it’s like electricity zings from the base of my sex up to the top of my clit. He presses his tongue against my hole, soothing the place that he hurt, making it burn even more.

The soft fabric of his suit whispers against the insides of my thighs. Rough fingers play with my folds before they hold me open for his assault. His tongue is wet and hot and knowledgeable as it flicks me, using just the right rhythm. My hips rock up to meet him. Unforgiving hands press my thighs down, forcing me flat on the bed.

He focuses on my clit, merciless as he lashes me again and again.

I clutch the sheets and twist my upper body, my legs held down by him. The orgasm hits me like a tidal wave, pushing me under and stealing my breath. I can’t even cry out, can’t beg or scream. I can only jerk my body against the bonds of his hands as the orgasm drags on and on. My lungs burn from lack of air. Even then he doesn’t let up, his tongue dipping into my hole, drinking the juices I make for him.

Only when he pulls back can I finally suck in air—and let it out on a pitiful wail.

My defenses are broken, battered. He tore them down with single-minded intent, and now what’s left of me? I want him to do it again. More than that, I want him to be naked while he does it. I want him to be as vulnerable as I am, as open to me as I am to him.

Clumsy hands push at his suit jacket. “Take it off,” I say brokenly. “Take it—”

Gray eyes narrow. “Stop, Candace.”

He hitches the head of his cock against my pussy. My whole body goes tense, knowing exactly how much it will hurt. “No. Don’t. Please.”

“Excuse me?”

“Take it off.” I’m begging, pleading. I don’t really want him to stop. Even if he splits me in two pieces, I want him to do it. I just want him to be naked when he does it. Naked with me. Intimate. “At least the suit jacket. Please.”

He tenses up, clearly angry. “Stop asking for that. You won’t like what happens.”

That again. “You don’t know what I like,” I cry. “You don’t.”

I think that’s a lie. We both know it. The way he just played my body, his tongue against my clit, proves he knows exactly what I like. The way I came, so hard my body almost broke under the strain, proves it too.

He laughs, an almost metallic sound. “You want me to take my clothes off.”

My voice is shaky. “Yes.”

“You want me to strip for you?”

“Yes.” Stronger now.

A knowing expression lights his pale eyes as his hands go to his lapels. He looks dangerous like this, almost insane with it. It makes me scared for what I’ll see underneath. I never thought his clothes were anything more than a wall between us. I never even realized they might be armor, the same way ruffles and glitter have been for me.

He takes off the jacket in rough, careless movements. It drops to the floor in a whisper of expensive fabric. The shirt comes next, one button at a time. His eyes never leave mine. There’s challenge in them. He expects me to balk. But why?

When all the buttons are undone, he opens each cuff. Then he shrugs off the shirt.

It joins the jacket on the floor, but I can’t focus on that. Not with his chest bared to me.

Not with the scars.

They steal my breath away. There are too many scars to count, a patchwork quilt of pain. A lifetime of war and abuse. Some of the girls at the Grand came from rough backgrounds. Some of the customers too. So I recognize the small, circular marks as cigarette burns. They are old and faded and poignant. Crisscrossing them are slashes—knife wounds? Not straight enough for that. Maybe the torn edge of a beer can. Or the jagged blade of a broken bottle.

He hasn’t stopped moving under my perusal. He takes off his belt buckle and pushes down his pants, then his boxer briefs, too proud to flinch when I see what’s underneath. I flinch though, and let out a sound of pure, undiluted horror.

The scars don’t stop at his waist. They continue down, over lean hips and muscular thighs. Cuts and burns and dark, disfigured patches where I don’t even know what happened. It’s such a contrast to his smooth, cultured appearance in his bespoke suits that my mind can’t really comprehend what I’m seeing. This is more than fistfights. More even than the gun and knife warfare of criminals. This is torture. Long-term torture from many years ago.

When he could have only been a child.

My eyes fill with tears. “Oh God, Ivan.”

“No,” he says roughly. “You wanted to see this. A monster fucking you.”

“Daddy—”

He covers my mouth with his hand, cutting off my plea.

Then his cock is pushing into me, spearing me slowly but inexorably. My muscles flutter and clench against the invasion. It hurts just as much the second time—more, somehow. I feel my eyes go wide and then fill with tears. My body jerks against his weight, fighting him, completely involuntary as I push him away.

I don’t mean to fight though. As much as it hurts. As much as it burns. I wouldn’t say a single word to stop him from doing this. Not after seeing what pain he’s endured. This can never be worse than that.

His hand remains over my mouth as he presses in to the hilt. The black hair at his base feels foreign against my bare pussy, scratchy against oversensitized skin. I’m dizzy with being this full, almost light-headed. I think his hand is blocking some of my air too, and I have to move. I don’t mean to fight him, but my body does it for me, jerking against him, trying to squirm away and buck him off. I fight his hand too, pulling at it, trying to get more air. No matter how much I struggle, it doesn’t work. He’s too strong like this. Too determined. Too cruel.

A monster fucking you.

That’s what he called himself, a monster. And that’s how he seems. Not because of the scars I can see moving over me in a blur. Because of the light in his eyes, the one that says he’ll make this hurt. It’s a promise he makes, a promise he keeps as he pulls back and then plunges in again. There’s no time to adjust to his size; he just starts fucking me. Pounding me. The pain overwhelms me, and I feel tears stream down the sides of my face, shockingly cool against the heat of my body.

I struggle in earnest now, using all my strength to push him off me. Because it’s terrifying to see him this way, because it hurts worse than anything. Because I think he wants me to fight. I can almost hear his voice in my head. That’s what monsters do to pretty little girls.

And pretty little girls are expected to fight.

I yank and pull at his arm, trying to dislodge it. I twist my hips, fighting to close my legs. None of it moves him. I’m trapped by his hand and his cock. Trapped by the relentless pain.

He could end this quickly.

He’s waited so long to do it. Minutes, hours. Years. He could have come inside me and been done. That’s not what monsters do. He’ll make this last for just as long he wants it to. I could be held underneath him for eternity, feeling his cock spear into me, rubbing me raw.

His expression is torn, somehow both despairing and smug. I must seem like some kind of sacrificial lamb to him, a sacrifice on the altar of his wickedness.

It’s how I feel as the pain consumes me, threatening to tear down my sanity. I think I might really be losing it. My sanity, my consciousness. I almost wish I could black out, so I wouldn’t have to feel this. He could fuck my limp body until the end of time, and I wouldn’t feel a thing.

The bed rolls with every thrust. The scent of our combined musk fills the air, along with the metal of my blood. It feels like I’m adrift on an angry ocean, and he’s the storm bearing down on me. He batters me without a care for how I’m ripped apart and torn.

He closes his eyes against whatever he sees in my eyes, focused on his own pleasure now. He’s in his own world, fucking me, using me, drenching his cock with me again and again.

His breathing is harsh, surrounding me. I listen to him breathe in and out, the sound pained. Tortured. Does this hurt him, fucking me forever? Or is he always hurting, the caress of my inner flesh a temporary reprieve from a lifetime of suffering?

His eyes fly open, and I see in them so many things—possession and hunger, anger and fear. He shouts into the huge room, and it echoes off the walls. He jerks roughly, losing his rhythm. Then again.

Then he stills, pushing and pulsing against my hips, his whole body trembling.

He stares into my eyes the entire time, letting me see everything inside him, a vortex that sucks me in deep. His cock flexes as he bathes my sex with warm come. It stings the newly stretched skin, and I flinch as we both hold ourselves rigid and locked.

The second the last pulse of his cock ends, he wrenches his entire body away from me, pushing off the bed.

It’s strange to breathe easy after being constrained for so long. Strange to have nothing on top of me, between my legs. I can’t move, though. I’m collapsed on the bed, just wreckage left behind.

His hand is shaking as he runs it over his face.

He gives me one last look. Full of accusations. And longing?

Then he stalks from the room, leaving me behind in a puddle of my own arousal and blood.


Chapter Seventeen


I wake up back in my bedroom to the sound of knocking. I only vaguely remember leaving his room and wandering through the third floor. There were so many of them. I actually got lost again, confused about which floor I was on—expecting to circle back to where I started only to discover new rooms. Ivan was nowhere to be seen, so when I found my bedroom again, I took a shower, fingers careful against tender skin, and then climbed into bed.

Voices drift up the stairs, and I force myself to sit. The room spins for only a few minutes, and then I gingerly place my bare feet on the cool wood floor. I find my clothes in the dresser, along with some new things I know I didn’t buy—a pink dress with a white pinafore. I finger the silky-smooth fabric, a strange pang of longing in my chest. He must have ordered Luca or someone else to get my clothes from my apartment. That means I won’t be returning for a while—probably never.

I’m limping by the time I make it down the stairs. Ivan fucked me with the intent of hurting me, and he succeeded. Through the open door, Blue’s low voice confers with Ivan, while Lola shoots questions at them both. Why didn’t you call me when you found her? Was she okay? She might have needed me.

Bless her.

Somehow she took it into her head that we were friends, years ago. She started caring about me, and then I couldn’t help but care back. I tried to be like Ivan, cold and ruthless. At sixteen, cast out and alone, it had seemed like a romantic ideal I could try to reach.

Try and fail, anyway.

I care about Lola. I care about the rest of the girls. I even care about the Grand, which is a building.

And most of all I care about Ivan.

Luca is standing in the hallway a few feet away from the entryway. A respectful distance, but one where he can still hear everything. He watches me approach in silence, taking in my limp.

“What a good guard dog,” I purr when I get close.

His eyes are hooded. “Did he hurt you?”

He already knows the answer to that. “Why, are you going to defend my honor?”

That earns me a dire look before he stares straight ahead.

The room falls silent as I step into the doorway. I straighten, hoping to hide my soreness. Ivan’s gaze finds me first, snapping to me as if he knew I’d been there. He looks like he usually does, rough but well crafted, his tailored suit caressing his powerful body. I would never have imagined those scars underneath, such a smooth veneer covering a rough underground. It mirrors the flash bang of Tanglewood itself, covering up a gritty underworld. Ivan stares at me, and I stare back—both of us reeling, I think, from what we did last night. What we shared. I gave him my virginity and he gave me honesty, but I think his gift was greater.

Lola breaks the silence, rushing across the room and flinging her arms around me. “Oh my God, we were so worried about you. Ivan called us when you went missing.”

I aim for a smile. “You know me. I always land on my feet.”

The worry in her wide brown eyes doesn’t fade in the slightest. “What happened last night?”

My stomach flips. I’m guessing she doesn’t know I tried to leave for good. Otherwise she wouldn’t be so happy to see me now. Something tells me I won’t be able to evade these questions for long. They want answers. Ivan will want answers.

I need to be seated for this. I’m already swaying on my feet.

Lola notices immediately and guides me to the sofa. “Candy. What’s wrong? Are you sick?”

I feel a little sick, thinking of telling them the truth. The whole truth. Nothing but the truth. The lingering soreness between my legs doesn’t even register in the face of this.

Blue is watching me with a hawklike expression, not missing a thing. I’m guessing he can see how I’m moving stiffly too. And Ivan…is Ivan. Stone-faced. Unreadable.

It’s like being in love with a statue.

Blue clears his throat. “Candy, I’m taking this threat against the Grand very seriously. We all are. We’re working closely with the police department, but we’re also conducting our own investigation.” His expression turns wry. “As you can imagine, it would be helpful if we could find him first.”

First? If they found whoever did this, the police department never would. They’d just find an anonymous body in the river six months later.

“The blood?” I whisper.

“Sheep’s blood,” Blue answers grimly.

I should feel relief. At least it wasn’t a person who had to die for that. But all I feel is dread, because there are sheep on Harmony Hills. He’d have easy access to it…

Blue comes to sit in the chair near the sofa. Lola is on my side, probably for support. I feel caged in, tensed. There’s nowhere to run. I don’t imagine Luca would let me leave anyway. “Ivan says you have a guess as to who’s doing this,” Blue says.

Ivan remains standing, leaning against a hutch, arms crossed. He doesn’t move in any way to acknowledge Blue’s words. He doesn’t even acknowledge me—just stares into my eyes.

I look down. Shit.

“Little one,” he says softly. I’d know that voice anywhere. I hear it in my dreams.

His cold facade cracks for just a second, letting me see inside. To how much he needs me to do this. To how much he cares about the Grand and the girls who work there. To how much he trusted me, that he called Blue to get this information from me—even though Ivan doesn’t want to believe it’s connected to my past. He doesn’t love me, and after what I saw of his body last night and how hard he fucked me, I think he even resents me. But he trusted me enough for this.

I take a deep breath. “I think the person doing this…might be from my past. From where I was before I got to the Grand. It’s a place called Harmony Hills. From the outside, it’s a farming community.”

“And from the inside?” Blue prods gently.

Lola hugs my arm tighter, a silent and strong witness.

I close my eyes. “From the inside, it’s a religion. Everything, from where you sleep and how much you eat is determined by how…by how sinful you are.”

The room has grown deathly quiet, almost as if the house itself is listening. It’s that stillness that allows me to go on. “People don’t get to leave. It’s not a choice. If someone thinks about leaving and people find out, they’ll disappear. Not take their stuff and leave, they’ll just…disappear.”

Lola’s face is solemn. “Why didn’t they get caught?”

“It’s really isolated. Far away from any city and they’re mistrusting of outsiders to an extreme. We’re told the world is a bed of sin, that the only salvation can be found by turning our backs to it.”

Blue raises an eyebrow but doesn’t comment on that. “You think someone from there is doing this?”

“Someone in particular. I mean, I don’t know if he’s doing it by hand, but nothing happens from the church without Leader Allen ordering it to be done. He’s the voice of God.”

The silence that follows is thick, and I realize that I didn’t qualify my statement. I didn’t say he’s the voice of God for those people. I just said he’s the voice of God. My face heats in a blush. “Sixteen years of indoctrination is hard to lose,” I say weakly.

Ivan’s voice is soft but unmistakable. “How did you get out?”

“My mother. She was—” This will be the hardest part. I can already feel my throat closing up. I clench my hands together. Lola puts her hand on top, warm reassurance. “She was his whore. She had been a prostitute on the outside. When she got pregnant with me, she went to Harmony Hills so that Leader Allen could…could save her soul.”

“Why did she send you away?” Blue asks. “Did she grow disillusioned with the teachings?”

“No. I don’t think so.” I shiver against the ancient shame. Thousands of men have seen my naked body, have lusted after me, but all of that can’t erase the filth of Leader Allen’s dark lusts. “I think she saw the way he was looking at me.”

Lola makes a strangled sound of outrage.

“She didn’t even try to go with me. Maybe she believed what Leader Allen said about women being…evil. About leading men to temptation.” My laugh is hollow. “Maybe she wanted to save Leader Allen’s soul.”

Blue’s eyes are shrewd. “Why do you think they’re responsible for the messages?”

I meet Ivan’s gaze from across the room, and the fury there lends me strength. “That’s the stuff he’d always talk about in his sermons, how God had sent down shepherds to guide us. How he had to handle the stray sheep so they wouldn’t lead the rest of us to sin. I know it’s a common enough theme in religion. It might not be connected to them, but…”

This is where my voice cracks, and I stare at my lap, unable to go on. I’ve already told them more than I’ve told anyone. This last part, it will break me.

The sofa cushions shift, and Lola moves away from me. They’re leaving, I realize distantly. But then Ivan’s hands are lifting me, his arms around me. He pulls me onto his lap, the way I was the night in the dining room. Except I had crawled into his lap that time. This time he put me here—and in front of Lola and Blue too.

I look up at him, and I know the questions are plain in my eyes. His expression is severe but not unkind. “Finish it,” he says softly.

He might only be giving me this comfort to get the information out of me. A man like him could be that ruthless. I don’t care. I soak up his warmth and his strength, curling myself into a tight ball and pressing harder into him.

“A week before my mother sent me away, Leader Allen called me into his room for private prayers. He had done that before. Usually he talked about my mother, told me she was a sinner, that there was a demon inside her, that we should both pray for her soul so she didn’t wind up burning for eternity.”

Ivan strokes my hair, almost absently. I’m not sure he knows he’s doing it.

“This time…this time was different. He asked me if I was serious about shaking off the shackles of sin, if I was willing to do what it took to fight evil. He said it would be hard and scary, that only a true disciple could survive it.”

He did more than just talk to me that day. He touched me, only outside my robes. It was enough. Enough to change the look in his eyes from a suggestion to a promise. And it would have escalated quickly if my mother hadn’t sent me away. I always wondered how she knew that it had gotten worse, if somehow she saw him with me that day. That she might have seen us is more shameful to me than the act itself—and for that reason I don’t tell Blue and Lola. I don’t tell Ivan. They don’t need to know about that detail. It would only enrage them, and it wouldn’t bring us any closer to finding the culprit.

I open my eyes, startled to meet Blue’s gaze. Of the three people in this room, I’m the least close to him. Lola is my best friend, and Ivan is my lover. Even Luca, standing outside the door, is like a brother to me. Though Blue worked at the Grand, we were never close.

I still see murder in his eyes as I describe something I now understand to be a form of grooming. It sickens me, because back then I hadn’t seen anything wrong.

All I had wanted to do was please Leader Allen.

The very worst thing is that even though part of me understood the look in his eyes, part of me knew what he would ask of me, I had been willing to give that too. Anything to please him.

Just like my mother had been.

“He said that other people wouldn’t understand, that they were not adhering to the word of God. So we could…we could never tell them what we did. I hadn’t talked much during these sessions, but I had asked him then, why didn’t the sinners outside Harmony Hills read the Bible. He told me that some of them didn’t care, that they were disciples of the devil. But he said that some of them, they did care, but they were following false prophets, misinterpreting the scriptures.”

My hands curl into the soft fabric of Ivan’s shirt, needing that anchor. He tightens his hold around me.

“He told me that one day, with my help, the people would find their path to God. He said that’s why he needed me so much. He said…he said, ‘So there will be one flock, one shepherd.’”

Lola sucks in a breath. “John 10:16.”

“And the other one, he didn’t quote it exactly, but it would be hard to think of a member of his flock who went more astray than I have.” I manage a wry smile. “I kind of made it my life’s mission for a while there.”

“Find out everything you can,” Ivan says to Blue. “I want any information the police have on disappearances or criminal activity. I want financial records. Everything.”

Blue nods. “I’ll find out if any of his flock have been taking trips recently.”

“They won’t leave a paper trail. If they’ve evaded the cops this long, they know how to be careful. Besides, we already know that whoever’s fucking with the Grand is good. That’s why we haven’t found any trace of him.”

“What should we do?” Luca asks. “A preemptive strike? Hit them and then they’ll know not to fuck with us.”

“I have no desire to harm innocent people. And I have no desire to hit a hornet’s nest when I have my own snake to deal with at home. No, we find out if they are involved before we move on them.”

Luca narrows his eyes. “But if they’ve covered their tracks that well…”

Ivan’s eyes glitter. “I’ll find out if they were involved, even if I have to go there myself to do it. And if they are, I’ll rip them apart.”


Chapter Eighteen


For most of my life I’ve been torn by guilt. Guilt over the demons inside me. Guilt over my gender, my body, my desire. Being born a girl marked me as evil, according to the teachings of Harmony Hills. Even though I’ve been gone for years, I’ve never been able to shake the sense of shame.

I find Ivan in his study. His desk in the Grand is carved wood, contrasting with the stark concrete basement. His desk at home is just the opposite, an industrial construct of slate and steel set in a wood-shelved library. He sits behind the desk, facing the windows behind him.

Dusk creeps over the city, pushing yellow rays through textured windows. From inside you can’t see the bulletproof glass that protects you from the outside.

Ivan doesn’t look up from the photograph he holds. He doesn’t stir when I put a hand on his shoulder. “May I?”

Wordlessly, he holds out the picture. Blurry shapes form a black-and-white panorama. The silhouette of a man is hidden partially by a hood. He’s raising something up. A paintbrush? The brick wall behind him glistens with blood.

“Is it him?” Ivan asks.

I study the man, but he’s only a shadow here. A suggestion. “I can’t tell. I’m sorry.”

Ivan just stares at the windows, chin cupped loosely in his hand. “He never looked at the cameras. Never paused or stumbled, even though it was pitch-black in that alley.”

A knot forms in my throat as I stare at the shadow. “Leader Allen would have called that divine intervention.”

The suggestion of a smile ghosts over Ivan’s lips. “I was thinking inside job.”

“Oh.” Embarrassment washes over me. Of course. That’s how ingrained those teachings are, how unshakable their hold. Dismay tightens its band around my chest as I think about what he said. I don’t want to imagine anyone at the Grand could have betrayed it. “Who are you thinking of?”

“West is new.”

“No. He wouldn’t.”

One eyebrow rises. “Do you know that for sure?”

I look down. The floor is made of thin wooden planks that form diamond shapes. “Blue trusts him.”

“Blue could be involved too.”

Worry claws at my throat. “He’s with Lola.”

A soft laugh. “That doesn’t make him innocent.”

I can’t bear to think Blue is involved, because it would mean Lola isn’t safe. As the owner of the security company, he has complete access to the club. None of the girls would be safe. “Don’t you trust anyone?”

“No,” he says gently. “No one.”

And I know he isn’t talking about West or Blue. He’s telling me that he can’t trust me. That he can’t be with me, not how I want him to, and my heart gives a hard pang.

“There’s something else,” he adds. “Bianca never came back to work after her sudden day off.”

Dread is a deep well inside me, swallowing me whole. “No. I mean it. No. One of the girls would never do this, would never help someone like this.”

“Money is a powerful motivator,” Ivan says, emotionless. “Especially to a woman in trouble. Or she might not have known she was helping him until it was too late.”

I think back to everything I knew about Bianca—and all the girls. I can’t believe they would turn against us this way. Not for anything. Leaving is one thing, but putting the rest of us in danger? “She wouldn’t have.”

“Actually…” Ivan turns his chair to face me. “I don’t suspect her. Not that way. I am considering that she might have been the target of this person all along.”

Fear makes my heart beat faster. “That would mean she’s in trouble.”

“It’s been over forty-eight hours since she was last seen, Candy. Trouble isn’t the word.”

The photograph slips from my fingers and floats to the floor. “Stop it. She’s not dead.”

“Do you want me to lie to you?”

“Yes. No! I want you to stop being this cold, emotionless…” I trail off, not sure what I was going to say.

“Monster?” he asks softly, and I flinch. It’s the first reference either of us has made to what happened last night. “What I am can’t be changed. Not even for you. But it has its uses. I can consider all the possible suspects without emotion. Whereas you…”

“What about me?”

“You’re just a little girl,” he says softly.

I lift my chin. “I’m not innocent and I’m not stupid. I know exactly how the world works. I’m a stripper, for crying out loud. A slut. A whore. A demon, just like my mother—”

“Quiet,” he says, so soft I almost don’t hear him. I fall silent immediately, but the tears that stream down my face, they tell the whole story.

The fact that my mother sent me away…I can’t help but feel grateful. I know I couldn’t have escaped any other way. I can’t help but feel angry either, for not coming with me.

For choosing him over me.

“Kneel,” Ivan says, and I know then I wasn’t wrong. I am like my mother, because Leader Allen told her to kneel and she did. I’m the same, obedient until the end.

At least for one man.

I can feel the wooden slats against my shins. I lower my head, ashamed and somehow aroused. God, was this why my mother did it? Some kind of sick lust? Maybe we do have demons inside us.

The toe of his Italian leather shoe nudges my knee. “Wider,” he says.

I spread my knees wider and he leans down to cup my pussy through the jeans. “You’re my little girl,” he says, more seriously than I’ve seen him say anything. His eyes are piercing, sending some message I can’t decipher. It eases something inside me, sloughing off some of the shame, leaving me more naked than before.

“Why?” I whisper.

“Why what?” he asks, his tone patient as he opens the button of my jeans with one hand. His other hand is on my shoulder, brushing his thumb against the pulse in my neck.

“Why do you like me to call you Daddy?”

“Because it makes my cock hard.”

That’s not the real answer. It might be true, but there’s more. “And?”

His hand is warm against my sex, but his gaze—it burns. “Is it so wrong to want to take care of you?”

“No,” I say, dropping my gaze. His hand looks large between my legs, claiming ownership, protective and possessive. “But that doesn’t mean I have to call you Daddy.”

“What should you call me instead? Your boyfriend?”

The word sounds silly when I’m still sore from the way he treated me, my sex throbbing against his palm. It would be far too tame a word to describe him no matter where he touched me. I shake my head.

“Because I want you to trust me,” he says softly. “Trust me to take care of you.”

“The way I never trusted… him.” Leader Allen. I was once a devoted follower. I would have done anything he asked. But I was always afraid of him.

I’m not afraid of Ivan—not as much as I should be. He’s dangerous. Lethal.

“Daddy,” I whisper.

“Yes,” he says softly. “I like to hear you say it. That’s enough reason for me to make you.” He pauses before slipping his hand inside my panties.

I flinch, already expecting the worst. My skin is tender where his fingers are, on the outside, but I know it will be worse inside.

“Shh,” he soothes. “I was hard on you yesterday. This won’t hurt.”

It does hurt when he finds my clit, but it feels good too. I spread my legs wider so he can reach me better, and he nods in approval. His fingers toy with my clit, sliding along either side, dipping into my slit to gather wetness.

“Do you know the story of the minotaur?” he asks, his voice conversational.

It’s a struggle to focus with his hands playing with my sex. The schoolroom at Harmony Hills had taught us almost nothing. We learned about the Bible, as interpreted by Leader Allen, and how to be good, obedient disciples. Only the boys were taught to read and do math. Girls quit school early, and me even earlier. Everyone knew that my mother was Leader Allen’s whore, even if no one said the words out loud. I think everyone knew that I would take her place, too.

I struggle to remember from tutors and textbooks.

“He was…” A gasp interrupts my words as his forefinger slips inside me. “He was half-man. Half-bull. He lived—” Another gasp. “In a maze.”

“That’s right. And every year the cities would send their young men and women—virgins, naturally—as a feast for the minotaur.”

“Until one of the men killed him.”

A strange smile twists his lips. “Well, every story needs a hero.”

“You’re not a monster.”

He ignores me, fingering me deeper. “The thing about the minotaur is that he knows what he is. He can’t pretend to be a human. He can’t pretend to be a bull. He’s trapped in that maze, not by the walls outside it, but by what he is.”

I grab his forearm, feeling the muscles flex. “You’re not a monster, Ivan.”

He adds a second finger, and I squirm. His arm on my shoulder holds me down. “There’s no use pretending he’s something different. He doesn’t even want to. But can you imagine how it would feel to find a sacrifice you wanted to be there? Who begged to stay?”

His fingers speed up, and I rock my hips against them, unable to slow down, unable to stop. “You’re not—You’re not a—”

He pinches my clit, and I soar over the edge, the climax like fierce wind against my face. I close my eyes against the blur and feel tears streak down my cheeks. I fuck his finger, seeking the last breathless rush before I crash at the bottom.

He does up my jeans with deft hands, efficient now.

Wet fingers press into my mouth, and I can only let him in. Only suck to clean him.

“No more questions,” he says softly. “I want you to call me Daddy because I want you to know that when we’re together, I’m the only one who can tell you what to do. And I will always do what’s best for you, even if you don’t like it. I will always give you what you need.”

I shudder, my insides clenching around nothing as my orgasm gives one final pulse. My eyes are wide, lips stretched around his fingers. I nod yes.

“And you’re my little one, because you want to be so good for me, don’t you? You want to be taken care of, cherished and punished. Isn’t that right?”

He removes his fingers from my mouth and leans back, studying me.

“Why didn’t you—”

“What is it?”

I bite my lip. “Why didn’t you want me to call you Daddy last night?”

He had put his hand over my mouth and fucked me into the bed.

He’s watching me from beneath heavy lids. “I didn’t deserve the name last night. I was angry, and I didn’t take care of you.”

We’ve been circling each other for years, teasing each other with bad behavior and punishments. The first time he did it, I had already been living in my own apartment and working at the Grand. I’d shown up for work late, and he’d swatted me over my panties. We’d dared a little further each time, but never going all the way—never actual sex until last night. It had left me unfulfilled and a little afraid, for exactly the reason he said.

I dare to put my hand on his leg, right below his knee. “Please, Daddy. Show me what it would be like with you. When you take care of me.”

Icy lust flashes through his eyes. “I am taking care of you, little one. That little pussy needs time to heal. I’m sure you’re sore today, aren’t you?”

A flush heats my cheeks. Very sore. “I don’t care about that.”

Two hands lift my chin, and I meet his eyes. “I care,” he says softly. “I’m not going to fuck you again until you’re ready to take me. But if you want to please me…”

My body tightens. “Please.”

He cups my cheek. “So pretty. So eager. And such a fuckable little mouth.”

The thing I can never tell anyone—not even Ivan—is that I would have done this no matter what. If I had stayed at Harmony Hills, Leader Allen would have used me this way. He’d groomed me for this purpose my entire life, not just at the end, and that grooming made me who I am. A disciple. A victim. I’d have been on my knees for him. I’d have been a good girl.

The difference is that I chose this. I chose Ivan. He may be a monster, but he’s my monster.

“Take me out,” my monster says.

I fumble with his pants. The button and the zipper are like foreign technology, my fingers suddenly clumsy. He is already hard, but I feel him grow thicker as I work him free. It makes me blush, feeling the effects of my awkward obedience.

The suit pants give way to a soft, stretchy boxer material. I glance up to find him staring right at my face. He isn’t looking at what I’m doing with my hands. He’s studying my reactions, and it makes my heart beat double time. What will he see? Nerves? Excitement?

I don’t know what he wants to see.

The skin of his stomach is hot as I slip my fingers under the waistband of his boxers. His abs are hard, and they ripple at my touch. I pull gently, but the fabric is caught against his erection. I’m afraid to pull very hard, afraid of how much pressure is okay. I have some experience with cocks, touching them, rubbing my ass against them in the club, but that knowledge is limited—and it slides away under the role I’m in. The innocent little girl.

He makes no move to help me or to free himself. He just watches me with an intent curiosity to see what I’ll do next. What I do is use my other hand to grasp his shaft and carefully pull the fabric over his cock. He feels impossibly hard against my palm, silk smoothed over a steel rod. His cock flexes in my hand, and I jerk back, letting him go with a sound of surprise.

“I’m sorry,” I whimper. “It scared me.”

“You’re doing great, little one,” he says soothingly. “You did exactly what I asked you to. Daddy will never get mad at you for that.”

Men like to teach you things. That’s what gets them off.

“What should I do next?”

The amused light in his eyes says he knows exactly what I’m doing. And that he likes it. “Lift up your shirt. I want to see your pretty nipples.”

Instead of obeying him, I cross my hands over my breasts. “What if you don’t like them?”

“Why would you think that?” He seems genuinely curious.

He’s seen them a hundred times already. And the insecurity is completely real because of it. He’s seen them a hundred times and never been overtaken with lust to the point that he had to have me. He’s seen me and rejected me. We’re playing a game where all of this is new—and it is, in a certain way. But in another way it’s the inevitable conclusion to years of foreplay. Both a beginning and an end.

“Because you’ve seen a lot of girls.” It’s a form of torture to be this open, this honest, like needles pressing under my nails. These words are everything I’ve ever feared. “How can I be special?”

He could ruin me with his answer.

He leans forward. “Candace, I’m sure your nipples are as pretty as the rest of you. But they aren’t what make you special.”

I look down, still cupping my breasts, shielding them. “Why then?”

He reaches out and taps my arms, and I let them fall. He cups my breast gently, his thumb fanning over my nipple. It stands up beneath the tank top. He keeps rubbing back and forth until the twinge between my legs grows sharp.

“Because of how sweet you are,” he says softly. “How hard you try to be good for me. Do you know how rare that is? How special? There is no other girl like you, Candace.”

“I’m not,” I say, and it comes out almost on a sob. “I’m not good. I’m always talking back and not listening and—”

“It’s normal for little girls to test their boundaries, to push them. That doesn’t make you bad. But you always come back to me, don’t you? And you always take your punishment so well. That’s what makes you good. That’s what makes you special.”

But can you imagine how it would feel to find a sacrifice you wanted to be there? Who begged to stay?

I reach inside me to find the strength—and grasp the hem of my tank top. It’s a completely different experience than stripping onstage, because I’m a different person. Onstage I’m Candy, the sexy, fearless, powerful woman who knows how to use her sexuality to get everything she wants. In this house, under Ivan’s pale gaze, I’m his little one, helpless and hopeful, afraid but eager to try.

He moves back just enough to let me pull off the tank top. My skin pebbles under the cool air. His eyes roam over me as if he’s seeing me for the first time. “Perfect,” he says, and relief washes through me. My Daddy wouldn’t lie to me.

He touches me again, cupping my breast as if I’m precious. It makes me push my shoulders back and thrust my breasts into his touch.

He makes a sound low in his throat. “That’s right. And I’m going to look at these while you lick my cock.”

I eye the erection jutting up from his pants. “Lick your c-c—”

“My cock,” he says patiently. “You see that drop right there on the tip? That means it’s ready for you to taste.”

“It does?”

“You’re going to drink a lot of it,” he says, a hint of wryness in his tone. “Good girls always swallow.”

“Oh.” I lean forward and breathe in the salty musk of him. Both of my hands grasp his cock, as if I’m preparing for something huge—and well, I am. He’s a lot bigger than I expected when he’s close to my face. The prospect of fitting him in my mouth is daunting. And this is a big step, maybe bigger than when he fucked me into the bed last night. Because this isn’t something he’s doing to me. It’s something we’re doing together.

The first taste is sharp and shocking, and I gasp as I swallow down the salty come. He’s doing that thing again, where he watches me fumble. I think he likes watching me be awkward and clumsy while I try to please him, fumbling around with more submission than skill.

“Is this right, Daddy?”

“You’re doing great. Lick it again.”

So I do, licking him again and again until his thighs are rock hard with tension and his cock is streaming precum. I almost can’t keep up drinking it. If this is how much he can produce before he comes, I have no idea how I’m going to swallow it all down when he finishes.

“Ahh, that’s good. Now suck me, little one. Take me in as far as you can.”

It feels natural to slide him between my lips—more natural than licking him, even. I coast along the curved edge marking the head of his cock. My tongue flicks at the slit that produces all that precum for me to drink. I can’t go very far, but he doesn’t seem to mind—for now.

I wrap my hands around his legs to support myself and give me leverage. His muscles are completely taut underneath my hands, trembling with the strain of…what? Holding back? Or giving in?

His gaze roams over me like a caress, from the crown of my head to my stretched lips to my exposed breasts. My nipples are hard under his gaze and the open air.

“I’m going to finish.” His voice sounds rough, almost pained. “You’re going to hold my come in your mouth. Don’t swallow. And don’t let any slip out. Understand?”

I nod without releasing him. It’s almost a shock when his hands close behind my head. I jerk away and then catch myself. He doesn’t reprimand me, just holds me inexorably while his hips pump faster than I had done for him.

Then his grip tightens even more, and he slides in farther than before.

His cock nudges the back of my throat, and I struggle not to gag, struggle not to fight him as he holds me in place. “Ah fuck,” he mutters between clenched teeth. “So fucking good. Hold it. Hold it in.”

Hot liquid fills my mouth, almost spilling out of my lips as his cock continues to pump in and out of me. I seal my lips as hard as I can, struggling to keep it in. The urge to swallow it is strong now that my mouth is full. It’s too full, with his come and his cock still pulsing.

As his climax fades, he relaxes back in his chair. “Perfect,” he says, sounding relaxed, almost drugged.

I make an urgent sound, still holding all of him in my mouth.

He looks at me from beneath heavy lashes. His smile is knowing and almost mischievous. “Hold it, girl. Don’t make me spank your ass tonight.”

The sound I make is pure frustration.

It only seems to please him, and he settles into the chair, leaning back, looking supremely comfortable as his cock softens in my mouth. “I know it’s hard,” he says, only sounding a little sympathetic. “But I think you can hold it. Just until I’m hard again. Once you have two loads, you can swallow.”

I know my eyes must be wide as saucers, because I can’t believe what I’m hearing. Two loads? My lips are already trembling with the effort of holding in one.

He doesn’t bother arguing the point. He just sighs with obvious pleasure and caresses the hair at my temple.

The strain of keeping all of it in my mouth, of not being able to swallow, begins to break me apart. It hurts in a way that his rough hands and hard cock couldn’t pierce me last night. I feel my will begin to wear down. I didn’t even know I’d been holding on to something stubborn, something prideful before this, but I feel it crumble now.

My own body works against me, producing saliva to combat the salty, sticky flavor of him. It only produces more liquid for me to hold. Some of it dribbles out of the side of my mouth. I must look dirty. I must look pathetic.

His expression is nothing short of admiring. “You’re beautiful like this,” he says softly.

I can only blink up at him in response. My eyes fill with tears—a physical reaction to the stress of holding my mouth like this. And an emotional reaction to the vulnerability of it. I’m subservient to him in a way I had never imagined I could be. And I realize I was wrong before, to compare him to Leader Allen. Leader Allen may have touched my body. He may have made me kneel. But he would never have dominated me like this, so intensely it feels like I’m ripping apart just to please him for one second longer.

My lower lip is trembling now, almost violently with the effort. I feel the first twitch of his cock, and I realize that it’s my strain, my suffering, that’s getting him hard again.

The first time he came was a long buildup, steady thrusts and tender touches. This time he starts fucking my mouth almost right away. His hands lock behind my head. Short, fierce thrusts take me by surprise, and I can’t keep the come inside anymore. It spills out of my lips and down my chin. I don’t have time to wipe it or even feel embarrassed because he’s going too fast. I can only kneel with my mouth open as he finishes himself off.

In the end he presses deep—deep enough that swallowing isn’t a choice. Thick, hot come pulses at the back of my throat, and I swallow to keep from choking.

He holds me that way, cradling my head until he’s finished. When he pulls away, I move to wipe my face, but he stops me with a soft negative sound. “Wait here,” he says.

He returns in a minute with a warm washcloth, which he uses on my breasts, where drops dot my skin, and on my chin. He finds a clean corner of the washcloth and presses it into my mouth. “Suck,” he says, and I suckle the fabric until warm water trickles down my throat.

Only then can I ask him the question I’ve been holding in. “Ivan…tell me you weren’t serious about visiting Leader Allen.”

Okay, so I don’t really phrase it like a question. But I need to hear him say the words. I need him to reassure me that he’ll never confront Leader Allen—especially on his home turf.

Surprise flashes over his face, followed by understanding. He crouches down so we’re at eye level—almost. “You think he’s terrorizing my club. My girls. You have to know I can’t let that stand.”

“But I thought you said it wasn’t him,” I say hopefully, knowing it’s useless.

His expression conveys disapproval. “And you said it was him. The only way we’ll know for sure is to find proof. Since whoever this is covered their tracks very well, the second-best option is to confront him.”

“You can’t—” I struggle for how to say this. “You can’t go there. You can’t trust him. He’ll hurt you.”

That amuses him. “No, little one. That’s not how this will go down.”

“You don’t know him like I do. You don’t know what he’s capable of. People disappear there. Not just girls like me. Grown men. Strong men, gone without a trace.”

His amusement fades. “All the more reason he should be stopped.”

That makes me smile a little. “I didn’t realize you were a vigilante.”

Ivan cups the back of my neck and presses our foreheads together. “He scared you. That’s enough reason for me to kill him without any remorse.”

I twist my hands together on my knees. “You can’t.”

An eyebrow rises. “No?”

“My mother…she loves him.” No, that’s not the right word. “She worships him.” I may have a fucked-up relationship with her—or no relationship, really. But even so, I don’t want to do that to her.

Ivan frowns. “I can’t promise what will happen. If it turns out he’s responsible…”

“Maybe I could come with you. If there’s trouble, I could get her out.” The thought of seeing her after all these years makes my heart pound.

“No,” he says immediately. “It’s too dangerous.”

“You just said it would be fine,” I protest.

“For me. I’m not afraid of him. I know his kind. I understand him.”

“Because you’re a monster too?”

“Yes. And because we both wanted the same girl. The difference is, I have her. Parading you in front of him will only make him want to come after you, even if he wasn’t the perpetrator before. I can protect you, but I don’t need any more religious nut jobs fucking with my club.”

Okay, he has a good point. Still… “They won’t even let you onto Harmony Hills without permission. Or an escort. There are armed guards at the entry points.”

“How is this convincing me to bring you?”

I hesitate, struggling with a truth I didn’t want to admit to myself. “And besides, I really would like to see my mother. One last time. Just to make sure she’s okay. I always had to resign myself to never seeing her again, because I knew that if I went back, I’d never leave alive. But now…”

His eyes are solemn. “I’ll be sure to see her. I’ll offer that she can come with me, to visit you if nothing else. But you have to understand, I meant what I said. You won’t be coming with me. Until this person is found and dealt with, you won’t be leaving at all.”


Chapter Nineteen


I’m not going to make the same mistake twice. This time when I leave, I make sure Ivan is at some important meeting and his guard dog has the night off. There’s a guy watching me in the car across the street, but it’s easy enough to go through my bedroom routine backlit by the lamp. I know he’s watching me, and I give him a little show—it’s only shadows, after all.

And I’m not going to do anything as predictable as hitch a ride. No, that was too easy. He found me the first time, and he’d only find me faster the second. Besides, getting out of the city is nearly impossible. I don’t want to involve Clara again, especially since he’d look to her first. And half the cab drivers in the city are in Ivan’s pocket.

I need to think unconventional. I need to think strategy.

So I sneak to the nearest gas station and put in a call to Fedor Markoff, otherwise known as Ivan’s biggest competitor. He runs a series of underground gambling casinos. I met him during my party days—or rather, party nights. He took an interest in me because of my connection to Ivan.

He’s a total prick, which means he’ll enjoy pulling one over on Ivan.

I have to go through three representatives before I reach him. “Candy! Have you finally decided to dump that miserable bastard and come work for me?”

Yup, total prick. “Actually I was hoping we could do a little business.”

He laughs. “And what is it you want?”

“A ride.” I manage to project the casual, confident tones that will keep him interested. Desperation would be an instant turnoff. And I am desperate. “A ride on one of your gambling riverboats.”

If I can’t leave by ground transportation, I’ll go by water.

“You’ve been on the riverboats before, sweet. What’s different about now?”

“I want to get dropped off on the other side.”

“Ah. And why would I do that?”

“Because you want to fuck with Ivan. He’s already dragged me back once. He’ll be very pissed once he finds out I’ve slipped through his fingers.”

“You intrigue me. I don’t suppose you’ll tell me what he’s done to anger you?”

He hasn’t done anything but be himself. Dominant and remote and just the right touch of humiliating. I find everything about him sexy, but nothing about him warm. “Do we have a deal?”

“Well, now. Perhaps I will be satisfied to know he’s lost something important to him, but how will he know that I was the one responsible?”

I have to roll my eyes. “I’m sure you can work it into a conversation. But later. If he finds me, it defeats the purpose—and you won’t have fucked with him at all.”

Fedor is quiet a long moment, and I wonder if he thinks it’s too much trouble just to mess with Ivan. Gambling is technically allowed on the river, unlike the underground casinos. But other things happen on the boats—drugs, prostitution. Naturally, there’s a stripper pole. So they don’t like to dock more than they have to. It leaves them more vulnerable to getting raided.

“The boat called Divina. Do you know it?”

“Yes.” Everyone knows it. The Divina is his flagship riverboat, complete with suite-like guest rooms and gourmet dining. He actually stole the chef from a Michelin-starred restaurant in downtown Tanglewood. And when I say stole, I mean that somewhat literally. The man was deep in gambling debts, and Fedor made it clear how he would pay.

“Be there in thirty minutes, sweet.”

I put the pay phone back on the hook, trying to ignore the sick sensation in my gut. Ivan might eventually pull the records for this phone, but by the time he gets this far, I’ll be long gone.

No matter how much I want to, I can’t pretend I’m happy about that. I want Ivan. I love Ivan, but I can’t be his little girl forever.

That’s all I’ll ever be to him. I know that now.

After that blowjob. Good girls always swallow.

And after him telling me no to going home again, even just to say goodbye. He’ll always see me as someone to be sheltered—and someone to be fucked.

I can’t be his whore either, the woman he keeps in a side room, convenient when he wants to fuck. That’s all my mother was, and I swore to myself I would never do it. I would rather dance for a hundred men and be my own woman than belong to anyone.


Chapter Twenty


The thing about riverboats, especially one as large as the Divina, is that they’re basically floating buildings. They’re huge, so the motion of the water is minimal. There are glamorous rooms for dining and gambling and fucking. And there are back rooms for sleeping it off.

Fedor greets me with a distracted, “There you are. Downstairs, quickly now. We’re pushing off soon.”

I don’t fault him for being distracted. I’m surprised he met me personally at all. Nervousness twists my stomach. Can I trust him? No, that’s a silly question. Of course I can’t trust him. All I can trust is his animosity toward Ivan, which is all-encompassing and universal. He’s always doing things to fuck with Ivan, things like stealing away key employees or encroaching on his turf, and this will be no different.

I get a few strange looks because I’m in street clothes. A pink polka-dot ruffled tank top and cutoff jean shorts. My sandals have rhinestones on them. So I might stand out from the glittering jewels and ball gowns. But even if I were dressed right, I have no desire to gamble. I definitely have no desire to strip. In fact the only thing I want…

The only thing I want is Ivan.

That is the sad truth. I pass by a wall made of mirrors and see myself walking by. I look…young. Is that why he calls me his little girl? But I am a woman. I have the breasts and the ass to prove it. And what’s more, I know how to use them. No matter what I do it’s never enough.

I’ll always be a little girl to him.

I cross my arms as if they can be a shield against these people. Against myself. I don’t want to see what I look like. I don’t want to see how young I look—because I am young, compared to these people. Compared to how I think of myself. I’m nineteen, significantly younger than Ivan. Maybe that’s why he doesn’t take me seriously. Maybe that’s why he can never see me as his equal.

Instead of remaining in the front rooms, I check in with the concierge to claim an empty back room. I can stay here until we reach the other side. I lie down on the bed and drift off to the faint rhythm of the river, dreaming of blood and poles and gray eyes.

A knock at the door startles me awake.

I reach for the door. “Is it time to go—”

My question gets caught in my throat as I look into the gray eyes of my dream.

“Where were you planning on going?” Ivan asks.

Oh shit. “What? How did you…?”

He gives me a dark look, pushing his way into the room and locking the door behind him. I can’t help but swallow hard, fear and anticipation warring in my chest. He found me, again. He’s going to punish me. God help me, the first feeling I have is relief.

“Fedor wants to fuck with me,” Ivan bites out, his tone making it clear that Fedor relayed our entire conversation. “But he doesn’t want to start a fucking war. He’s not stupid. He knows that if he helped you get away, I would never rest until there was nothing left of him.”

I shiver at the certainty in his voice. “But…why?”

“Why?” Ivan’s laugh is a cold, hard sound. “Fuck if I know why, little girl. You’re more trouble than you’re worth. Except I can’t seem to let you go.”

You’re more trouble than you’re worth. The words bang around in my head, an echo of everything I ever heard as a child. “I want to leave,” I say, backing up. “You can’t keep me against my will.”

His expression is unforgiving. “Watch me.”

I close my eyes, feeling hot tears of frustration slide down my cheeks. “Stop it, Ivan.”

He crosses to me in long strides, taking me by the back of the neck. His touch is not painful, but it is firm. “I’m not going to stop. Not until you’re begging me. Not until you’re so wrapped up you never even think about leaving me again.”

I stare into those pale eyes, wondering at the depth in them. Wondering at the heat.

Before I can figure anything out, he gives me a rough shove toward the bed. “Strip,” he says.

This is familiar ground. And so I walk this ground with a strut, giving him a little show as I tease down the shorts and my lacy tank top. You’d think a man would get bored with having seen my body—any woman’s body—so many times. But the repeat customers at the Grand prove otherwise. As do the icy flames in Ivan’s eyes.

“On the bed.” His voice is guttural now. He’s really pissed, and he’s going to fuck me to show just how much. I’m a little nervous. After all, I remember from my first time how much it can hurt. But I want this too, because it means he cares. Doesn’t it? Or maybe that’s just what my mother told herself every time she went to pray.

Subdued, I scoot back on the bed and wait for further instructions.

When he comes close, he puts his hand on the crown of my head. It feels like a benediction, even as I can sense the fury rolling off him in waves. “You keep leaving,” he mutters. “What is it you hope to find?”

I know what he wants. He wants me to give him something specific, something material. Buy me a pony and I’ll stay your docile little girl forever. Except I can’t be that docile little girl. And the more he pushes me to stay that way, the more I sink comfortably into the role, the more sure I am that I will have to leave. A man as powerful as Ivan isn’t easy to trick, but one of these days he won’t be looking—and on that day I’ll leave. And I can’t deny, as I look into his eyes, that I will forever be sad when he doesn’t follow me.

Two fingers tap my thighs. “Open.”

I tremble, spreading wide. “What are you going to do?”

Though the answer seems obvious. He’s going to fuck me, and it’s going to hurt.

And it seems like that’s what will happen when he answers, “I’m going to give you what you deserve, little one.”

He climbs onto the bed between my thighs. He’s still fully clothed, with his dress shirt and jacket—and his pants completely buttoned. Then he bends down and licks my pussy. I almost shoot off the bed in shock. My body was bracing for pain, but it can’t handle this pleasure. I would probably roll right off the bed, but Ivan’s hands catch me and hold me down.

He licks my clit until I’m panting—and he’s panting too. I can feel his hot breaths against my clit between the tender, tortuous licks.

“Ivan,” I whimper. “Please.”

His eyes meet mine across my body. Then he’s—thank God—tearing off his jacket, his shirt. He’s undoing his pants. I only have a second to take in his strong body, his terrible scars, and then he’s on top of me, inside of me.

His cock doesn’t hurt like before. It’s still an invasion, a fullness, a stretch. But without that biting, lingering pain. And I realize now that he’d been holding back, to an extent. I realize it because he doesn’t hold back now. He pounds into me, fucking me with everything he has.

He’s fucking me for his pleasure, not mine. I’m not sure how I know that. Something about the rhythm of it. Or maybe the way his eyes are closed, focused on the sensation in his cock instead of how I’m feeling. It makes me hot to think of the pleasure I’m giving him, makes me hot to be used like an object to get him off. My pussy is pulsing with it, but it’s not enough to come.

Ivan stiffens, and I know he’s coming inside me. His face is beautiful like this, carnal and raw. He looks like an avenging angel, and I push my hips into him, giving him a final squeeze. He gasps and bucks one last time.

Then he pushes off me, rolls over so he’s facing away, and pulls up the sheet. “Good night,” he says, still breathless.

For a minute I can only lie there, legs still spread, pussy still hot with arousal.

Then I sit up. “What?”

He sounds both amused and tired. “Go to sleep, Candy. We’re staying the night.”

“I don’t mind staying the night. I mind…I mind you leaving me like this!”

He looks at me over his shoulder, expression appreciative. “It wouldn’t be a punishment if you liked it.”

I should be pissed, but instead I just feel desperate and horny and deeply regretful. “Please, Ivan. Please…Daddy. I’m sorry I ran away. I won’t do it again.”

His eyebrows lower. “Don’t lie to me, little one.”

I drop my gaze, because we both know I can’t promise that. “Please let me come. I…I need to. It hurts in my private place.”

“Show me,” he says softly.

I put my hand over my pussy and give him my most sorrowful expression. I don’t have to fake it at all, because I feel sorrowful. I can’t believe I hurt him that way. And I can’t believe how turned on it made me to have him use me with no thought to my pleasure.

With a sigh, he sits up and puts a pillow in the middle of the bed. Then he arranges my body, without asking me, so I’m on my hands and knees, the pillow underneath me. For a second I think he’s going to fuck me again, from behind this time, and the pillow is for support.

Then he gives me a cruel smile. “You want to come so bad? This is how bad girls come.”

I blink at my position. “What…?”

He slaps my ass. “Move your hips. You know how.”

The impact of his hand goes straight to my pussy, and I do rock my hips against the pillow. Humiliation burns my cheeks as I realize how I must look, humping a pillow in the bed. The worst part is, I could have just gone to sleep. If I wasn’t so turned on by this, I wouldn’t have to do it. It’s my own desire that has trapped me here, fucking this pillow, struggling to get friction from the soft sheets. I have to press down hard to get enough—hard and fast. My cheeks must be red with how embarrassed I feel, but somehow that only makes me hotter. Ivan watches me struggle with my arousal, with my humiliation, offering nothing more than a small, pleased smile and a stroke of my thigh.

When I come, my pussy feels rubbed raw. It feels less like pleasure and more like an end to the pain.

But something is different, because when I collapse onto the sheets, exhausted and wet, Ivan pulls me against him. He doesn’t turn his back on me this time. His arm is supporting my head, and my hand is stroking his chest.

For a few minutes I let myself drowse like this, content despite the indignity of how I came.

Or because of it.

Then the texture of his scars underneath my fingertips becomes too much to ignore. “Who did this to you?” I whisper.

He tenses, and I know I’ve ruined it. He’ll push me away. Maybe he’ll even leave the riverboat.

Maybe he’ll leave me on it.

Except then he does what I least expect. He answers me. “I lived with my father. My mother was… not in the picture. My father, he wasn’t always around either. He left often, for long periods, drinking binges and gambling, shacking up with someone. It was always a relief when he was gone.”

My hand tightens into a fist, and I have to force myself to relax, to stroke him again. Ivan has always been like a force of nature to me. The thought of him as a young boy—vulnerable, hurt—makes me want to punch something.

“It was my grandmother who raised me. It was her house we lived in. She did her best, but she had a soft spot for her son.” He laughs abruptly. “More like a blind eye.”

I flinch.

“When I was eight, he left for the last time. To this day I don’t know what happened to him. I’m assuming he died soon after that, because there was no trace.”

My heart aches to imagine a young Ivan not knowing where his father was, even after what had been done to him. Love can survive in the darkest, coldest places. I know that as well as anyone.

“I stayed with my grandmother for a while. Her house, the land… it’s a beautiful place. Peaceful. But I was wild. Violent. I fought with everyone I met. She was very old, and my presence only made her life harder. I knew that even then, so I came to the city.”

“On your own?”

“I was fourteen.”

A year younger than I was when I came to Tanglewood. I’d been a child then, and he’d taken me in. He’d taken care of me. “Who took care of you?” I ask softly.

He shakes his head, impatient. “I knew enough about the foster care system to know I didn’t want to be in it. Some people I knew from school were in it, and their stories reminded me of what it had been like before my father left. So I lived on the streets for a while.”

I make a rough sound, and he shushes me. “It wasn’t bad. Really, it wasn’t. During that time is when I learned how to deal with people from all walks of life. It’s when I learned to love this city, for all its darkness.”

I kiss one of his scars, closest to me. A low rumble comes from his chest, and it’s another minute before he continues.

“I tried to stay away from adults as much as possible, unless they also lived on the streets. But one day I was too cold and too hungry. I had heard about a shelter in a church. I went there because I thought…I thought they might not turn me in to the authorities.” Ivan’s voice is completely even, almost mechanical, and that’s how I know how much this costs him. “And I was right. Father Michael didn’t turn me over to the authorities. He kept me there for three years.”

In the absolute flatness of that final sentence, I know exactly what happened in those three years. I know exactly how Ivan became the hard man he is today. His father may have left scars on the outside, but someone else left scars on the inside.

And I know that he understands exactly why I had to leave Harmony Hills, more than anyone else ever could. He understands what came after.

We were both born to a different world, one both simple and cruel.

That world spat us out, leaving us to find out own way among the thorns and brush of the city. Ivan had fought with fists and a cold-hearted determination.

I had fought with my body. With sex.

Where does that leave us? Both of us are broken, in our own ways.

Both of us are longing for home.


Chapter Twenty-One


It’s like being locked in a tower. There are no windows in my room, no mirrors. Only a stack of leftover books that I’ve read a hundred times. Nothing dirty, of course. Ivan would never have allowed that when I was sixteen and living under his roof. He never cleared out this room. I suppose he didn’t need the space. Or maybe he always knew I’d end up back here.

At least I have my clothes and things from my apartment. I pick up a lacy thong and eye it critically. So much ribbons and wrappings. I love them. I can’t deny that. I love being a present; I loved being unwrapped. By my own hands, though. The men at the club were not allowed to touch. And Ivan… I never convinced him to unwrap me. Not really.

He didn’t want to.

It settles over me, half decision, half trance. I take off my tank top and jeans and put on the thong.

Immediately I start to feel like myself again—like Candy.

I add layer after layer, swirling myself in silks. A pink bustier striped with black. A frill of short lace instead of a skirt. I put on makeup next, thick strokes of glitter and gloss. I brush my hair until it shines, pinning it away from my face. Long pink gloves that cover my arms, leaving my pale chest and shoulders bare. Thigh-high stockings that flash a bit of skin.

The final step is a pair of black stilettos.

The tiny mirror in my makeup bag barely lets me see my face, much less my body. I make my way downstairs to the main floor, and then to the basement. The gym is down here—weights and treadmills. There’s also a wide-open space with mats for Ivan to practice grappling and fighting with Luca.

And a wall of mirrors on one side. The first glimpse of myself in those mirrors makes my heart skip a beat. I look like a stranger, like someone pretty and confident and sharp. I want to be this woman. Dressing like her doesn’t make it true, but it’s the closest I can come.

And dressing like her does something. Even walking in these shoes changes my gait, my height, the sway of my hips. I feel sexy and powerful, the way I sometimes do onstage. In this basement there is no one to see me, but I still feel sexy and powerful.

Walking is like dancing, when I move slow and sensual. When I cross the floor in long strides, made longer by the four-inch heels. And then I am dancing, swaying my body to music that I can only hear in my head.

I swing myself down low and rise back up, letting my chest lead and my ass flex. I sway and kick and rock my body, with no one to impress. It’s about being sexy, but not about a man. It’s about feeling sexy, alone in the room.

Minutes pass. Hours. I’m covered in a sheen of sweat, breathless, exhilarated.

Dancing like this is almost like being free. Almost like being able to leave this house. Almost.

A throat clears, and I wobble on my shoes, barely catching myself from falling. I whirl, half expecting to see Luca. He’d make fun of me or pull my hair, but it’s not Luca standing behind me. Ivan leans against the brick interior wall.

My mouth goes dry. He isn’t wearing a shirt. The way his arms cross over his chest makes his muscles bulge. And God, those forearms. Blunt strength combined with precision. My gaze takes in the line of pale hair down his taut stomach. Black sweatpants hang low on his hips.

Jesus.

“Were you watching me?” I ask, even though he was. He’s not turning away or looking abashed like another man might. He’s just looking right at me, a bemused expression on his face.

“What was that?” He doesn’t sound accusatory. Just curious.

It takes me a second to realize what he means. “The dancing?”

“It’s different.”

Different than stripping. Different even than Honor’s ballet. A bastardization of both of them—both sexy and elegant, flashy and demure. “It’s burlesque. I’ve been practicing. Do you like it?”

I’ve been thinking we could start doing it at the Grand. It’s more suited to the space anyway. Still sexy. Just a little more…fun.

He is silent a moment. “I need this room.”

He doesn’t like it. My heart drops, but I try not to let it show. Blowing out a breath, I walk over to him, putting every ounce of sexy into my step. It’s strange being with him like this, sweaty and sultry while he is half-naked. Usually he is the one covered up by a suit.

“Maybe I’ll watch you,” I tell him.

He shakes his head. “Get some rest.”

My gaze drops to his chest. It’s magnificent…and heartbreaking. Up close I can see the scars again. Old cuts of unknown origin. The burns hurt me the worst. There’s a kind of careless malevolence in them, someone who wanted to make him hurt, who knew no one would ever see or ever care.

My finger touches a scar on his abs, and he tenses. My father left often, for long periods, drinking binges and gambling, shacking up with someone. It was always a relief when he was gone.

“Do they hurt?” I ask softly.

His voice is cold. “Does it matter?”

More than anything. “If you’re hurting, it matters to me.”

His eyes lock straight ahead of him. He’s looking at someplace above my head. No, he’s really looking into the past. So long ago. The scars are faded, but they’ll never go away.

“Did you ever see her again?” I ask softly. “Your grandmother?”

“She passed away while I was… A year after I left.”

The grief in his voice cuts like raw glass, that while he was enduring unspeakable things, his grandmother died. The jagged edges are sharp with resentment—that she had turned a blind eye to his father’s abuse, even that she had been unable to care for the wild boy he became. Resentment and love. Only love can hurt that deeply.

“Did you ever go back to her house?”

His eyes darken. “There’s nothing for me there.”

Her house, the land… it’s a beautiful place. Peaceful.

There’s no beauty for him? No peace?

“But—”

“Don’t ask me again.”

And the way he says it, it feels like a lash. As if there’s nothing for him there—or here, standing in front of him. As if my very presence here is an affront to him. No, less than that. An inconvenience. He’s punishing me for pushing him too hard, for making him feel too much.

The silence spins out, making the hair on the back of my neck rise. He doesn’t want me here. He doesn’t trust me. He won’t ever love me. My chest squeezes tight.

I step around him.

He grabs my arm. His eyes are still facing straight ahead. “Don’t mistake me for one of the girls at the club. I’m not going to tell you how I’m feeling or open my heart. There’s nothing left to open.”

My breath catches. “Then why don’t you let me go?”

His gaze flicks to me, as cold and cutting as a blade. His hand falls, and I immediately miss his bruising grip on my arm. Without another word, I walk up the stairs to the main floor, feeling his gaze on me the whole way.


Chapter Twenty-Two


Ivan spends most of the next day at the Grand. Luca guards me at the house, under strict instructions not to let me out of his sight. I might fuck with him just for fun, but I’m too distracted. Too nervous about what is happening tomorrow. Ivan is getting an update from Blue and the police department on the investigation, but no matter what, Ivan is going to Harmony Hills tomorrow morning. He’s still not letting me go with him.

It’s the place where I was born. Where I spent the first sixteen years of my life. I’d once been content with never going back, but now that feels impossible. Something is calling me there. And I feel like I could watch over Ivan, protect him—as crazy as that sounds.

He has dealt with a lot of violent assholes over his lifetime, but there’s still something different about the self-righteous, religious, violent assholes like Leader Allen.

And most of all, I’d be able to see my mother again.

Would she even want to see me? I already know she wouldn’t be proud of me. Maybe she’d feel like her sacrifice was a waste, when she sees what I’ve become. Maybe it’s best that I’m not going back, so she doesn’t have to find out.

“Moved,” Luca says.

I scrunch my nose at him. “Did not.”

“The pink one,” he says, sounding smug. “It moved when you touched it with the green one.”

I study the colorful pile of sticks, trying to see where I could have messed up. I’d been so careful. Damn his sharp eyes. “You’re lying,” I say, pointing the thin pink stick at him. “This was nowhere near the green one.”

He rolls his eyes. “You always say that.”

“Because you’re always lying.” And because that’s kind of the point of the game. If we wanted a game with actual rules, we’d play Scrabble. Bickering is what makes Pick-Up Sticks fun.

“Fine,” he says. “Do it over again.”

“Fine.” I slide the pink one back where I got it from. Of course this moves the sticks around it, but that’s okay since I’m putting it back.

Luca studies the position. Then nudges the green stick so it’s on top of the pink one. “There.”

Oh no no no. “Excuse me? No. The green one was not like that when I started.”

“Yes, it was.” He pauses. “And that’s why you moved it.”

I open my mouth to object but a knock at the door startles us both. Luca has his gun out of its holster in two seconds flat. He shoves me behind the couch with a rough, “Stay here.”

My heart pounds as I stare at the carpet, imagining Luca silently stalking closer to the door and looking out the peephole. Whatever he sees must not have freaked him out too much, because the lock turns. Then the second lock. And then the third lock, because Ivan is a paranoid motherfucker.

Then the door opens. “What?” Luca asks, harsh enough that whoever it is stammers.

“Uh…there’s a package for a Ms…Candace Rosalie Toussaint. She has to sign for it.”

A shiver runs through me. It’s been years since I heard that name spoken aloud. And I know neither Luca nor Ivan have ever heard it, because I never told them. I peek around the edge of the sofa to see Luca’s body blocking the doorway. I can only see a little of the terrified-looking post-office deliveryman outside.

“I’m Candace,” Luca says coldly.

“Uh…” The delivery man fidgets. Facing off with an ex-mob enforcer really isn’t part of his job description, but he doesn’t look ready to hand over whatever it is.

With a sigh, I stand up. “I’m Candace.”

Luca gives me a scathing look but doesn’t stop me from meeting them at the door. A quivering deliveryman hands me a black plastic box with a tiny screen. I sign and hand it back. Luca glowers like he might rip the guy’s head off for doing his job.

The delivery man can’t quite meet my eyes as he holds out a shaking envelope. Luca snatches the envelope from his hand and slams the door in his face.

I reach for it while he’s busy with the locks, but he just holds it higher. “Hey,” I say, “That’s mine.”

He doesn’t even acknowledge me while he peers through the peephole, presumably to watch the guy drive away. And he’s still holding the envelope up where I can’t reach it. What an ass.

I lean against the wall and cross my arms. May as well; there’s no way I can get the envelope unless he lets me have it. “You know what we should get? One of those guns that pops out of the wall when someone comes up. Then they’d have ten seconds to make their case before it shoots them.”

Luca glares. “Don’t think I won’t.”

“Ugh, it’s ridiculous how good of a guard dog you are. Does Ivan give you treats?”

He ignores that. “All I have to do is tell him that you’re in danger and he’ll pick up this entire house as is and move it to Iceland.”

It’s a pretty funny mental picture, I have to admit. My lips quirk. “Even people in Iceland are entitled to mail. Can I have my letter now?”

“No.” He scowls. “It could be dangerous.”

I eye the letter with more doubt than suspicion. It’s one of those document mailers made of thin cardboard—and definitely flat. “Is there a bomb in there? Ooh, I know. A rocket launcher.”

Luca is over six feet of brawn and tattoos and experienced malevolence. And he sticks his tongue out at me. “I’m calling Ivan. He’ll definitely want to open it first.”

“What. An. Ass.”

He returns to the living room to grab his phone off the floor. The entire time he holds the envelope over his head, knowing I’ll go for it if I get the chance.

“It’s me,” he says, his voice low and serious. “Some kind of letter showed up for Candy. Yeah, she had to sign for it.”

He’s distracted. This is my chance.

I hop onto the sofa arm, and as he’s turning around to spot me, I snatch the envelope from his hand. He swears under his breath as he lunges for me. The lamp crashes to the floor, but I’m already halfway up the stairs. Luca turned into my surrogate big brother for the year that I lived here—which means I’m fast on my feet. I bypass my own room, which does not have a lock on it, and race to the third floor.

The third floor, which I had always avoided before. Now I know exactly which room is Ivan’s, and I know it has a lock. I close myself in and turn the key.

Luca bangs on the door. “Let me in. Now.”

“How about no?” Okay, so maybe I’m taunting a little. It’s not very often I get to best him.

“This isn’t a game. Open the door.”

“Of course it’s not a game,” I call through the door. “I know why you don’t want me to open it. But it’s my letter, and I’m opening it.”

“I will tear down this fucking door,” he yells.

“Good luck with that,” I mutter. I have no doubt the lock is steel enforced or something equally ridiculous. Ivan would have insisted on that. Luca can probably bust inside, but not before I open this letter.

If it’s some creepy note from the person vandalizing the club—or from Leader Allen—I would have shown it to Luca and Ivan. It’s not like I want to protect the bastard sending it. But I want the chance to open it myself. I know they’d never let me. They’d open it for me, dissect every part of it, and only give me the information they want me to see. It’s what they did about the note on my mirror and the one in blood. I’m tired of being in the dark.

Besides, the letter was addressed to me. Candace Rosalie Toussaint. I have lived for years as Candy, just one name, a bastardization of the one my mother gave me. To hear my real name, to see it in typed letters…I can’t ignore the siren call even if it brings me to my death.

There’s a little tab meant to tear open the envelope. I do so and then take a deep breath. Inside is a single type-written sheet of paper and a smaller, regular-sized envelope.

I look at the typed paper first. It’s on some kind of stationery for a lawyer. It looks very official, but I’ve never heard of them. And then I begin to read…

…your mother’s lawyer and the executor of her estate…

…all funds donated to the Church of Harmony Hills…

…she entrusted me with this letter to her only child in the event of her death…

The room had seemed so big before, but it’s closing in on me. I can’t seem to get any air. My hands are trembling as I pick up the envelope.

This one also has the law firm’s name and address in the return label—as if she wrote the note in the office. My full name is scrawled across the front. Candace Rosalia Toussaint. I didn’t see her write that much. There wasn’t exactly a stash of paper and pens in our room. That was reserved for Leader Allen and the elders and the boys in school. I still recognize her handwriting, though. I could never forget. She drew the letters into the dirt when she first taught me to read—or tried. Without any books or practice it never went very far.

Only here, with Ivan, have I learned to understand.

Dear Candace,

If you’re reading this, it means my time as a sinner has come to an end. Don’t be sad for me, because it means I am at peace. I don’t know if this letter will find you or if you will want to read it. Of all the sins I committed in my life, what I did to you is the most unforgivable.

If it is any consolation, I brought you to Harmony Hills believing it was for your own good—that sunshine and grass would do for you what streetlamps and sidewalks had not done for me. I discovered too late that it’s not the bars that make a jail, but the jailor. And wherever the Good Lord sees fit to send me, I will be at peace because I know that you are free.

Her name is signed at the bottom: Rosalie Toussaint.

I slide to the floor, the letter half crumpling in my hand. I can’t take in a full breath, can’t do anything but shake in the middle of the floor, my knees pulled to my chest. Tears make the room blurry, and that’s a relief. I don’t want to see anything. Not even Ivan’s bed and his big sparse room—normally a comfort. Now it just reminds me of how much I’ve lost.

That’s how Luca finds me when he finally busts the door open. I hear wood splinter behind me, but I can’t move. I don’t care. At least he doesn’t try to touch me, either in comfort or anger.

It’s Ivan who does that, when he gets home a few minutes later. Ivan who rips the letter from my hand to read what I could never say aloud. Ivan who drops to his knees next to me to cradle me close.


Chapter Twenty-Three


I think I might black out for a few minutes. Or maybe longer than a few. The sun has set by the time I come awake in Ivan’s arms in the middle of the bed.

“I’ll leave tomorrow morning,” Ivan is telling Luca, who goes to make arrangements.

“Where?” I mumble. I shouldn’t need him. I can’t need him. After reading my mother’s letter, I know that I was right to try to leave here, leave him. But the thought of being away from him right now feels like knives in my skin.

Ivan just gives a short shake of his head, eyes strangely dark. They’re usually a pale gray, like an iceberg floating in the middle of the ocean.

Right now they seem dark, like deep waters.

“Don’t leave,” I whisper. If he leaves now, I’ll have to find a way to leave too. I’d never see him again, and I can’t bear that thought. Not when I’m so raw.

“I have to go.” He presses his mouth to my forehead in a soundless kiss. “This letter proves that someone in Harmony Hills does know where you are. Which makes it a lot more likely that this—” He pauses, and my mind fills in the blank with what he’d say. Fuckhead. Religious nut job. “That this person is involved,” he finishes quietly.

“I’m coming with you.”

“Absolutely not. We’ve discussed this.”

“Ivan, I…I need to go. I wasn’t there for her when she was alive, and now she’s—” My voice breaks, and I force myself to go on. “This is the least I can do for her.”

His eyes turn to ice. “It won’t bring her back.”

My breath shudders in my chest. “I know that.”

It’s the only kind of closure I’ll be able to find. They would have already had the funeral, if the lawyer is just now sending me a letter. Funerals happen quickly at Harmony Hills. I have no idea how she managed to even see a lawyer and get that letter stowed away for me, but that won’t change anything. I won’t ever see her plain wood casket or her unmarked grave. All I’ll ever see is that house, without her in it.

It’s the only way I can believe that she’s gone. Why doesn’t he understand?

My voice is just a whisper. “I can’t be like you, cutting out the past because it hurts.”

“Is that what you think I’m doing?” That mocking voice again.

I know it is. “Then why didn’t you ever go back to your grandmother’s house?”

“That was a different life,” he says, sounding more tired than anything. “Made for a little boy. Not a shell of a man. I’ll never go back there. I can’t.”

I stare at him, realizing he means it.

He picks up the letter and reads it again, his expression severe.

From here I can see something scribbled on the back, something I didn’t see before. I take the sheet from his hands gently and tilt it, reading aloud.

And you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free. John 8:32.

Ivan’s eyebrows rise. “Even I’ve heard of that one.”

“Why is it on the back like this? It’s in her handwriting.”

Ivan just strokes my hair, content to let me fall apart in his arms. I push myself up so I’m sitting on my own. “I’m serious,” I tell him. “I need to go there and see for myself. That’s what she’s telling me. The truth will set me free.”

He looks dubious, and okay, I admit the logic is fuzzy. But the pieces are there. I can’t ignore them. Her writing that Bible verse, scribbled on the back—like an afterthought. But why did she have it? And how did she die? The letter from the lawyer didn’t say. She wouldn’t be the first person to go missing from Harmony Hills under mysterious circumstances. Of course I won’t find out the truth just from looking at an empty room, but I can’t ignore her. I can’t ignore her final plea.

I clasp Ivan’s hands in mine. “Please, take me with you. I need to go.”

He frowns. “Why do I get the impression that if I say no, you’ll find some other way to go.”

My head lowers, eyes closed. This is the closest I can come to prayer anymore. “I left her in that place, in that hell, for years. I thought she wanted to be there. I thought she chose to stay.”

I always thought she picked Leader Allen over me. After all, she could have gone with me. Or she could have made plans to meet up with me later. She hadn’t.

Leave, Candace. Leave and don’t ever look back.

Ivan’s voice is softer than before, his voice almost gentle. “She’s gone, Candace.”

“I know that,” I say, broken but determined. “But I have to go there, to see for myself. I have to…pay my respects.”

She told me never to look back, but this letter is a window to a past I never saw clearly. I could only see her actions as a scared, hurt sixteen-year-old girl. Now I have to wonder what else was happening…

I lean down over Ivan’s hands and kiss his knuckles. It’s a sign of devotion, a sign of his dominance. His hands tighten around mine briefly before he releases me.

“We leave early in the morning,” he says.

Relief fills me. It’s clear he isn’t happy with me, but he’s letting me come.

Ivan closes his eyes and swears under his breath. “One condition. You will not interfere while we’re there. It will be dangerous, even with protection. You will not speak. Understand?”

“Thank you,” I whisper.

He moves to stand. “I have a lot to prepare before then. You should rest. Not here.”

Then he’s lifting me, carrying me over the carnage of the broken door and down the stairs. He lays me in the middle of my old bed. My eyes are half-closed as I sink into the pillow. He pulls the sheet up and tucks it around me. I’m already drifting as he flicks off the light and closes the door behind him.

Exhaustion has its claws in me, making it hard to keep my eyes open—and ironically, making it hard to sleep. My thoughts are stuck on a wheel, spinning endlessly.

My mother sacrificed everything so that I could live a normal life. And what do I do with it?

Ivan. The Grand. A life of sin.

I didn’t have much choice as a naive sixteen-year-old with twenty dollars to my name. It was inevitable that I would have had to sell myself in some form or another to survive. Ivan spared me from the worst of it, feeding and clothing me first, and then giving me safe haven at the Grand.

Now I’m grown and under his roof once again. He puts me on my knees and spanks me. Even when I lived alone, he watched me constantly.

I discovered too late that it’s not the bars that make a jail, but the jailor.

My mother sacrificed everything so I could be free.

The only way to do that is to leave Ivan for good.


Chapter Twenty-Four


We take Ivan’s private jet, which is good since I still don’t have any identification. Ivan and I don’t speak much, but then we’re surrounded by his entourage. And by entourage, I mean small army. A set of three black cars are waiting for us. Ivan opens the door to the middle car and waits for me to get in. Surrounded at the front and the back. Protected.

We’re as safe as we ever can be, but I can’t shake the feeling of dread as we leave the small airport and head toward Harmony Hills. I’m going to see Leader Allen again.

He should be nothing to me, but I’m afraid of him nonetheless.

I always knew my mother sent me away to protect me, but I never really knew why she stayed behind. Because she thought it would buy me time? She must have known how unprepared I was, how little I had with me. She must have known what I would have to do to survive.

Or maybe she did love Leader Allen, even knowing what he was. It’s a strange feeling, to love your jailor. One I couldn’t have understood if I’d never met Ivan.

His expression gives nothing away, focused and completely remote. The man who held me as I cried for the loss of my mother is nowhere to be seen. This is the Ivan who commands respect in all of Tanglewood, the one who made a group of men back off with just a look all those years ago.

“How are you going to get in?” There are gates and locks and guards. We won’t be able to waltz in.

Ivan doesn’t look at me. “I have an engraved invitation.”

Then again, maybe we will. Nervous energy pushes me to keep going. “He won’t like you coming here. Even protected, he might fuck with you just because.”

“A lot of people have messed with me just because, Candy.”

“And what? You kill them? Well, you can’t.”

“Give me one good reason I shouldn’t kill him.”

“Because you’re coming here in a…in a goddamn parade! They’ll know it was you.”

The expression on his face tells me he isn’t impressed with my reason. “He’s a prick.”

Prick is an understatement. He’s a genuinely horrible human being. I can’t really argue with the fact that he deserves to be dead. After the way he treated my mother, and me, and countless other people at Harmony Hills… he’s like a dictator. And not the benevolent kind.

Except the thought of seeing him hurt sends ice through my veins. Before I would have said it’s because my mother cares about him, but now that can’t be my reason. So I have to concede that…I care about him. Not really. Not where it counts. My brain knows I don’t care about him, that he’s nothing. Less than nothing. But there’s a muscle memory in my heart, an old lesson drilled into me, never to be forgotten.

And I hate that. I hate the way he managed to condition me. I hate the way Ivan conditions me. “You just can’t, okay? You can’t kill someone because they’re a prick. What kind of logic is that?”

He gives me a warning look.

Which naturally I ignore. “And you can’t just…you can’t just keep people because you want to. We aren’t animals.”

“Do you really want to do this now?” he asks, even though he clearly thinks he knows the answer. Of course he thinks that.

And fuck, he’s right. I don’t want to do this now, but I want to think about where we’re going even less. I want to think about my mother and what she sacrificed, what she lost, even less. “You don’t control me,” I tell him.

Then the worst thing happens. He smiles, a little wry. Definitely amused. “Believe me, Candy, I know that. I think everyone who’s ever met you knows that.”

Now he’s just patronizing me. Everyone who’s ever met me knows exactly the opposite. Even Lola assumed I was fucking the boss until I told her otherwise. “You know what, Ivan? You can kiss my ass.”

“Maybe I will.”

God. Everything is so fucking easy for him.

Except one thing. “Excuse me if I’m a little stressed out,” I tell him, using the words like venom. “I’m going back to where I grew up, to the place I never thought I’d see again. But then maybe you don’t know what that’s like.”

He goes deathly still.

Like I’m on a suicide mission, I finish roughly, “You’re the one too afraid to go home.”

His amusement evaporates. “Is that so?”

I’m practically shaking. It’s too much. My mother’s death. Seeing Leader Allen again. Coming back to the place of my birth, my home for the first sixteen years of my life. “Enough with the fucking rhetorical questions. Yes, that is so. You act all tough and fearless, but inside you’re just as scared as me. And if you think I’m going to let you spank me because I’m telling you the truth, then I suggest you go ahead and try!”

Immediately I realize that the divider separating the front and back is down. Which means Luca and the other guard in front can hear what we’re saying. Shit.

Ivan looks furious, and I half expect him to accept my challenge. He’ll try to spank me, I’ll fight him—and he’ll win. Of course he’ll win. Then I’ll be spanked in the back of the limo, with an audience. I’ll show up at Harmony Hills with my ass red and my eyes puffy from crying.

It would almost be a relief to cry right now, to be able to cry. I want that, but I don’t want to show up in front of Leader Allen with that kind of weakness. It would only make him more likely to pounce.

Ivan leans forward. His voice is low, but I have no doubt he can still be heard over the gentle whoosh of the air-conditioning. “If we were at home I would put you in a diaper since you insist on acting like a baby. But since we’re not, you can sit on the floor.”

I hiss at him, shocked and weirdly turned on by his threat. Even in the midst of a tantrum, I know it isn’t the way to convince him I’m grown up. “Excuse me?”

“You heard me. Now, Candy.”

I stare at the carpeted floor. It’s probably just as comfortable as the seats. And definitely more comfortable than a concrete corner in the basement of the Grand. But still. It’s the principle of the thing.

“It’s not safe.”

His gaze flickers over me. “Because there’s no seat belt?”

Of course he’s already seen that I’m not wearing a seatbelt. “I’m not doing it.”

I expect Ivan to grow enraged at my response, but instead it seems to relax him. So it’s a surprise when his fist closes in my hair. He barely has to move his body. Just a twist of his wrist has me sliding off the seat, legs folding underneath me as he forces me to the floor.

He doesn’t release me. His hand remains there, tight in my hair, fist against my scalp.

I close my eyes, relieved. When I’m like this, I can breathe again.

When he’s holding me, I can be still.

We remain like that over the many miles of the country road. I drift off—not quite in sleep, but not quite awake. It’s some floaty place where I don’t have to worry anymore. And Ivan holds me tight the whole time, not letting go even when it becomes clear I won’t fight him anymore, when someone else’s arm might get tired.

Even as a calm settles over me, I hate myself a little bit more. Hate myself for wanting his tender form of captivity, hate myself for needing it.

You don’t need it, Candace. The truth will set you free.

“A lot of people depend on him,” I say softly. “You may not understand it. Hell, I don’t even understand it completely. But there are innocent people there, children too, who depend on him.”

Ivan says nothing, staring out the window while holding me in place.

*     *     *

We turn a corner, and I feel Ivan’s body tense. He releases me, and I know we’ve arrived.

I scramble back onto the seat.

The entrance to Harmony Hills is unassuming, a simple metal arch topped with a metal medallion of the sun coming over the hills. There is no sign and definitely no phone number. There is a gate, but that’s not all that keeps people out.

The ground has spikes facing toward the road.

We pull to a stop along the side of the thin dirt road, where gravel fades into grass. Luca steps out of the car to open the door. Ivan steps out first, then extends his hand to me. Okay then.

There’s a small intercom jutting up from the road that I didn’t see before. The black metal box looks like it was installed decades ago, and I’m not sure it’s even functional—until Ivan presses the button.

A crackly voice comes across. “Who is it?”

Ivan says nothing, just watches me. Nerves tighten around my throat. My wild gaze catches Luca, who mouths They can see us.

I’m the engraved invitation.

I step forward and say in a tremulous voice, “It’s Candy.” A flush rises through my whole body—heating my chest, my neck. My cheeks. I don’t know where cameras would be located, but I’m hoping they’re black-and-white. “Candace Rosalie Toussaint.”

There’s a flicker of static, as if maybe a single short word was said, or maybe the connection was closed. The gate doesn’t move and the spikes don’t lower, but Ivan tilts his head toward the car. I follow him—taking his lead not to speak unless needed. He seems colder than ever, removed from the rest of us. This is how he’s able to do it. How he’s able to kill without remorse. How he’s able to rule. By being separate. Above us. It’s like he told me—he’s not so different from Leader Allen that way.

We sit in the back of the limo with cool air and smooth leather for ten minutes.

Then the gate rattles open on its own, remotely connected just like that intercom. The spikes lower. All three cars move forward, down the bumpy road that will take me home.

The road goes from bad to worse, and the limos are forced to stop.

Wordlessly, Ivan steps out and holds the door open for me. We’ll have to continue the rest of the way on foot.

I point to the tall house at the end of the lane. “There.”

The corner of Ivan’s lips lift. “I assumed as much.”

Of course, it’s the biggest structure here. It’s also the only one with regular running water and electricity that doesn’t black out at eight p.m. We have to pass all the other houses to get there. Some of them are barely held together, leaning to the side. Some of them are real houses. Where you live is based on how sinful you are. In other words, how much you obey Leader Allen.

I can feel eyes on me as we walk down the bumpy lane. It’s tricky to navigate even by foot, rough holes made by rain and loose rocks to remind us where we stand. My heart pounds as I see a curtain twitch in a window.

In the darkness of another house, I can see the whites of someone’s eyes as they watch us. In another one, I see the glint of something metal in the window. My heart starts to pound. A gun?

The sun ducks behind the clouds, casting a shadow over the cluster of buildings.

We pass the building that I know is the school, but there’s not a sound coming from it. No crying, no teaching. No slapping. Nothing I could recognize. We might as well be walking through a ghost town except for the smoke that rises from some of the chimneys, preparing for dinner.

We come to a stop at the end of the lane.

“Reverence Hall,” I manage to say past the lump in my throat.

That’s a fancy name that means Leader Allen’s house. It’s the nicest one on Harmony Hills, naturally, with central air and real floors. I think the word reverence is supposed to be about revering God, but I’m not sure if I ever believed that, even when I lived here. It’s about revering Leader Allen, who has so much more than his followers. His wealth is a sign that he lives without sin, which is kind of ironic, since Ivan’s wealth means the opposite.

I want to take Ivan’s hand. I’m shaking at the thought of entering this house again. Of being that girl again. His posture doesn’t invite me to touch him. And he made me promise not to talk once we got inside. He’s completely remote from me—part businessman, part criminal. Part avenging angel on behalf of the Grand.

Ivan nods, and Luca steps forward and knocks.

The door opens.


Chapter Twenty-Five


Sarah Elizabeth is a year younger than me—I remember her from the schoolroom—but her face is drawn and her doe-like eyes hold an infinite sadness. She looks like she’s seen too much, a lifetime of awful things, even though I know she wouldn’t be allowed to leave Harmony Hills. She’s only seen the same buildings, the same people, who have always been here. I’m the one who’s been into the world, who’s seen the darker, seedy side of humanity, but I feel almost like Pippi Longstocking next to her.

She frowns at me, surprise and dismay warring in her face, and frowns even more at Ivan.

As soon as she sees Luca, her eyes widen. When she notices his holster, which he isn’t making any effort to hide, along with a sinister-looking silver briefcase, she shuts down completely. Any thought or feeling vanishes from her expression, leaving only the glassy-eyed stare of a doll.

“This way,” she says, barely a whisper.

She turns away, shoulders hunched under her beige shift.

Ivan and Luca exchange a look. I can read their opinion loud and clear—they think it’s fucked up, how docile she is, how blank. Well, so do I. Sarah Elizabeth might even agree.

They don’t understand. They can’t understand what it’s like to grow up with Leader Allen’s presence, with his judgment, with his touch.

We follow Sarah Elizabeth deep into the house.

Leader Allen is already seated behind his desk when we arrive. Sarah Elizabeth stands just beside the door, outside the room, and I know that is no mistake. She isn’t allowed in without his express permission. Even when she is serving him, she cannot presume to enter his presence.

Ivan, of course, presumes. He strides inside the large room as if he owns it. His clinical gaze takes in the old volumes and yellowed pages—and dismisses them just as quickly.

For his part, Leader Allen looks shrewd and wary—and very, very old. I hadn’t realized quite how old he was. Or maybe I had, but in my mind that lent him authority. Now he looks the kind of old that’s tired, close to death but fighting it every step of the way. His hair has gone from peppered brown to gray. His skin is faintly discolored in places, stretched grotesquely in others. Only his eyes are exactly how I remember them, cunning and cruel.

He doesn’t stand when we enter. I suppose that’s a show of power, telling us we don’t deserve respect. He doesn’t look particularly afraid, either, even though Ivan and Luca make an imposing pair.

“I suppose you know who I am,” Ivan says in a businesslike tone. “If Rosalie Toussaint’s lawyer knew where to find her daughter, then you do too. And you know who she works for.”

Leader Allen’s gaze snaps to me, and his lip curls. “I always knew you had the devil in you, girl.”

Ivan gestures to Luca, who sets down the briefcase with a loud thunk. It hadn’t seemed heavy when he carried it, but there’s clearly something substantial in it. What are they bringing him? Money? No, Ivan would never cave that quickly. And besides, even large stacks of cash wouldn’t be that heavy. Guns? I’m not sure how heavy they would be, but Ivan would be more likely to point one at Leader Allen than show him one in a suitcase.

“You don’t speak to her,” Ivan says softly. “She is not yours. She will never be yours.”

Leader Allen’s eyes widen in rage, and I think he’s about to stand up. But then he settles back in his chair with a leer for me. “Why?” he says, clearly speaking to Ivan. “You’ve had her for three years. Surely you’re tired of her now.”

My own anger starts to churn. Of course he’s assuming that Ivan has been fucking me all along. He assumes that because he wanted to fuck me. And the idea that I would return here, ever, even if Ivan didn’t want me anymore… Oh, hell no.

I open my mouth to say something—but Ivan puts up his hand, stopping me.

Years have passed. I’m not a child anymore; I’m a grown woman. But I’m still listening to men boss me around. My face burns. He doesn’t own me. And neither do you.

To disobey him, to disrespect him that way, would put him at a disadvantage to Leader Allen. That’s the only reason I don’t say anything. At least, that’s what I tell myself.

Ivan taps the suitcase with one finger, almost thoughtful. “You understand that me coming here, it’s a sign of good faith. I could have sent someone. They would have made my point very clear.”

Leader Allen leans forward, his face twisted in anger. “This is holy land. God would never let you harm this place.”

“He told you that, did he? Well, as it turns out, I have no intention of harming this place. I’m a reasonable man, and there are women and children here.” He pauses. “I don’t like when women are threatened, you understand.”

Leader Allen smiles at me, and my heart drops. “I would never harm a woman,” he says. “For they are my flock, and under my protection. But a demon, a demon needs to be driven out.”

“Does it?” Ivan says mildly.

Leader Allen doesn’t know him well enough to recognize the threat in his voice, but I do.

Ivan flicks the lock on the suitcase and steps back. Luca does the same, and without knowing why, I step back too. In a smooth motion Ivan opens the lid, and blood comes spilling out of it. But not the pristine smooth red from before. This blood has turned blackish. It’s mixed with gravel and brick and coagulated lumps, a horrifying mixture that spills out onto Leader Allen’s wooden desk.

He pushes back his chair with a rough sound. I’m surprised he doesn’t stand up. Blood spills over the desk but manages to miss his white robes.

Ivan circles the desk slowly, a predator toying with his prey. “How did she pass, Allen?”

The way he says Leader Allen’s name is mockingly casual, as if they’re two friends instead of enemies.

Leader Allen makes a hacking sound. I can’t tell whether it’s involuntary or a sign of his derision. “Her sins finally caught up to her. I tried to save her—”

“I bet you did,” Ivan mutters, looking down with a cold expression. In one move he pulls the back of the chair up, and Leader Allen sprawls on the floor.

Fear flashes across Leader Allen’s face, although he tries to mask it. He’s collapsed, feet slipping uselessly against the whitewashed floors. Then his expression turns hard, a gleaming light in his rheumy eyes. “I don’t have much time left anyway. Pancreatic cancer. If you kill me, it will only make me a martyr.”

“Maybe you don’t care about your own life,” Ivan says, “but I’m sure you care about your flock.”

Leader Allen laughs. “Take them then. Kill them. Fuck them.”

I hear a small gasp from behind me, and faintly, I realize that Sarah Elizabeth is still outside the door.

Ivan seems to consider this. Even from across the room, I can see when he comes to the conclusion that Leader Allen is telling the truth—that he’s dying soon. That he doesn’t care about the people here. Which means Ivan doesn’t have any leverage for making him stop.

The decision comes to him suddenly, swiftly. He pulls his gun from the holster, and I gasp.

“No,” I whisper. I promised not to speak, but I can’t stand here and watch this. “He…he couldn’t have. Look at him. He can’t get up.”

“Then he sent someone.” Ivan’s expression doesn’t soften. If anything, he seems to grow right in front of my eyes. I always thought Leader Allen was godlike, but Ivan looks terrifying and all-powerful. “I don’t give a fuck how he managed to do it. In fact I don’t really care if he did. He hurt you. That’s more than enough reason to kill him.”

Something inside me withers at his words. I told him that Leader Allen looked at me, spoke inappropriate words to me, groomed me, but I never told him he touched me too.

I never wanted him to know.

The knot in my throat makes it hard to speak. “How did you—”

“I suspected when you first told me what happened. I knew for sure when I saw the way he looks at you. And the way you look at him.”

My gaze snaps to Leader Allen. How am I looking at him? With disgust? With fear? Both of those, but I suspect there’s something else in my eyes. Something that Ivan knows very well—worship. The lessons were too well taught, too deeply carved in my soul to be completely forgotten. Even if I’ve learned to hate him, there’s a part of me that will always revere him.

The sound of a gun being cocked slices through me. It’s not Ivan’s gun. It came from behind me.

I whirl to see Sarah Elizabeth holding a rifle. My heart nearly stops. She’s pointing it toward Ivan. I didn’t think she had it in her—didn’t think she would even know how to use a rifle—but then maybe protecting her leader has given her courage. I’m not sure if she’ll hit him. A gun like that will have a big kick, and she looks too thin, too waiflike to even hold it up. But I can’t take the risk.

I’m the closest to her, only a couple feet away, and I calmly step in front of the rifle. “You don’t want to do this,” I tell her softly. “He’s not your enemy.”

Her eyes are wild, pupils so large I wonder if she’s on something. Even though that’s impossible. Drugs are for the outside world, not the purity of the hills. “I have to. This is my only chance. Move out of the way.”

She steps to the side to get a better shot—and that’s when I realize she isn’t pointing it at Ivan. She’s pointing it at Leader Allen. Oh God, suddenly it’s clear to me what Sarah Elizabeth is doing in this house. It’s clear who has had to take my mother’s place, since I wasn’t here to do it. My stomach rolls over.

“Sarah Elizabeth,” I whisper. “Don’t.” Not because I don’t want him dead. Whatever I’d felt for Leader Allen, lingering devotion or maybe just pity—it’s evaporated now, seeing the fear in this young woman’s eyes.

No, I don’t want her to shoot because she shouldn’t have to. It’s an act that would haunt her forever, even if Leader Allen deserves it. I know, because it would haunt me too. Our teachings run too deep. Ivan can shoot him. Or Luca. Hell, I’ll do it if it means sparing her one more second of pain, pain that should have been mine all along.

I push the barrel of the rifle aside so it’s pointing at the wall. Sarah Elizabeth’s eyes are wide, lower lip trembling.

A choked sound comes from behind me, and I turn in time to see Leader Allen stagger to his feet, clearly unbalanced but surging forward just the same. “That’s right, girl,” he says with a cold smile directed straight at me. “You wouldn’t kill your father, would you?”

I freeze in horror, every muscle seized tight. He doesn’t mean father like a priest. That isn’t what we ever called him. He was our leader. Leader Allen. And he’s my father… The memory of what he did to me, of his hands on me, sears my skin like a brand I’ll never be able to erase.

My gaze clashes with Ivan’s. In those pale gray eyes I see my anguish, my horror reflected back at me—along with something I’m too broken to feel in this moment. Rage.

Sarah Elizabeth moves from behind me, pushing forward.

Then Luca is there, holding her back. I hear a scuffling sound and shouting—then a gun goes off. I’m too frozen to move. Too shocked to even care if it’s gone through me. I can only stare in horror and fascination as Ivan pulls Leader Allen close and pumps three bullets into his stomach.

The older man slumps to the floor, already unconscious.

Already dead before his body collapses in a graceless heap.

My hands clap over my mouth, barely holding it in. Then I’m running, stumbling down the steps, racing out the door. I make it to the honeysuckle plants outside before I throw up, kneeling in the dirt as my body rejects anything and everything. I’m sick to my stomach, sick to my soul.

My mother knew. She must have known who he was to me. That must have been why she went with him. Even with his precious Harmony Hills, he’d found a young prostitute to fuck in the city. And when he’d knocked her up, he’d brought her and her small child to keep in his house—not as part of his family. As pretty little playthings.

My stomach heaves again, and I lean over the dirt, mouth open in shock and horror, but nothing is left inside me. I left them in that room. Ivan, Luca, Sarah Elizabeth. The dead body of Leader Allen. I can’t bring myself to think of him as my father.

Luca exits the house first, dragging a shrieking Sarah Elizabeth in his arms.

There’s blood seeping from his shirt, and I realize he’s been shot. It doesn’t seem to slow him down any or interfere with his strength. Sarah Elizabeth is fighting him off, but she’s losing. Even shot, he’s a powerful force. Why is he taking her? Where is he taking her? The questions float away, lost in the storm of my hatred, of my shame.

Ivan comes out next. He comes straight to me and helps me stand. He doesn’t say a word as we head back down the lane.

The first shot hits the dirt.

It takes me a second to realize what’s happening. Ivan realizes it sooner. He swings me into his arms as the second shot rings out and hits the ground, sending more dirt into the air. Oh God.

Luca still has Sarah Elizabeth with him, and the men from the other limos circle us, shooting back at the houses.

“No,” I scream. “There’s children.”

The worst part is those children might have guns. The women might too. They’re too brainwashed to do anything else. We’re demons, come to slay their mighty leader.

“Don’t shoot,” Ivan tells them as we reach the limos.

The men look angry but they shove us inside, and soon enough we’re heading back out.

The gate is closed when we make it back through—but the spikes are facing away from us, meant to keep cars out, not in. The first limo blasts through the gate at top speed. The next limo has Luca and Sarah Elizabeth, though I can’t see them. Ivan and I are in the last one.

We tear over the country roads for hours. For eternity.

Ivan confers with his men over the phone.

“No one’s hit,” they tell him. “Except Luca.”

My eyes shut tight against what I saw in that house, what I learned. I curl into a ball.

Only Ivan’s touch can calm me now. He’s the eye of this storm, the only thing that isn’t spinning and destructive in this whole mad place. We drive out of Harmony Hills much quicker than we came, while I shiver uncontrollably, held tight in Ivan’s lap.


Chapter Twenty-Six


I’m lying in the bedroom of a penthouse suite in the closest city to Harmony Hills, the same city where the social worker once took me, the same city where I first caught a bus. Large enough that we can be anonymous, though I didn’t ask how they managed to bring Sarah Elizabeth here. She’s currently tied up in the bed in the other room, a gag around her mouth.

It’s hard to imagine how this day could have gone worse. A man is dead. A girl is kidnapped. And I’ve learned something horrible, something that explains everything about me.

I did come from evil, and I do have a demon inside me—but not because I’m a woman. Not because I have breasts and a vagina. Not even because I like to get spanked by a man I call Daddy. No, I’m evil because of what’s running through my veins.

His blood.

His genes.

His teachings.

I’m a product of my nature and some very controlling, depraved nurture. It’s not something I can ever escape. It’s inside. Leader Allen is inside me.

Ivan comes in and washes his hands at the bathroom sink, his back to me.

“What are you going to do with her?”

He turns slightly. “You’re awake. How are you feeling?”

“I don’t understand why you took her. Won’t that only link us to Leader Allen’s murder even more?”

“I had room service deliver some fruit and pastries. It’s outside on a tray. Let me bring it inside.”

“No. Stop. I’m not a child. I’m not a little girl you need to feed and spank and put to bed on time. I’m asking you questions, and I deserve answers.”

His eyes grow cold. “Fine, you want answers? We took her because she’d have been dead by now if we’d left her. The people there are going to go on a witch hunt when they find him—and she was standing there, holding a shotgun, in shock, wanting to put more bullet holes into a dead man.”

I swallow hard because he’s right. He may have never met the other men and women in Harmony Hills, but he understands how they work. Just like he understands how I work. We’re followers. Sheep. “Is Luca okay?”

“He’ll live.”

“Why did he take Sarah Elizabeth?”

“We’re going to question her. She was close to Leader Allen. She might have heard something.”

“I want to be there when you talk to her,” I say quickly. I know how intimidating Ivan can be. And I don’t think he’d hurt her. He knows that she’s innocent even if she knows something. But he can get feral when it comes to the Grand.

I expect him to fight me, but he simply nods. “Come then.”

I follow him into the other room.

Sarah Elizabeth’s eyes are cloudy as she watches us come in. There’s a small dark vial on her nightstand, and I realize that’s how they kept her asleep through all this. Did he use it on me too? Or is this sluggishness just part of the shock from this morning?

Ivan settles into a chair in the corner, and I stand awkwardly in the center of the room, trying to figure out where to go. It feels like choosing sides. How they’re treating her isn’t right. But the Grand needs to be safe again.

Then Luca comes in, and I realize why Ivan is sitting. Luca has a bandage across his stomach and no shirt on. He looks angry. He looks terrifying as he pulls a folding knife from his pocket, and I gasp. Sarah Elizabeth gasps too, and squirms away on the bed. With her hands bound behind her back and her ankles tied together, she doesn’t get far.

Her gaze is wide now, all sleep drained from them, and so are mine.

Luca grasps her hip, and she goes very still.

I can see her chest rising and falling from beneath the shift. I can see more of her body than I expected to, the shadowed outline of her breasts, the dark circles of her nipples. I never realized how revealing the shifts were. Or maybe it just seemed normal to me back then.

With a rough jerk, Luca slices through the gag around Sarah Elizabeth’s mouth. She coughs the fabric onto the bed and then spits into his face, making him laugh. It’s a cruel sound, and I realize I’ve never seen Luca perform his job—as a bodyguard, as an enforcer. He’s occasionally been stern with me, but in the end, no matter how much I protested and pretended, I was too obedient to need anything worse. There’s blood seeping through the white gauze, making him look savage. He’s a wounded animal, and wounded animals lash out.

Sarah Elizabeth has no intention of being obedient. She’s glaring at Luca like she’d shoot him again if she were still holding that shotgun. “Let me go.”

“Not until you tell me who he sent to fuck with Candy.”

Her gaze snaps to mine. “I don’t know anything about that. He never told me.”

I can see plain as day that she knows the truth. Whatever happened to toughen her up, to make her sad, to make her wield that gun, it didn’t manage to make her a better liar. Ivan watches the proceedings from the corner, expression intent but remote.

Luca studies the tip of his knife. “I’m sure he didn’t tell you.” Then he turns to her, using the knife to wave in her direction, as casually as if he held nothing at all. The metal catches the reflection from the lamp. “But you would have heard something. You lived in the same house as him.”

Her eyes are on the knife. “I don’t—”

“It’s okay,” Luca says softly, even more sinister for how reassuring he sounds. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

He doesn’t want to hurt her, but he will.

“I—” Her voice breaks, and fear has replaced the defiance in her eyes. This is the expression Leader Allen would have seen when he taught her how to pray.

It makes me angry. “She said she doesn’t know. Leave her alone.”

Ivan stands, drawing all our attention. He has a way of commanding a room with just a look. The look he gives me now tells me to shut the hell up. He sits on the edge of the bed, resting a hand on her shoulder.

She freezes, and I can see her pulse jump in her throat.

“Sarah Elizabeth,” Ivan says softly, testing out her name. Then he focuses on her. “You have to understand, the Grand is my business. The people who work there, I’m responsible for them. And I should watch over them, shouldn’t I?”

Her head nods slowly, eyes never leaving his.

“Someone broke in and left threatening messages. I can’t let that go on. I can’t let anyone get hurt. Can I?”

She shakes her head no, just as slow. Her eyes are wide. There’s still fear, but it’s tempered with something else. Understanding. Because Ivan protects me the way Leader Allen never would have protected her.

He leans down and whispers something in her ear. I can’t make it out, and I glance at Luca. I expect him to be annoyed that his interrogation was interrupted or maybe just in pure business mode, but he’s watching them both with a brooding expression. No, he’s watching her with a brooding expression.

She swallows hard, looking up at the ceiling. Then at me. “He would talk about you sometimes. He didn’t like how…devout I was.”

The way she says the words leaves a chill in the air. Every one of us here knows what she means. It has nothing to do with faith.

“He said that you would be better, that he was going to find you, bring you back.”

I shiver at the thought of being in that room again. The truth is, I don’t believe he could have contained me. I would have gotten out or died trying. I’m different than I was before. Different than Sarah Elizabeth, because she’s never been outside. She’s never tasted freedom. We were born in captivity, bred and raised to be what he wanted.

“Why didn’t he just…take me?” I whisper.

“He said you had demons guarding you.”

Ivan raises his eyebrow. Of the names he’s been called, demon wouldn’t be the worst one. And he was guarding me. By sending his men to shadow me, he made sure I was safe. Watched over. Even when I ran away, he found me.

Does that make it okay, then, that he doesn’t let me leave?

Sarah Elizabeth presses her face almost into the pillow, as if ashamed. “He said he was going to draw her out. He would call her home. And I—I’m so sorry. I wanted him to. I thought when he got you back, he would want you enough that he would leave me alone. I’m sorry.”

“Who did he send?” Ivan asks.

“My brother. My brother, Alex. He’s never been… never been quite right. Something was always off about him. It was some kind of test Leader Allen sent him on, but the last time he left, he didn’t come back.”

She’s crying by the end of it, sobbing into the pillow. She looks so small curled up on the bed, her wrists and ankles still bound, helpless. Of course she would want him to leave her alone.

“Thank you,” Ivan says gently. Then he turns to Luca, “She’s all yours.”

I follow him into the spacious living area of the suite. “What does that mean? She’s all yours?”

Ivan pours himself a drink. “It means exactly what it sounds like. He can decide what to do with her. She shot him.”

My mouth is open because I can’t quite comprehend this. Even as harshly as he’s treated me, the way he’s dragged me back, the truth is that I always wanted it. This is different. Sarah Elizabeth doesn’t want anything Luca would do to her. And she only shot him because she was afraid. “You have to let her go now. She told you what you wanted to know.”

He takes a sip from the crystal-cut glass. “I never said I’d release her.”

It enrages me, the way he moves people around like we’re dolls in cardboard houses. He has no respect for her—and none for me. In one fast motion, I knock the cup out of his hand. Amber liquid flies through the air and splashes against the cotton-white rug. The crystal glass lands noiselessly on top of it, then rolls onto the marble floor.

Ivan looks at the spilled alcohol, as remote as ever. He takes a step toward me, and I can’t help but shrink back. Of course he catches me. He catches me by the chin, his thumb and forefinger holding me still with that single point of contact.

His eyes are frigid as he stares at me. “He wants her. I’m sure you could tell. You always did know how to read men. Allen taught you that much at least.”

I flinch. “It’s not right,” I whisper.

He places a tender kiss on my forehead. “I reward loyalty, little one. You would do well to remember that. Now go stand in the corner until I feel like spanking your pretty ass for spilling my drink.”


Chapter Twenty-Seven


The last times I tried to run, the odds were against me. A lesser man might not have been able to find me at all—and definitely not as quickly as Ivan. He has a web that includes dirty cops, kingpins, and good old-fashioned paid informants.

Of course, that was in Tanglewood.

We aren’t there right now. Ivan still has money and weapons. Not to mention that intimidating, persuasive charm. He will be able to track me better than most men, but not like he could back home. No one in this city even knows who I am. They definitely aren’t going to call him in a twisted version of bros before hos. There will be no GPS to track, not on a random cab that he’ll never be able to find.

Ivan owns every piece of hay in the haystack that is Tanglewood, so finding this needle was easy for him. But here…God, here. We can get lost here. Never to be found.

Food arrives under silver-domed lids on a wheeled cart. The bellhop takes one look at Ivan and Luca and starts sweating. He’s gone the second the tip hits his palm.

The dining table seats exactly four people: Ivan. Luca. Myself. And an angry Sarah Elizabeth with her wrists rubbed red. At least Luca untied her for dinner. I’m not sure I could have even gone along with the false decorum if she had been tied up, hands behind her back while Luca fed her.

As it is, I’m the picture of a flirty hostess. I bring each plate to the table and open it with a flourish. “What would you like to drink?” I ask Ivan.

The look he gives me isn’t fooled for a second. I have years of experience fooling men. Ooh, that’s so interesting. I’d love to hear more. You’re my favorite client. They eat that shit up. Ivan just gives me a measured look. The same look all his enemies get, because that’s all I am. Not a beloved wife or even a cherished lover. I’m someone to bend to his will. All he’s doing now is waiting for me to reveal a weakness.

I smile. “A gin and tonic?”

“A bottle of the wine for the table,” he says, and he’s definitely suspicious. He would prefer a gin and tonic over merlot any day. He stands and retrieves a bottle from the bar, along with a bottle opener. I sit down, as serene as ever.

He will never see me sweat. Never see me hesitate. He taught me too well for that. Ivan’s lessons were very different than Leader Allen’s, but they were lessons nonetheless. Leader Allen wanted me to be a subservient, eager follower. Ivan wants me to be a brat, someone he can correct. In the end, what both of them taught me was how to mold myself into whatever a man wants. I do it so well that I think there’s nothing left of me. I don’t know what I’d be like without a man to please, without someone’s command to fight or obey.

It’s the woman Ivan wants who sits at the table, submissive except for the private moments where he wants a reason to punish me. He knows me well enough to know it’s a game. That knowledge won’t help him, though. Not tonight.

Sarah Elizabeth barely touches her food, but I eat everything on my plate. We’ll stop for food only when it’s convenient, not when we’re hungry. I can’t tell her that. So we eat in relative silence. The only breaks are when Ivan and Luca murmur over their plans, a limo ride we’ll never take and a plane we’ll never catch.

Luca doesn’t eat at all. He looks fatigued, the lines of his face drawn tight with pain. He won’t take any pain medication because that would make him fall asleep. That’s fine by me. Now I don’t have to worry that I’ll overdose him.

My chance comes right after dinner.

“I think I’ll have that gin and tonic,” Ivan says to me.

“Of course.” His wineglass is only half empty. I stand with a demure smile. “Luca?”

His dark gaze flicks to Sarah Elizabeth and then away. “Sure, why not.” Then under his breath, “What else would a lowlife thug do but drink.”

I can’t help but smile at that. It sounds like Sarah Elizabeth has been giving as good as she’s getting.

Mixing the drinks only takes a few minutes.

Slipping it in the drinks takes a half second—and a flick of my wrist.

Waiting for the drugs to work…now, that does test my patience. Partly because I know Ivan will understand what I’ve done in the seconds before he passes out. Of course he would figure it out when he woke up to find me gone anyway, but somehow it’s those first seconds before that worry me most. It will be a true betrayal, in the way that running away never was.

The vial had been gone from the nightstand, stowed safely in Ivan’s trousers. So I did what I’ve done for years. I traded my body for what I needed. I let him spank me and fuck me. I gave him a good show, and when he was too sated with climax to notice, when he’d let his guard down the way he could only do for me, I stole the little bottle.

I see the moment recognition passes over his face, cutting through the chemical-induced exhaustion. His gaze flits to mine. There’s a slight incline of his head that might be an acknowledgment of what I’ve done. Or it might be goodbye.

Or it might just be the drugs taking effect, dragging him into unconsciousness. His large body slumps to the floor with a sickening thud.

The first thing I do is check his vital signs. Strong. The second thing I do is arrange him so that he’ll be more comfortable when he wakes up—flat on his back, arms at his side, a pillow from the couch under his head.

Sarah Elizabeth is staring at me, mouth open in shock.

Okay, I guess it would be kind of weird to see two grown men suddenly fall asleep. Especially considering what else happened today. “They’re just asleep,” I say gently.

“But…but why? I thought you and him were together.”

Together. That’s one word for what we were. Depraved. Toxic. And beautiful.

“I couldn’t let them keep you against your will,” I tell her honestly. “Not after what you had been through with Leader Allen. Now come on. We need to cover a lot of ground.”

We gather supplies from the hotel room—and from the men themselves. Money from Ivan’s wallet, a knife from Luca’s pocket. Then we’re heading downstairs, hailing a cab. Vanishing into the night. We’re five blocks away before Sarah Elizabeth asks the question she’s been holding in.

“You could stay behind. He would be mad that you let me go… but he wouldn’t hurt you. Would he?”

“Not like you think,” I mutter. But he would hurt me. “The truth is that I needed to go myself, whether you were here or not. I need to… be my own person.”

Not his little one, as much as it hurt to know I’d never hear those softly spoken words again.

By the time Luca and Ivan would regain consciousness in the morning, we are already four hundred miles away. We change clothes and hair colors and accents. Even knowing we’ve made it safely away, I continue looking over my shoulder. There’s both trepidation and hope in those backward glances, but it doesn’t matter.

Ivan doesn’t find me.

We took the one surefire way I know to disappear—those anonymous gray buses.

And Ivan himself told me where to go.


Chapter Twenty-Eight


“Don’t,” I say, taking the basket away. Beth sticks her tongue out at me but lets me take it from her. She knows she isn’t supposed to be lifting heavy things at this point, but she likes to stay active.

“Fine,” she says. “If you insist on being a worrywart, I’ll go turn that last batch into a pie. They’re already going soft.”

“Yes, please.” I love this girl’s baking. Sarah Elizabeth goes by Beth now. She’s a happy, playful young woman who bears little resemblance to the timid girl we spirited away all those months ago. However, one thing that remains from her old life is her love of all things domestic. Especially baking. And I can’t say that I’ve complained.

Meanwhile I’m better suited to hard labor, whether that’s working a pole or picking peaches from trees. Both leave me exhausted and sore, but the peaches have the added bonus of producing pie.

The ground around the cottage is hard-packed dirt, cool against my bare soles. No hand-sewn linen shoes for me. No stilettos either.

Sarah Elizabeth and I made it all the way to the coast, to the little countryside town where a boy was abused and neglected. Where he fought with everyone he met. Of course no one knows our connection to this place. Ivan’s grandmother passed away a long time ago, her only presence an empty house outside of town.

We rented a little cottage six months ago, servant’s lodging for the main house. The landowner never comes here, the local agent told us. I already knew that. This is the one place Ivan will never look for us. The one place he’ll never return.

I’m lost to him, but in another way, I’m found. I learn that I can survive on my own. I learn that I miss the relentless, almost reckless passion of a man. And I learn that as much as I miss it, I don’t need it after all.

We tell people we’re sisters. Picking peaches pays most of the rent. Sarah Elizabeth sells what she bakes to pay for food and other necessities.

It’s a good life, a quiet life.

A lonely life.

Physical work means I can fall asleep at night, instead of remembering. Remembering Leader Allen and his last words to me, his revelation. Or was it a confession? Whether he is or isn’t my father, he’s gone now, forever.

I remember the Grand too, more than I’d like. And Ivan.

So it seems like a mirage when I see him.

I notice the silhouette immediately, a rare break in the sideways sunlight. The shadow turns into a man. And the man turns into…him.

The basket turns to lead and slips out of my hand. Peaches tumble to the ground and roll toward him.

I can’t see his face, but I recognize the breadth of his shoulders and the lean lines of his hips. I recognize the cut of his suit and the elegant shape of his shoes. I even recognize his hair, the way he forces it down, as if he can control every single strand—but a few in the back always point up if he’s had a long day. Like now.

It’s a relief to see that he’s stayed the same. I feel so different than what I was before. My hair is cut to my shoulders, shorter than it’s ever been, and dyed auburn. The sun has brought out freckles on my shoulders, on my chest. The dress I’m wearing is modest and feminine, the ruffle hemline just below my ankles. I am not the girl who cowered in Harmony Hills. I am not the stripper who danced in the Grand.

I am a different person now, a different woman—standing in front of the man I still love.

His eyes are a clear grey, like a winter sky. “Here?” he asks.

In this place where he was tortured and abandoned.

In the place he found beauty and peace.

“Here,” I answer.

He nods, just once. “I’d like to have a word with you.”

A word. He wants more than a word. He wants to bring me back like I’m a wayward child to be led by the hand. For years I hoped my mother would somehow find me, that she would care enough to come after me. Now Ivan wants to do that for me, wants to be the caretaker I didn’t have, but it’s too late. I grew up in between the flashing stage lights and daily spankings. Or maybe I only grew up when I left.

His voice is the one that sounds different. He’s still dominant. That is part of his core, not a skin he can slough off. But all the same he sounds…careful. As if this is important.

As if I’m important.

It makes me feel somehow formal. “Would you like to come in?”

“Yes, thank you.”

He steps forward, and the light breaks over him, illuminating the patrician nose and high cheekbones, the firm lips and pale eyes. His face still flashes in my mind in the seconds before I come, rubbing myself with my fingers, desperately trying to think of something else—someone else.

He looks exactly as I remembered him. Except for his suit, which is more rumpled and less starched than I’ve ever seen it, as if he’s slept in it overnight. It makes me think of how he would have looked when he first put it on, crisp and handsome. Then he might have thought about our conversations, about the place he swore never to go, and realized where I’d come. Would he have placed a call to the local agent to find out there were two girls renting the cottage on his land? Maybe, but he wouldn’t have stopped to confirm. He clearly came straight away, rushed over, desperate.

Something inside me warms at the thought of him hungry to see me.

The door isn’t locked. I give it a small nudge, and it swings forward.

At least Sarah Elizabeth is around back. I suppose I should be sending her some kind of warning to run, to hide. I’m in some kind of trance—seeing him here doesn’t feel real. I could almost be rubbing myself, in bed, alone, climaxing to the thought of him. That seems more likely.

At least until he brushes by me—solid, warm, with that faint Ivan musk.

Real.

I bring him into the cottage. So much for a warning signal. He obviously found us. If he had planned a smash-and-grab job, he’d already have done so.

The cottage has exposed rafters and whitewashed walls. Lavender dries on the wall, upside down, scenting the air and calming me. This place may be small, but it’s mine in a way no place has ever been. Not Harmony Hills. And definitely not the Grand. Those places had belonged to men, and I’d belonged to them too.

Ivan’s gray eyes take in every inch of the space, from the overturned crates serving as chairs around a rustic table to the gingham curtain hanging in the middle of the room, half hiding a daybed. At first Sarah Elizabeth and I shared the bedroom, but I moved out so that she could be more comfortable in her final months—and to give her more room when the baby is born.

Nerves flutter in my stomach. What will Ivan think of this house?

His voice is quiet when he speaks. “It’s beautiful.”

More than quiet, he sounds almost reverent. And I know he doesn’t just mean the cottage. He means the life I’ve built here. He means me.

“Thanks,” I say softly, feeling shy.

He clears his throat. “Candace—”

“How is Lola? And the girls?” I have to interrupt him. I can’t let him finish. I’m afraid of what he’ll say, what he’ll ask me. I’m dreading saying no.

A slight nod tells me he knows exactly why I stopped him, but he’s letting it go. For now. “Good. We found Bianca.”

My heart thumps. It had hurt to leave, even if I’d had no real ties to most of them. Maybe if I could have said goodbye. “Is she okay?”

“She got in deep with a dealer. He was affiliated with Fedor. We’re working it out.”

Relief and gratitude form a knot in my throat. “Thank you.”

His expression turns stark. “I apologize that I let you think I wouldn’t help.”

He doesn’t just mean Bianca. “I always knew you would help me, Ivan. Sometimes the price was just too high.”

He’s silent a moment. The past whispers between us, spankings and orders and a rough bloody fuck on his bed—somehow beautiful in its brutality.

He nods once, eyes filled with pain. “I’m sorry for that too.”

My eyebrows shoot up. He should sound like a stranger, speaking those foreign words. But he doesn’t. He apologizes like he does everything else—with the entire force of his will.

“Is that why you came?” I’m the one careful now. I’m the one with something to lose. “To say sorry?”

“That. And other things.”

Other things, other things. My imagination can fill in some heartbreaking other things. My hands are shaking as I go to the sideboard. “Do you want a drink?”

A pause. “Candace.”

I rummage through old, empty liquor bottles, glass soft with dust. There’s a bottle of wine I popped when we first moved in. The scent of vinegar makes my nose scrunch up. “Maybe not.”

“Candy.”

I swallow hard. He never calls me that. I force my hands to my sides, still turned away. “Yes?”

“Would you come sit down?”

Dread. That’s what I’m feeling as I turn and face him. And regret. And love. God, is this what love is? It feels like there’s a hole in my chest, because there are only two ways this ends. I can be his property or nothing at all.

The cushions have no strength left. They sink as I sit down, pushing me closer to Ivan. Why is this sofa so tiny? It didn’t seem that way when Sarah Elizabeth and I would chat late into the night, drinking grape juice instead of stale wine.

I hold myself stiffly, keeping one inch away from him. Without that inch I’ll feel his strength, his solidity. Without that inch, I’d have nothing left to hold myself back with. A strip of air is the only thing keeping me safe.

And he knows it. His pale eyes take in my posture, my expression. He looks down at the space between us, and something like defeat crosses his hard features. Then he closes his eyes as if making a decision.

“I’ve brought you a gift,” he says, pulling something from his coat pocket. A slip of paper. “I’m not sure if you want it, but if not, I’m sure my agent in the city can help you dispose of it.”

I take the paper as if it might catch fire. It does burn my fingers, just that faint heat from his body. My hands are trembling so much it’s hard to read, but then I do. And then the paper goes the same way as the basket, right out of my fingers. Not tumbling and rolling this time. It floats gently to the ground.

The deed to the Grand. That’s what he gave me.

I can’t—Why would he—

He stands, voice grave, eyes not quite meeting mine. “I’m glad to see you doing so well, Candace. I thought… Well, the country seems to suit you.”

Then he’s standing, walking away, leaving only the faint impression of expensive fabric and constrained power. I can only stare at the place where he had been, wondering, praying. He’d asked me once, What do you want then?

Something to call mine.

Then I’m standing up, saying his name. He’s already made it to the door, long strides taken quickly. I have to shout, and it echoes back to me from the walls. He stops walking but doesn’t turn. Not until I run toward him, bare feet slapping the floor, graceless and terrified. He’s leaving.

And he’s leaving his heart behind. It’s a hollow man who faces away from me, shoulders tense. He’s leaving his heart behind, that’s what he’s telling me by giving me the Grand. He had a hundred businesses, some of them more lucrative, almost all of them more glamorous than a seedy strip club in the poor part of Tanglewood. It was his heart, and he gave it to me.

“Ivan, wait,” I say, catching up to him. “Please.”

He turns, only halfway. Listening. Waiting. Hoping? “What is it?”

“Take me with you.”

If I’d been hoping for him to take me in his arms, I’d be disappointed. He laughs, a rough sound. “You’re happy here, Candace. Stay happy.”

“No, I’m—” But I can’t lie, not about this. I am happy here, happier than I’ve ever been. My own place, my own place. My own body to dress and move and touch how I please. It’s something I’ve never had before. “I want to be with you.”

He turns to me then, letting me see the ravage on his face, the utter desolation. “You want a mirage. I’m the man you left behind, little one. That will never change.”

My breath catches. Little one. “I don’t need you to change.”

One eyebrow rises, disbelieving. “No? Then why did you leave?”

“Because…” I take a deep breath. “Because I needed to change.”

His gaze sweeps over me, cataloging every change. “Maybe you’re right. I thought you were beautiful before. Now you look even more beautiful. More than that, you look happy.”

He gives me the compliment with such an easy grace, it steals my words. He’d been so closed off before, holding me so tight I couldn’t breathe. Now he’s giving me the Grand, he’s giving me his kindness. He’s so open, and with a sinking heart, I realize this might be the end. Only now can he be this open, when he’s leaving it all behind. He’s finally opening his fist, only for me to realize how much I needed the crush of him, letting me go when I realize how much I want to stay.

My lower lip trembles. Tears fill my eyes. “I’m your little one.”

His expression softens a fraction. “I know.”

“Then how can you walk away?”

“How can I do anything else? I came here to beg for you back, to tell you I could be different, be better. That I wouldn’t need to treat you like a little girl. But I can’t do any of that.” He stalks away two steps and then returns. “Fuck, look at you. You’ve never looked so happy, so innocent. And so damn little.”

I take a step back, away from the fury in his voice. “Is that a bad thing?”

“Yes, it’s a fucking—I want you like this all the time. And I want you like this in my goddamn lap while I feed you from my plate and then put you to bed. I can’t help wanting it, little one. All I have to do is look at you, and I’m hurting with how much I want you.”

I was afraid of his spankings, of his humiliation. I’m still afraid, even though it turns me on. But taking care of me…that’s what I want too. He held himself back out of some twisted sense of honor, as if maybe kinky spankings were okay when tenderness was not. “Take care of me, Daddy.”

His eyes flash. “Don’t fuck with me.”

“That’s a naughty word.”

He reaches for me, hand tangling in my hair. “Daddies use naughty words sometimes. And they do naughty things, don’t they?”

“Yes,” I say meekly, knowing exactly where this is heading.

He steps forward again. I step back.

“Have you been naughty?” he breathes.

My eyes widen. I don’t want to tell him the truth. Not because I can’t take the physical pain of a spanking. No, I need that pain—yearn for it in the middle of the night. But I can’t take the pain of his coldness, bent over some hard surface while his body is far away, two feet of distance except for his hand against my ass.

I shake my head, lips pressed together.

“No?” he asks, drawing out the word. Another step forward.

Another step back. “I…I don’t…”

The backs of my legs hit the daybed, and then I’m falling backward. He’s right on top of me, kneeling over me, his presence a delicious shadow blocking out the light. I have a brief thought that the old bed might not support his weight, pure muscle, and so much of it—there’s an ominous creak. Then his mouth is on mine, his hands are pressing my wrists above my head, and all thought leaves me.

“Don’t hurt me,” I whimper.

“Only a little.” His voice is dark and seductive, promising I’ll like whatever he does. “You’ll be a good girl for me, won’t you?”

“I wasn’t good.” I bite my lip, and tears fill my eyes. This is when it will change. This is when he will change. “I touched myself. Between my legs.”

His lids lower. He puts his free hand on my thigh, slipping between my legs through my skirt. “Here?”

My hands clench into fists. “Umm…a little higher.”

He pushes higher, bunching the fabric so it’s at the top of my legs. “Was it here?”

My cheeks are burning hot. “Kind of. And kind of… higher.”

“Ah,” he says gravely. “Did you touch yourself under your panties? Did you make yourself wet, little one?”

“Yes,” I whisper. “I knew it was wrong, but I—”

“But you wanted to feel good.” His expression seems both sympathetic and severe. “Little girls just want to feel good, don’t they? Did you think I’d be mad?”

My eyes widen, and I nod.

He shakes his head slowly, not breaking eye contact. “You didn’t have anyone else to make you feel good, but now I’m here. I’m going to be the only one to touch your pretty pussy. Right?”

My breath catches. “Yes, Daddy.”

“I’m going to be the only one to make you feel good.” He pushes my skirt up, and I press my legs together. He pries them apart. “Don’t be afraid.”

“It’s scary.” I don’t just mean him touching me or fucking me. I mean trusting him to be my Daddy. I mean letting myself be a little girl. The way he’s acting now, tender and open and even a little vulnerable—it feels like a dream. It was my dream for so long, and now it’s come true.

His face is solemn, gray eyes soft as snow. “I know, little one. You are the bravest little girl I’ve ever met. You taught me how to be brave too.”

Brave? All I’ve ever done is run away—from Harmony Hills, from the Grand. Ivan is the one who stands his ground, who makes an entire city yield to his demands. “You’re not afraid of anything.”

Gentle hands pull down my white panties. His eyes darken as he stares between my legs. My skirt is still on, just pushed up around my waist. I try to close my legs, but he’s holding them open.

“I was afraid of you,” he says softly. “Afraid of how much I wanted you. Afraid I’d corrupt you.”

“You didn’t,” I say because he needs to know. He tried to protect me in his house. I was the one who had to start working at the Grand, to reclaim some kind of power over my life.

He leans down and presses a kiss on my clit, almost chaste. “I did, but not because of who I am or what I do for a living. I corrupted you by giving you pain without the pleasure, by punishing you but never rewarding you. I thought it could keep you safe from my desires, but in the end it only made it worse.”

He’s opening himself, making himself vulnerable to me, and it only makes me love him more. This is the Daddy I always wanted. This is the Daddy I need.

My sex is pulsing, and I want nothing more than his mouth on me. My legs are shaking where he’s holding me open. “So you’re not…you’re not going to punish me?”

His smile is knowing. “Oh, I’m sure I will. Little girls need to learn how to behave. But I think before that happens…I need to give you a reward.”

“You…you do?” I’m breathless now, halfway to begging.

Then his mouth is on me, licking me, teasing me, tying me up in knots. I hold the white iron bars of the daybed as if that can keep me grounded—but nothing can. I’m flying. Then his fingers slip inside me, and I’m falling. He follows me down, flicking his tongue against my clit while I cry out and beg for more, for him to never stop, for him to crash with me, come with me.

For the first time, he listens to me. He releases himself from his suit pants with rough, jerky movements, and then he’s inside me, his expression intense, almost pained.

“Don’t move.”

But I can’t help it. I’m rocking underneath him, writhing, my sex clenching around the invasion. “Please.”

He makes a low growling sound. “I said don’t. Fucking. Move.”

My eyes widen, and I grow very still. “I won’t.”

His gaze softens, even though the tension around his mouth doesn’t ease. “I don’t want to finish too soon. Not when I’ve been dreaming about being inside you.”

“You dream about me?” I whisper.

“Every damn night.” One thrust. Two. “Even before you left.”

His cock hits a spot inside me that makes me moan. “Before I…”

His smile is crooked and boyish—completely unlike the Ivan I knew but so much the man I love. This Ivan is letting me see him, all of him. “I tried to keep you safe from me, I really did.”

“And now?”

He thrusts in deeper than before, and I flinch. “Now there’s no going back.”

He opens his shirt, button by button, exposing just a sliver of his dark, broken skin. Then he pulls aside the sides of his shirt, and the full impact of his scars takes my breath away.

He places my hands on his chest. “Do you know what these mean?”

They mean pain. They mean secrets. “Someone hurt you.”

He shakes his head. “These were a wall. I was closed off from the world. And you, you kept opening me up. I fought you with everything I had, but in the end, you vanquished me. More than these marks ever did, more than anyone else ever could have.”

I make a low sound of sorrow, of grief as my hands move over his broad chest, his abs, feeling the rough texture of him, the marks that couldn’t break him.

“You asked me once what makes you different.” He holds my wrists still, keeping my hands tight to his body. “This is what makes you special, little one. Countless people have tried to hurt me, to kill me. You were the one to slay me.”

“Ivan,” I whisper. “Daddy.”

His eyes glow with a kind of silver power. He moves my hand so it’s directly over his heart, and I feel the thump of it against my palm. “You’re here, little one. Forever.”


Chapter Twenty-Nine


I know exactly what I’ll do with the Grand. Plans that have been forming for years, kept hidden even from myself, are bubbling to the surface. The VIP rooms will have to go, although actual VIP rooms, ones with swanky booths and quiet music, would be wonderful.

For the after-party, of course. There would only be one a night, not a steady stream of single girls onstage. And as for the dancing…let’s just say I see a lot more high kicks and bustiers in the show.

I do love the cottage, but it’s more like a good friend. The Grand is my forever love.

Like Ivan.

“Did you find Alex?” I ask, holding my breath. The last thing I want to do is have to tell Sarah Elizabeth that her brother has been killed.

Ivan shakes his head. “He’s in the wind.”

I sigh, one part relief, one part worry.

The only thing keeping me here is Sarah Elizabeth. She’s come a long way since leaving Harmony Hills, but I think she’s more suited to this cottage than to Tanglewood. And her baby is due in a few months. I can’t leave her here alone. Once the baby is born, she’ll need help, support. I don’t begrudge her that. I have never been able to shake the guilt over leaving her to Leader Allen, even knowing there was nothing a sixteen-year-old girl could do. And besides, we’ve become friends.

But every minute spent here is one where I’m not at the Grand. Where I’m not with Ivan.

Now that we’re together, now that we’re equals, I don’t ever want to be apart.

Small sounds are coming from the back room, and I cock my head. What is she doing in there?

Ivan and I head for the door together, hands linked. The cottage is structured in a strange way, with the living quarters in the front and the kitchen in the back. Kind of like the old, grand houses where servants were common, although this place is too small and modest for those.

“Beth?” I call.

No answer. My heart picks up a rhythm.

Ivan’s expression hardens, and he pushes me behind him. He nudges the door, and it swings open—revealing Luca and Sarah Elizabeth in a lip-lock, both covered in flour. He’s got her backed against the wall, and she doesn’t seem to mind. His hands are under her ass, lifting her up. Her hands are in his hair, dusting the black strands with white.

Shock leaves me rooted to the spot, unable to speak.

Her belly isn’t exactly large, but it’s impossible to miss, a bump from her thin frame. It doesn’t seem to bother Luca in the slightest. He presses his big body against hers, rocking his hips in a blunt, insistent motion.

Ivan clears his throat, and Luca’s head lifts slightly. He carefully sets Sarah Elizabeth down before turning to face us. It doesn’t escape my notice that he blocks her from view, either to give her time to adjust her dress or to protect her from Ivan’s wrath.

Well, Ivan doesn’t seem mad exactly. More amused. “I told you to keep her occupied.”

Luca is unrepentant. “I did.”

Ivan turns back to me, his expression hesitant. “We’ll have to spend the night here.”

He doesn’t quite phrase it as a question, but I know this is his way of including me. Of letting me take the lead. Of giving me the option to invite him or push him away.

I step close and take his hand again. “We’ll make it work. There are some extra bedrolls in the attic.”

“And then tomorrow, we’ll fly back.” Another not question.

Worry tugs at my lips. “Well. I’m not sure I can leave Beth.”

She steps out from behind Luca. “I can come with you, if that’s what you want. You shouldn’t be trapped here because of me.”

“No,” Luca says. “I’ll stay with her.”

We all three turn to stare at him. Ivan seems the most shocked. Beth seems scandalized but pleased. As for me? This is the best thing to ever happen to me. Now I can go back to the Grand, back to Ivan, and know that Sarah Elizabeth is safe.

And plus, I’ll never let Luca live this down.

Beth recovers first. “No, it wouldn’t be…right.”

Pretty much everyone in the room can tell it’s a token protest, even Beth. Her cheeks turn red.

“Hmm,” I say, tugging Ivan back through the door. “I think we should give these two a chance to talk things out.”

Ivan still looks shocked, but he lets me lead him away. “I’m not sure there’ll be much talking,” he mutters.

It makes me giggle, and I feel exactly like the little girl—like his little girl—that I always wanted to be. Light and carefree. Hopeful. “Whatever they’re doing, it will probably take… oh, an hour or two. I could show you the orchard.”

His lips quirk. “The orchard?”

How does he make normal things sound dirty? “You know…trees, peaches. That orchard.”

“Right.” He smirks. “Lead the way.”

God. “I’m not joking. I’ve been tending it every day. It’s a lot of work, almost as tiring as dancing. There’s a certain time you have to pick them and—”

I have to stop because Ivan is full-on laughing now, a deep baritone sound that I’m not sure I’ve ever heard before. I want to be mad at him, but I can’t. It’s too wonderful seeing him like this, his suit rumpled from the drive, a smile on his face, and lust in his gray eyes. There’s nothing left to do but laugh with him while I show him my orchard and all the pretty peaches. I pick one that’s ripe and low, feeding it to him and then me, so that both our lips are stained sticky sweet. He lays me down in the shade of a tree, and we do our best to work grass and dirt stains into a ten-thousand-dollar suit.

All my life I’ve been running, and I’m not going to stop now. Only this time when I run, it’s not away from someplace or someone. I’m running to someplace, to someone. The Grand is my home, and Ivan is my heart. When I am near them, the running turns to dancing. And the dancing is like prayer.


Chapter Thirty


I stand just outside the gates of the Grand, watching dusk set in. Streetlamps carve out sections of the street, flashing loose pavement like diamonds. The alleys are pitch black—anyone could be happening in them. Anything is happening in them. Men know better than to approach me. Ivan’s reputation—and my own—are well known. But I don’t fool myself that I’m safe in this city just because I love it. It’s like loving a volcano, knowing one day you’ll get burned.

A hand circles my wrist, and I jump.

When I turn, my heart thumps faster. Ivan. “You came.”

He leans in to place a kiss on my forehead, and I close my eyes. It feels so right—the faint heat of him, his breath. I shiver.

“Of course,” he says simply. This is a big night for the Grand. A big night for me. We’ve had a soft open for weeks now, but this is the official opening. Ivan has been incredibly busy growing his other businesses now that he isn’t spending all of his time at the Grand, but he makes sure to attend one show a week. And he swore he wouldn’t miss this one.

On impulse, I wrap my arms around him. “Thank you.”

He drops his chin on my hair. “You know you shouldn’t be out here without West.”

West is my new personal bodyguard. Now that Luca is with Sarah Elizabeth, he needed someone else to trust with me—and of course it’s the boy scout. “He’s helping inside,” I say, brushing over the fact that I ordered him to and then slipped away. He will not be pleased. “And besides, you’re here now.”

He raises one eyebrow, not amused. “Am I?”

Rhetorical questions mean I’m in trouble. To distract him I take a step back and finger the fine, blush-colored material of my dress. It’s constructed from layers that are like petals, and I twirl for maximum effect. It only blooms when I dance.

“What do you think?” I ask. One of the advantages of being a former stripper is that I can execute that move in sparkly gold Louboutin’s on cobblestone. “I look like a flower.”

He’s sufficiently distracted, eyes sweeping down to the floor. “A flower with incredible legs,” he mutters.

I bite my lip and step close. Some women seem to grow taller when their man appreciates them, gaining confidence—and that’s a beautiful thing. But me, I’m the opposite. I already have a surplus of confidence, of swagger. Only with Ivan can I let myself be small. I curl into him, just a little. Soon I’ll have to return to the crowd, to be the social butterfly, the hostess, but for now I let myself be his.

I play with the lapel of his jacket. “Are you going to take me down to the basement after?”

“Why? Have you been a bad girl?”

“Nooo,” I say, hoping he doesn’t ask for details, knowing he will. “I thought you could reward me for working so hard.”

“Ah,” he says in that short, knowing way of his. “Of course good girls should be rewarded. Tell me, little one. Did you eat dinner tonight?”

Shit. “Well… no. But I was thinking I could grab some hors d’ourves after I dance. My tummy is too twisted to eat anyway.”

“What about lunch?” he asks without missing a beat.

If I tell him the truth, he’ll be so mad. I could see him dragging me into the kitchens and standing over me until I ate something. “Yes,” I lie.

He studies me for a moment. Then he says, “All right. Go be beautiful and gracious and powerful. And when you are done, I will take you down to the basement.”

I shiver. “Please, Daddy.”

His mouth is next to my ear when he whispers, “I’ll have to punish you for that lie, little one.”

A squeak of alarm escapes me, but then West appears at the gate, looking haggard. Ivan sends him a disapproving look. Poor West. I do keep him on his toes. Speaking of which, I hope Sarah Elizabeth is keeping Luca on his toes. Now that I think about it, I’m sure she is.

We return to the courtyard where the crowd has gathered to watch the unveiling. The doors of the Grand are open, and people are packed all the way inside, looking out. They hold champagne flutes and martini glasses. The men are impeccable in their tuxes and slicked back hair—the same men who once frequented the Grand as a strip club. The women on their arms are dressed in Armani and Valentino, every shade of orange and pink and gold. They love to whisper about the salacious past of the Grand even while they drop a thousand dollars on a ticket.

In the center of it all is the fountain. It’s never worked the entire time I’ve been here. The statue at the top has been broken since I got here, and it’s gotten smashed even worse since then. The trough collects dry leaves and dirt.

Now it’s covered by yards and yards of black silk.

“Thank you all for coming,” I tell everyone. “The Grand has been my dream, my home. It’s been my deepest desire, and I’m thrilled tonight to share it with you all.”

The eyes of the crowd shine with lust. The men want my body. Some of the women want it too. They’re covetous and cruel and absolutely beautiful.

“Without further delay, please let me present to you all an incredible artist and lovely young woman.”

Clara stands up, looking nervous and brave. She gives a speech about this commission—her first major piece to be in public. Her sister, Honor, is in the audience. Her dark eyes shine with pride as she watches her younger sister speak. Honor is wearing a black sheath and simple gold string necklace. She looks sophisticated and demure. No one would guess from looking at her that she had the most flawless pole technique I’ve ever seen.

Lola is beside her, with Blue’s arms wrapped around her waist. He doesn’t leave her side when he can help it, and especially not here, when Sarah Elizabeth’s brother, Alex, has never been caught. He hasn’t struck again either, so we’re hoping he gave up his horrible crusade and went somewhere far away—away from Harmony Hills and away from us.

When Clara is finished speaking, she nods to the men on either side of the fountain. They’re bouncers. High class bouncers, and they fill out their tuxes so nicely. They reach down and pull the black silk away, unveiling the new statue atop the fountain.

An angel stands on top of the fountain. Her wings are spread wide, strong and capable of carrying her anywhere. One wing is slightly crooked, like a bird who’s injured her wing. But she still stands tall, chin held high. Her hair falls in loose waves, the kind of texture you get after being out at sea, salt and water spray leaving its mark. And her eyes—the angels eyes are what you remember most. They’re strong and fierce, so determined. This isn’t an angel to pray or bless you. This is a warrior, one who knows the evils of the world and fight them every day.

The crowd gasps, torn between genuine appreciation and their jaded addiction to criticism. They applaud Clara and demand, simply demand, that she create custom pieces for them all. She’ll be very busy, assuming she wants to create ego centerpieces for cunning rich people.

Ivan squeezes my hand. “It’s lovely.”

I give him a wink. “Wait until you see the show.”

Those lovely gray eyes widen. I don’t dance very often, not onstage, focusing instead on the choreography, the staging, and the front of the house. Not to mention the number crunching on the backend. It keeps me busy, but I wanted to be part of this night, of this show. I wanted this to be a true transition from what the Grand had been to what it has become. That means never forgetting where it came from, just like I can never forget. There are scars on the Grand, in the walls themselves. Just like there are scars on Ivan’s body. They tell a story about where it’s been—and about where it’s going.

*     *     *

It’s a rush out onstage again, the lights, the feeling of flying. I dance with the other girls in formation through our opening act and then wait backstage for a few of the sets.

Then it’s my turn.

My dance is a blend of stripper moves and burlesque, both crude and sultry, both fierce and whimsical. It’s an ode to the past, this song. And hope for the future. When I’m done, I’m breathless, weightless.

I’m almost euphoric as I head down the familiar hallway and into the dressing room. It had to be expanded to accommodate the full company of dancers. They’re bustling about, getting ready for the show. Some of them give me a hug and kiss, congratulating me on my performance, but I’m careful not to smudge their makeup.

Then I see Honor at my vanity, with Lola at her side. Blue is there, looking severe.

My heart drops. All I can think about is Alex. Did he do something else? Leave more blood? Hurt someone?

“What’s wrong?” I manage to ask over the knot in my throat.

“It’s Clara,” Honor says. “She was supposed to sit with us, but when we all took our seats, she wasn’t there. She isn’t anywhere.”

Oh God. There’s a steel band around my chest, and I can’t breathe. If anything happened to Clara, I don’t know what I would do. She’s too sweet for this place. Too innocent. Why did I ever ask her to make a sculpture for us?

“She probably just got a ride with some friends,” Lola says, but her big brown eyes are filled with worry. We all know that Clara is careful, thoughtful. She would have at least told her sister she was leaving.

Kip appears, looking out of breath. “We searched the perimeter of the Grand, but we’re going to go wider.”

In other words, he hasn’t found her.

I squeeze Honor’s hand. “I’m sure she’ll turn up just fine, and then you’ll be able to ground her for life.”

Honor gives me a wan smile. “She’s eighteen now. I can’t ground her at all.”

A grown woman. She’s seen so much, but it never changed her. It never hardened her. Which means she doesn’t have any defenses against the dark side of Tanglewood. Definitely none against Alex and the perverted teachings of Harmony Hills. Now I understand Ivan’s murderous rage. If he hurt one silky blonde hair on her head…

My phone lights up on my vanity, and suspicion makes my eyes narrow. I manage to keep a blank expression as I grab it from the small table and move aside. They’ll think I’m only checking my messages or maybe calling her. Presumably they’ve tried and gone to voicemail.

Sure enough, there’s a text. Sorry, it says.

Where are you?? Honor is freaking out.

Don’t tell her I talked to you. Pls.

Umm… why? She’s going to have a heart attack.

You owe me.

Crap, she’s right. I do owe her after she helped me out that night. I hate having to keep Honor in the dark though. I hate being in the dark, because I don’t know what’s happening either. At least, wherever she is, she has her phone and the presence of mind to text me.

I type again. Are you safe?

For now.

I think I’m going to strangle that girl. Only after Honor has a go of it, of course. But maybe every girl needs a little rebellion. She might need it more than most, the way Honor has protected her—overprotected her. After their rough beginning, it’s understandable that her older sister wanted to hold her tightly. Maybe a little too tight.

At least she isn’t taking a gray bus out of town, never to be heard from again. Well, I’m pretty sure she’s not doing that.

Stay that way or I’ll hurt you, I type before shutting off the screen.

My mind is racing, trying to think of how I can keep Honor calm without actually telling her anything. Okay, that is pretty impossible.

Ivan appears in the door, where I’ve seen him so many times. He doesn’t come inside, just gestures for me to come out. I can tell by his dire expression that he’s heard Clara is missing. In the hallway, I burrow myself into his side, needing to feel his solidity, his strength.

“Do you know where she is?” he asks, so softly I barely can hear him.

I shake my head without looking at him. “But she said she’s okay.”

He gives a faint nod. “That’s enough for now.”

Enough for now. Yes. I can trust her that much. God knows, she trusted me much more than that. I have to hope she knows what she’s doing, because I love her like a sister.

I love Honor like a sister. Lola too. I have an entire family here, built with every swing of the pole, every rough customer thrown out. For so long after I left Harmony Hills, I felt the loneliness like physical pain. But these girls are my family.

The Grand is my home, just like I told a crowd full of beautiful strangers tonight.

And this man is my heart.

Ivan watches me with quicksilver eyes. “To the basement, little one.”

He calls to me, and I follow him down, into the heat of him, the depths of him, burned and made new again. He takes my desire and turns it around, turns it into sweetness. He takes my kindness, my love, and warps it into lust. And each time he twists me, I’m bound a little closer to him, tied a little tighter. There is nothing that could break us now.

Every love story is a knot, and ours is threaded with steel.

He follows me down the metal stairs, and I whirl in the dank grey space, a flash of color, a bloom. “Where do you want me, Daddy?”

He sits at the high-back chair and pats his lap. I start to climb onto him, but he shakes his head. “Bend over, little one.”

I drape myself over him instead. His thighs are warm and unyielding against my front, caressing my breasts. He pushes up my skirt, and I hear his breath catch at what he sees.

My lace panties are torn away. They land on the concrete, a pile of pink scraps.

He found me lost, alone, and helpless—and gave me a place to call mine. This basement, this building. The space where he watches me, both of us held by our own dark desires, in these moments before he gives me my reward.

We are made of the same thing, he and I. Of sin and hope, of power and pleasure.

We were made to dream.


Thank You


Thank you for reading Pretty When You Cry. I hope you loved Ivan and Candy’s story!

The next couple in the Stripped series is Giovanni and Clara. Hold You Against Me comes out in early 2016. Make sure you sign up for my newsletter so you can find out when it releases!

The previous couple in the Stripped series is Blue and Lola. You can read their story in the novel Better When It Hurts and sexy follow up novella Even Better.

If you’re new to the series, meet Giovanni and Clara for free in the prequel novella Tough Love. Then read the scorching hot and darkly mysterious Love the Way You Lie with Kip and Honor.

You can also join my Facebook group, Skye Warren’s Dark Room, to discuss the Stripped series and my other books!

I appreciate your help in spreading the word, including telling a friend. Reviews help readers find books! Please leave a review on your favorite book site.

The Stripped series is dark, dangerous, and twisted. If you loved this, you will probably also love Wanderlust, which is included a free bonus novel! Turn the page to start reading…


Wanderlust


Skye Warren


Praise for Wanderlust


“Great edge-of-your-seat writing, touching emotional introspection, and enlightening… even in its darkness.”

–Maryse’s Book Blog

“It was emotionally harrowing yet had bursts of humour, so extremely dark and disturbing yet sensual.”

–TotallyBooked Blog

“I love how Ms. Warren is able to make the angst of these two people so real…downright heartbreaking.”

–Salacious Reads

“I fell in love with Hunter, not sure if I was supposed to, but I did.”

–Sam, E and R’s Awesomeness

“And Hunter – you psychotic, tortured and oh-so complex beast of a man…how I adore you! How I would give anything to hear the rumble of your 18-wheeler behind me and the squeal of your brakes beside me.”

–Not Now… Mommy’s Reading

“I would say this was dark and disturbing…..and it kind of was but for me, when it counts, it’s a seriously sweet emotional book.”

–Dark Reading Room


Chapter One


The Niagara Falls were formed by glacier activity 10,000 years ago.

A clash of pots and pans came from downstairs. I winced but remained cross-legged on my bed, staring at the assorted items I’d deemed essential. Some clothes, toiletries.

A map.

There was so much I didn’t know, so much I hadn’t seen. My absence of knowledge had become an almost tangible thing, filling me up, suffocating me until I needed to kick up to the surface just to breathe.

Ironically, my innocence was my mom’s explanation for keeping me home. The world was too scary, and I wouldn’t even know how to protect myself. To hear her tell it, the streets were filled with ravening men who would attack me as soon as look at me.

That was the anxiety talking. At least that was what the counselor had said before we’d stopped going.

“Evie!” my mother yelled from the kitchen.

It would be three more times before she elevated to screams. Four before she threw something. Six before she came up to my room, demanding I make her coffee or whatever else she needed.

I’d grown up fast, fumbling with mac and cheese before I was tall enough to see over the pot, explaining away my excess absences to disinterested teachers. In high school, I’d stayed home and studied to get my GED. Two years of correspondence classes through the community college, and I was desperate for any human contact.

I picked up my book, running my fingers over the cool, glossy surface.

The library was one of the few places approved by my mother. I must have read almost every book in that place, living a thousand lives on paper, traveling around the world in eighty days and through the looking glass. I knew about hope and death, about fear and the dignity required to overcome, but only in theoretical constructs of ink and ground tree pulp. That was my irony: to wax poetic about the meaning of life while being unable to do something as simple as pay rent.

Weary of re-reads, I’d wandered into the nonfiction section. I’d picked this one up on a whim, on a joke almost because the title seemed so silly. Everything You Wanted to Know About Niagara Falls. Who wanted to know anything about Niagara Falls?

Then I read it.

I snuck back every day for a week, enamored by the descriptions, in awe of the pictures of water rushing, enchanted by the majesty and magic of this place both faraway and someday attainable. My mother didn’t let me get a library card, so I’d stolen the book and kept it ever since.

Now the paper was thin and pliable, well-worn from years of turning the pages. The binding was loose, the stitching visible between the cardboard and glue. By now it was probably held together by the clear tape that held the library tags to the spine.

“Happy birthday,” I whispered.

My present to myself: to finally see the place I’d been yearning for. The place I’d dreamed about even before I’d gotten the book, for all twenty years of my life. For room to breathe. For freedom.

Even my camera couldn’t sustain me. I flipped through the photographs on the digital screen, every single one taken in the house or the yard. Nowadays mom got antsy when I walked over to the park. There were only so many times I could pretend a new angle of the flower pot was artistic instead of just plain pathetic. I wanted to see new things, new places—new people.

I piled everything into my bag. I was far too old for the purple backpack. But then, my body was too old for me. Somewhere in the past five years, I had blossomed into a woman, with full lips and fuller breasts, with hair in places I was almost afraid to touch, except when I just had to at night in my bed, and I did—oh, I did, and it shamed me. I shamed myself with the wetness and the horrible, rippling pleasure around my fingers.

My twentieth birthday. Neither my mother nor I had acknowledged it at breakfast, as if even the mention of passing time would crack the fragile votive that ensconced us.

And now, I would shatter it.

I wouldn’t be going around the world or even outside the state—at least not today. But the fear felt huge inside my stomach. Her anxiety was rubbing off on me. I had to get out of here.

Everything fit neatly into my faded backpack, but then I was well-practiced in packing it after having done so at least a dozen times. Each time had ended in screaming, in tears, and in me back upstairs in my room.

Not this time. If I didn’t follow through now, I would be stuck here. I’d live here forever.

I’d die here.

Feeling queasy, I slung the bag over my shoulder and headed down the stairs. My mother sat at the kitchen table, her thin robe loosely tied, eyes glassy from the pills. The medicine was supposed to help her, but she never got better—only worse. More fearful, more controlling.

All those chemicals had taken their toll on her body. She looked so tired. The weary shadows around her eyes and tension lines around her lips always made my gut clench. I should be here to protect her. I just couldn’t, I couldn’t.

I leaned my backpack against the leg of the table and sat down across from her.

“Mama.”

Her eyes came into focus. She sighed. “Not this again, Evie.”

I swallowed. “Please, Mama, try to understand. I need to see more of the world than these walls.”

“What is there to see? Suffering? People starving? Go look at the TV if you want to see the world so badly. You know I’m right.”

We used to watch the news together. Every young girl abducted, every college girl who had her drink drugged was somehow a mark against me.

That could have been you, she would say.

Whereas most families might let the tragedy of strangers pass them by like waves, she would catch them, collect them, marking down their names and ages in her notebooks and checking whether they had been found in six months, a year, five years, until I felt like I was drowning in unseen violence.

“I don’t want to watch the news. I want to see things for myself. Ordinary things. I want to be ordinary. I want to live.”

She scowled. “Don’t be dramatic. You’re living here. You’re safe.”

I firmed. “No, Mama. I know you need to stay inside, but just as much, I need to go out into the world. Experience things for myself. And I’m going to. You can’t stop me this time.”

Her face seemed to crack. Plump tears slipped down her cheeks. “I don’t understand why you’re talking this way. What have I ever done but protect you?”

Guilt swelled my chest, but I forced it down. I would be strong.

“I can’t stay here. I love you, but I just can’t stay.”

“Evie, Evie, my baby.” She clasped her hands together, begging.

I knelt at her feet, taking her hands in mine. I could feel each bone, each tendon beneath the paper-dry skin.

“Please. Give me your blessing to leave. I’ll come back to visit. Maybe even move back to town after a while. I need to see something of the world first.”

“How are you going to afford it?”

I’d been lucky enough to get a job doing touchups for a small photography studio up the road when I was sixteen. I could do the work from home, and the paychecks were deposited directly in our account—well, technically my mother’s account. I wouldn’t take that money even if I could, knowing she didn’t have another source of income.

I did get a small weekly allowance, though, and had saved up a hundred and sixty dollars. Not enough to get me all the way to New York, not with paying for gas, food and motels along the way.

“I talked to someone through the college’s job placement system. There’s an opening at a photography studio up in Dallas.”

I’d work there for a while, saving up money and looking for another stop closer to Niagara Falls. That was the plan anyway.

She sniffed. “If you leave, you won’t ever come back.”

It was a pronouncement, bitter and unyielding.

“I will, I promise—”

“No.” She hardened, her tears drying as quickly as they’d come. “I mean it, Evie. You wouldn’t be welcome here anymore. You’d be one of them.”

The paranoia. I knew it was a sickness, but labeling it didn’t help me.

“I’m your daughter. Always.”

She shoved back from me. “If that were true, you wouldn’t leave me. If you leave, you wouldn’t be my daughter anymore.”

Her words sank into my stomach like a lead weight. No shock, only resignation. Maybe I had always known it would come to this.

“I love you, Mama,” I whispered, and it panged with permanence.

As if finally realizing I was serious, her eyes widened, filling with rage.

“You won’t last a second out there. Not one goddamn second, you hear me? You have no idea what kinds of things happen out there—”

“I do, Mama. Because you’ve told me every day that I can remember. Well, do you think nothing bad ever happens here? That I’m safe just because I’m trapped here? What about Allen?”

Her head jerked back as if I’d slapped her, and in a way, I had. We never talked about that, not even to the counselor.

Mama had dated a few men when I was very young, when she still left the house. The last man she dated was Allen. He had been so very understanding of her desire to spend nights at home instead of going out for dates, even if it meant her young daughter was in the way. My mother would take her pills and go to sleep and he would slip into my room.

One night, she caught him in the act. She’d kicked him out of the house the next day, and that fall, I’d stayed home to be homeschooled instead of going to ninth grade.

She had stopped dating altogether. She stopped going outside too. The world was too scary. Well, I was a little scared too, but I was even more terrified of rotting here. At least her isolation had led to me getting my driver’s license and the rust bucket I used to get groceries each week. It was a pumpkin turned into a carriage, ready to take me away from here.

I softened my voice. “I’m not mad at you for what happened. It wasn’t your fault.”

Her nostrils flared. “You ungrateful bitch. I picked you over him. Is this how you pay me back? By leaving?”

I steeled myself. “I’m going now. I’ll call in a few days to let you know I’m settled.”

A plate landed at my feet like a Frisbee, clattering harmlessly to the floor, shatter-resistant. I slung my backpack over my shoulder and walked to the door. A bowl of oranges spilled around my ankles. A mug thudded against my leg.

She screamed at me, and I kept walking. I wanted to be smug. I was finally getting what I wanted. I had done it. It was a victory. But I couldn’t shake the feeling I had left something important behind.

Not all those who wander are lost. I knew that, I believed it, but just now, with my mother sobbing obscenities while I drove away in my ten-year-old Honda, I felt very alone and a little bit lost.


Chapter Two


The Niagara Falls mark the border of Ontario, Canada and New York, USA.

By late afternoon, I knew I’d taken a wrong turn. I’d only driven two hundred miles away from home. The three-lane highway had narrowed to one lane on either side, flanked by deep ditches and wide fields.

I’d only run occasional weekly errands in my car, and now I was driving across Texas—which felt as broad and wide as the world. The signs changed as soon as I left our small city. Different colors, different markings than the maps, and I soon found myself turned around and twisted.

I considered going back but I’d been driving this way for two hours. By the time I got back to the main freeway, it would be dark. I might miss it again and make everything worse. Besides, I was tired, hungry, and I really had to use the bathroom.

An exit sign had little pictographs for food, gas, and lodging. I pulled onto a smaller road, also devoid of cars or buildings. The pavement was smooth enough. The little reflective lights in the middle were comforting, like maybe I couldn’t be too far from civilization if they’d bothered with safety features.

Eventually I saw a complex up ahead, several buildings clumped together with a row of semi-trucks parked by the gas pumps. It looked like an all-in-one business, with hot food specials listed next to the gas prices and a vacancy sign for rooms to let.

Inside the tiny gas station building, a large balding man sat behind the counter while a tiny fan blew directly at his face. He looked me up and down in a way that made my skin crawl.

“How much?”

“I’m sorry?” I stammered.

Somehow, my mind had made a leap to something inappropriate, as if he were asking how much I would charge to have sex with him.

Crazy thought.

“How much gas?” He nodded toward my car at the pump.

I exhaled, feeling silly. Why had I even thought such a dirty thing? I felt bad for doubting him. That was the anxiety talking, secondhand anxiety leftover from all the lectures my mother had ever given me. Brushing off the embarrassing dust of fear, I paid for my gas and rented a room for the night.

Forty dollars made a sizable dent in my small pocket of cash, but the musty bed and aging particle board furniture would be more comfortable than the back seat of my car. Even better, the door had a thick, shiny lock that looked like it had been replaced recently, as well as a latch that only opened from the inside. After examining all the entry points, I berated myself for paranoia again.

My stomach growled. The soda I had bought wouldn’t tide me over all night. Maybe I’d pick up some chips to go with it. My jeans and a T-shirt seemed stale and a little constricting after the long car ride.

I put on a loose-fitting sundress that fell below my knees. It was white and airy, darkening to baby blue at the hem. I had bought it on impulse from the Walmart about a month ago but never worn it before today. My mother would have said it invited men to sin with me. I thought it was pretty and normal, and hopefully it would help me fake my way to confidence. Slipping twenty bucks into my coin purse along with the room key, I set out.

My car cooled in the night air right outside my door, but there was no point driving such a short distance. The buildings of the gas station, the diner, and the motel rooms were nestled together amid a wide expanse of concrete in an even larger plain of empty farmland. The other motel rooms I passed seemed vacant, their windows dark and parking spaces empty.

I felt tiny out here. Would it always be this way now that I was free? Our seclusion at home had provided more than security. An inflated sense of pride, diminishing the grand scheme of things to raise our own importance. On this deserted sidewalk in the middle of nowhere, it was clear how very insignificant I was. No one even knew I was here. No one would care.

When I rounded the corner, I saw that the lights in the gas station were off. Frowning, I tried the door, but it was locked. It seemed surreal for a moment, as if maybe it had never been open at all, as if this were all a dream.

Unease trickled through me, but then I turned and caught site of the sunset. It glowed in a symphony of colors, the purples and oranges and blues all blending together in a gorgeous tableau. There was no beauty like this in the small but smoggy city where I had come from, the skyline barely visible from the tree in our backyard. This sky didn’t even look real, so vibrant, almost blinding, as if I had lived my whole life in black and white and suddenly found color.

I put my hand to my forehead, just staring in awe.

My God, was this what I’d been missing? What else was out there, unimagined?

I considered going back for my camera but for once I didn’t want to capture this on film. Part of my dependence on photography had been because I never knew when I’d get to see something again, didn’t know when I’d get to go outside again. I was a miser with each image, carefully secreting them into my digital pockets. But now I had forever in the outside world. I could breathe in the colors, practically smell the vibrancy in the air.

A sort of exuberant laugh escaped me, relief and excitement at once. Feeling joyful, I glanced toward the neat row of semi-trucks to the side. Their engines were silent, the night air still. The only disturbance: a man leaned against the side of one, the wispy white smoke from his cigarette curling upward. His face was shrouded in darkness.

My smile faded. I couldn’t see his expression, but some warning bell inside me set off. I sensed his alertness despite the casual stance of his body. His gaze felt hot on my skin. While I’d been watching the sunset, he’d been watching me.

When he suddenly straightened, I tensed. Where a second ago I’d felt free, now my mother’s warnings came rushing back, overwhelming me. Would he come for me? Hurt me, attack me? It would only take a few minutes to run back to my room—could I beat him there? But all he did was raise his hand, waving me around the side of the building. I circled hesitantly and found another entrance, this one to a diner.

Hesitantly, I waved my thanks. After a moment, he nodded back.

“Paranoid,” I chastised myself.

The diner was wrapped with metal, a retro look that was probably original. Uneven metal shutters shaded the green windows, where an OPEN sign flickered.

Inside, turquoise booths and brown tables lined the walls. A waitress behind the counter looked up from her magazine. Her hair was a dirty blonde, darker than mine, pulled into a knot. A thick layer of caked powder and red lipstick were still in place, but her eyes were bloodshot, tired.

“I heard we got a boarder,” she said, nodding to me. “First one of the year.”

I blinked. It was a cool April night. If I was the first one of the year, then that was a long time to go without boarders.

“What about all the trucks outside?”

“Oh, they sleep in their cabs. Those fancy new leather seats are probably more comfortable than those old mattresses filled with God-knows-what.” She laughed at her own joke, revealing a straight line of grayish teeth.

I managed a brittle smile then ducked into one of the booths.

She sidled over with a notepad and pen.

“We don’t usually see girls as pretty as you around here. Especially alone. You don’t got nobody to look after you?”

The words were spoken in accusation, turning a compliment into a warning.

“Just passing through,” I said.

She snorted. “Aren’t we all? Okay, darlin’, what’ll it be?”

Under her flat gaze, I turned the sticky pages of the menu, ignoring the stale smells that wafted up from it. Somehow the breakfast food seemed safest. I hoped it would be easier to avoid food poisoning with pancakes than a steak.

After the waitress took my order, I waited, tapping my fingers on the vinyl tabletop to an erratic beat. I was a little nervous—jittery, although there was no reason to be. Everyone had been nice. Not exactly welcoming, but then I was a stranger. Had I expected to make friends with the first people I met?

Yes, I admitted to myself, somewhat sheepishly. I had rejected my mother’s view that everyone was out to get me, but neither was everyone out to help me. I would do well to retain some of the wariness she’d instilled in me. A remote truck stop wasn’t the place to meet people, to make lasting relationships. That would be later, once I had started my job. No, even later than that, when I’d saved up enough to reach Niagara Falls. Then I could relax.

When my food came, I savored the sickly sweet syrup that saturated my pancakes. It would rot my teeth, my mother would have said. Well, she wasn’t here. A small rebellion, but satisfying and delicious.

The bell over the door rang, and I glanced up to see a man come in. His tan T-shirt hung loose while jeans hugged his long legs. He was large, strong—and otherwise unremarkable. He might have come from any one of those eighteen-wheelers out there, but somehow I knew he’d been the one watching me.

His face had been in the shadows then, but now I could see he had a square jaw darkened with stubble and lips quirked up at the side. Even those strong features paled against the bright intensity of his eyes, both tragic and terrifying. So brown and deep that I could fall into them. The scary part was the way he stared—insolently. Possessively, as if he had a right to look at me, straight in my eyes and down my neckline to peruse my body.

I suddenly felt uncomfortable in this dress, as if it exposed too much. I wished I hadn’t changed clothes. More disturbing, I wished I had listened to my mother. I looked back down at my pancakes, but my stomach felt stretched full, clenched tight around the sticky mass I’d already eaten.

I wanted to get up and leave, but the waitress wasn’t here and I had to pay the bill. More than that, it would be silly to run away just because a man looked at me. That was exactly what my mom would do.

Back when we still left the house, someone would just glance at her sideways in the grocery store. Then we’d flee to the car where she’d do breathing exercises before she could drive us home. I was trying to escape that. I had escaped that. I wouldn’t go back now just because a man with pretty eyes checked me out.

Still, it was unnerving. When I peeked at him from beneath my lashes, I met his steady gaze. He’d seated himself so he had a direct line of vision to me. Shouldn’t he be more circumspect? But then, I wouldn’t know what was normal. I was clueless when it came to public interaction. So I bowed my head and poked at the soggy pancakes.

Once the waitress gave me the bill, I’d leave. Simple enough. Easy, for someone who wasn’t paranoid or crazy. And I wasn’t—that was my mother, not me. I could do this.

When the waitress came out, she went straight to his table. I drew little circles in the brown syrup just to keep my eyes off them. I couldn’t hear their conversation, but I assumed he was ordering his meal.

Finally, the waitress approached my table, wearing a more reserved expression than she had before. Almost cautious. I didn’t fully understand it, but I felt a flutter of nerves in my full stomach.

She paused as if thinking of the right words. Or maybe wishing she didn’t have to say them. “The man over there has paid for your meal. He’d like to join you.”

I blinked, not really understanding. The gentleness of her voice unnerved me. More than guilt—pity.

“I’m sorry.” I fumbled with the words. “I’ve already eaten. I’m done.”

“You have food left on your plate. Doesn’t matter how much you want to eat anyway.” She paused and then carefully strung each word along the sentence. “He requests the pleasure of your company.”

My heart sped up, the first stirrings of fear.

I supposed I should feel flattered, and I did in a way. He was a handsome man, and he’d noticed me. Of course, I was the only woman around besides the waitress, so it wasn’t a huge accomplishment. But I wasn’t prepared for fielding this kind of request. Was this a common thing, to pay for another woman’s meal?

It was a given that I should say no. Whatever he wanted from me, I couldn’t give him, so it was only a question of letting him down nicely.

“Please tell him thank you for the offer. I appreciate it, I do. But you see, I really am finished with my meal and pretty tired, so I’m afraid it won’t be possible for him to join me. Or to pay for my meal. In fact, I’d like the check, please.”

Her lips firmed. Little lines appeared between her brows, and with a sinking feeling I recognized something else: fear.

“Look, I know you aren’t from around here, but that there is Hunter Bryant.” When I didn’t react to the name, her frown deepened. “Here’s a little advice from one woman to another. There are some men you just don’t say no to. Didn’t your mama ever warn you about men like that?”

Anxiety swelled in my chest. My mother had warned me, so many times, but I hadn’t wanted to believe.

No, I refused to believe.

The world wasn’t a scary place where a woman had to be afraid. Instead I embraced my annoyance. This was awkward, and I didn’t know how to get out of it without insulting him—or her, for not understanding a basic request or doing her job. She had conveyed the question and been given an answer.

I enunciated each word as if she had a hard time understanding, and for all I knew, maybe she did. She certainly wasn’t listening to me. “I’m sorry, but I won’t be dining with him. I’m finished. Please give me the check, and I’ll pay for my own food.”

She frowned. “You’re a mouthy little thing.”

I scooted back a little. I didn’t want to be mouthy. I hadn’t really meant to offend. But it seemed inevitable. Each small misstep was a blow to my thin confidence. I’d been prepared for the big problems. Finding housing, dealing with money. Driving across the country. Eventually having a boyfriend and figuring out if I could have sex like a normal woman after what had happened. I hadn’t counted on my complete lack of social graces. Like a thousand tiny cuts, they were tearing me apart before I’d even gotten to my destination.

“I’m really sorry,” I said, and I meant it. Whatever was the right thing to do or say in this moment, I didn’t know it.

But I couldn’t agree to eating dinner with him, to letting him pay for my meal, and then owing him…what? What was the proper etiquette when a man bought dinner? A goodnight kiss, more? I didn’t know that either. But I did know he made me uncomfortable. If I could put my foot in my mouth around this waitress, it would be so much worse around him. Even several booths over, his dark gaze tied my tongue in knots.

“I can’t,” I whispered, trying to convey to her the urgency of my situation. The impossibility of it.

“Have it your way.” A strange light entered her eyes, like one of remembrance. “Maybe you have the right idea anyway. It always ends the same way. Might as well hold onto control as long as you can.”

Her words sent a chill down my spine.

I fumbled with my coin purse. “I don’t need the bill. Here, this should cover it.”

The twenty dollar bill I left was more than the total should have been, even with a tip, and I couldn’t really spare any money but neither could I stay there another minute, pinned by his gaze and terrified by the ancient pain in hers.

Pointedly avoiding looking at him, I slipped out the door and scurried along the broken concrete until I reached my room. I shut the door, twisting the heavy deadbolt to lock it.


Chapter Three


The first person to see and describe Niagara Falls in depth was a French priest who accompanied an expedition in 1678.

My skin still prickled as I huddled in my motel room—something about him had been off. The way the man had looked at me, unflinching, unnerving, had tripped off all sorts of animal instincts inside me that I couldn’t precisely interpret except to know to avoid him.

I latched the little hook on the door for good measure. Glancing sideways at the heavy drapes, I sent silent thanks for the metal burglar bars on the window.

In the diner, where even the waitress had seemed intimidated, I’d felt vulnerable. But now I was well and truly encased in the motel room, where I would stay until morning. It felt a little like failure, falling back on my old ways, but I considered it only a temporary retreat. Things would be different in Little Rock and even that was only until I’d saved enough money to continue north.

A shower was the next order of business, so I headed across the shadowed room and bumped directly into the round dinette table.

“Ouch,” I muttered.

Had that been directly aligned with the door before? I wasn’t even sure where the light switches were. It had been daylight when I’d first been in the room, with the sunlight streaming through the window…through the open drapes. Now they were closed. I had seen that clear enough even in the darkness, the vertical lines where the barred window had once been visible.

A shiver ran through me. Who had closed the curtains? Had someone been in my room while I’d eaten?

Housekeeping. It must have been the maid service. Please, God, let it have been them.

I stood frozen in fear and indecision for a moment before forcing myself forward. The cool vinyl wall met my outstretched palms, and I fumbled until I found the switch. It flicked up with a click, flooding the bathroom with a blinding yellow light.

My heart thumped wildly for one moment as all the things my terrified imagination had conjured didn’t happen. Nothing but an empty, dingy, slightly dirty motel bathroom. A shower with a questionably yellowed shower curtain, a sink, a toilet. No beasts or monsters in sight. No scary men with ill intent.

I spared a glance for the room, now lit faintly by the spill of light from the bathroom. The bed was made, my bag still sitting on top, gaping open from where I had pulled the dress out earlier. The table and chair sat in the empty space between the bed and the wall, obtrusive for the blind and clumsy like me.

I was freaking myself out with this. No, he had done that. The man at the diner with his too-knowing gaze. Well, he was pushy and inappropriate, and I was done being scared of strangers.

The tile was cool against my bare feet. I undressed quickly, finding relief in the warm water that rained on my skin. I even used the bitter-smelling soap wrapped up in paper, comforted by the intensity, feeling cleansed of the man’s presence and safe again. More importantly, I was free. Independent. Exactly what I had always longed to be—though I had little experience with it. Maybe that was what made me so jumpy. Maybe he was a normal man, a nice one, and I had jumped to conclusions.

I had always considered myself self-reliant. I’d had to be with my mother. I cooked for myself when my mom was on a binge. I got dressed for school and took the bus, otherwise a child-protective-services woman would come around and we’d all get in trouble. As soon as I was able, I took the part-time job at the photography studio.

All that self-sufficiency, but it wasn’t the same as being truly alone. My mom had always been around the house. Even when I’d desperately wished for privacy, for a brief respite from her clinging, cloying fear, I’d never gotten it. Now I was on my own and I’d have to get used to that, somehow. That was what I wanted…wasn’t it?

The thin motel towel turned soggy after a couple swipes at my skin. I examined myself in the mirror. Pale blonde hair that looked golden when wet. Light brown eyes that looked hazel in a certain light. I thought those were my best feature but my one boyfriend from high school had thought it was my lips. Kissable, he’d said.

Then the other man, later, had been less diplomatic, more succinct. Fuckable. I had flinched, instinctively knowing what he meant even though I shouldn’t have. My mother’s lists of abducted girls had never been specific about what had happened to them. Sex was a vague concept for someone who had only ever been kissed after homeroom. But then she had dated Allen, and he had said my lips were made for kissing a place other than his lips, lower down, and he’d taught me how to do it, again and again.

At first I had gone along with it, too afraid of setting my mother off with a confession. But then he’d gotten rougher, more forceful and scary and also tingly hot in ways I didn’t fully understand. One evening when he wasn’t there, I had tried to tell my mother what was happening.

I’d expected her to help me. After all, she’d always told me something like that could happen at any time. But she hadn’t believed me. She’d said I was making up stories, that I wanted the attention those girls on the news had gotten. That I was jealous of the time she spent with Allen and that must be why I had made up such lies.

I cried into my pillow and let Allen do his business that night. But the light had turned on, a flood of painful light, and my mother had seen. After that, she’d apologized for not believing me.

She’d been kind, understanding. Too understanding, and that had been the final straw. She’d quit her job, claiming she needed to stay home and watch me, that the world was too dangerous for either of us. Especially me.

She said I attracted them, the very worst kind of men. And maybe she was right to a point. There was something there, something large and scary lurking under the water. Every once in a while it would surface with a flip of my stomach, like when a man would speak to me with a certain authority, give me an order—or a certain look, like the one in the diner.

I didn’t like it, or maybe I liked it too much, but I couldn’t stand being like my mother. I wouldn’t end up like her, broken and lonely and so desperate for any man that I’d put up with someone like Allen. That was why I’d had to leave home, why I insisted on getting a college education. This was my ticket away from a life of subservience and fear.

Well then, why did I feel so afraid? But the wide-eyed girl in the mirror didn’t have an answer.

With the towel still wrapped around my body, I stepped out of the bathroom onto the coarse carpet of the motel room. Immediately I knew something was horribly wrong. The air felt… shared.

“Nice to meet you, Evie,” said a deep voice.

My whole body strung up tight. He was sitting in the chair, the one that had been empty when I’d gone into the bathroom. It was him, the man from the diner. Though I hadn’t heard his voice before and I couldn’t quite make out his features now, I was sure of it. He had the same blithe arrogance, the same element of command—sure his word would be followed. Besides, how many psycho assholes could there be in a remote truck stop?

His silhouette was long and reclined, as if he were having a relaxing chat instead of breaking and entering. My gaze flicked to the door, but the deadbolt was sideways, unlocked, when I was sure I’d locked it.

Always lock the door, my mother said. I had scoffed. Who would come in?

Here was my answer.

Nausea roiled through me. “How did you get inside?”

It wasn’t the most important question, and we both knew it. What was he going to do to me? That was the bottom line, but I couldn’t let my mind go there just yet.

His broad shoulders shrugged. “I’ve been coming around here for years. The owner is a personal friend. I explained I had some unfinished business in this room, and he gave me a key.”

So easy, that was all I could think. My safety, my life had been compromised with a shrug.

How could I get out of this? I couldn’t. I knew that with the same certainty that I knew my mother would die in that house. But I had to try. I knew what he meant by unfinished business. He was offended by my refusal earlier. It wouldn’t help to pretend I didn’t know.

“I’m sorry I didn’t accept your offer,” I said, hating the note of pleading in my voice, the tremble that betrayed me. “I should have. It was rude of me.”

“Very pretty,” he said. “And you got there so quickly. I’m impressed.”

I tried to pretend that was promising. “Please. I wouldn’t… I won’t do it again. Maybe tomorrow we could try again. We could go on a date, you and I.”

“Tomorrow you’ll be gone from here and so will I. But you can stop talking about the bill. I would be in this room either way. I knew it as soon as I saw you there.”

Any hope of talking my way out of this deflated. He was sitting between me and the door, but even if I got past him, it would take several precious seconds to open the door. Then outside, there was no one around. My room was in the back. All the windows around me had been dark. My car sat alone in the lot.

No one would see me run. No one would hear me scream.

He waited with a smug patience, as if he waited for me to catch up to the forgone conclusion.

“Are you ready to cooperate?” he asked.

Hell no. My lips firmed.

He smiled, white teeth glistening from the shadows. He looked the Cheshire cat, that incorporeal grin, the unapologetic wickedness.

Except he hadn’t done anything to me.

So far he’d just sat in my room. Disturbing but not harmful. He’d done nothing illegal, if I didn’t count trespassing. All I had to do was walk out the door and leave. March straight to the office and demand a refund. A laugh wanted to bubble out of me, but I forced it down, knowing it would border on hysterical. This was only the rambling of a terrified mind trying to make sense of things that didn’t make sense, desperate to feel safe while so obviously in abject danger.

He hadn’t threatened me explicitly, but it was there. In his presence, in his casually arrogant words. If I tried to leave, he would restrain me. He would hurt me tonight, violate me tonight, the only question left up to me was how much. If I cooperated, would he be gentle with me? But it was too soon. I couldn’t bring myself to submit to this yet even if it might make my life easier.

I edged toward the phone on the nightstand.

He leaned forward. “What are you doing?”

“Just…just calling the front desk.” I forced a challenge in my voice. “If he gave you the key, then it shouldn’t be a surprise to him.”

It was a long shot, of course. If the manager had given him the key, he was an accomplice to whatever this was. But maybe if he heard my voice…if I seemed more human reaching out over the phone line, more scared, he might do something to help me.

I gingerly lifted the bulky plastic receiver as if it might bite. As if he might spring into action, finally revealing the violence that must be his intent. Instead he watched, eyes glittering while I listened to dead air. The line had been cut. Or maybe it had never worked. He seemed to expect that.

My hand trembled so hard that the phone clattered on the cradle before sliding to the side, useless, broken.

My voice cracked. “Please. I don’t know what you want from me.”

“Don’t you?”

I drew myself up. “You need to leave. I’m not going to…have sex with you.”

My words hung in the air, somehow worse now that I’d voiced them, as if I were the one suggesting it instead of him. He was as still as a deep pool, a limitless source of patience, allowing me to work myself up into panic while he watched in amusement.

“Enough,” I said, more firmly. “You want to sit there? Fine. I’m leaving.”

Clutching the towel to me, I strode to the door. I flipped the lock but before I reached the latch, his heavy palm came up against the door. He didn’t block the latch or the knob. He simply leaned his weight, his thickly muscled bulk against the door and waited. This close, I could smell the faint scent of aftershave, of musk at the end of the day. His heat seeped into my back, electrifying and strangely comforting after the cold chills of fear.

“Let me go.” The command came out soft, a plea.

“I’m not doing anything to you,” he said. “Yet.”

I was confined by the unopenable door to my front, penned in by his broad body from behind. Well and truly trapped, and he hadn’t even touched me yet. I wondered if that was the game. Maybe he was waiting for me to push him, to strike him. Then he could say his actions were self-defense, in whatever twisted mental world he lived in.

My throat felt tight. “I don’t want to fight you.”

“Then don’t. I think you know what I want. Do I need to spell it out for you? Ask me to.”

I swallowed. “What do I have to do for you to leave?”

“I’m going to spend the night here and we’re both going to have a good time. In the morning, I’m leaving.”

He spoke with authority, but there was a question inherent. Only one unknown. This was happening, but would I fight him?

God, I didn’t know.

I didn’t know if I could let this happen without a fight. I didn’t know if I could fight him, knowing I would lose, that I would only end up hurt. I saw my mother’s face, drawn and worried and accusing. Had this been her choice to make too?

Maybe he knew I was close because he continued, the low timbre of his voice rough and thick.

“I don’t get off on hurting women. Not too bad anyway. If you have any bruises they’ll be small and covered up by your clothes. No one needs to know what happened here. It’s nobody’s business but ours.”

He made it sound consensual. But that was what he was describing, wasn’t it? That I go along with this, that I would consent.

Or else.

And I was too scared to ask about what “or else” would mean.

“Oh God,” I sobbed against the peeling paint of the door. “I didn’t bother you. You’re a good-looking guy. You could get a regular date. Why are you doing this?”

“Thank you for the compliment. You’re a pretty girl too. We’ll be good together. This is a date, you and I. You wanted to skip the dinner part, and I allowed it. I’m not going to miss dessert.”


Chapter Four


The three waterfalls combine to produce the highest flow rate of any waterfall on earth.

A sick sense of inevitability slid down my throat.

Maybe this was a regular date—what did I really know of courtship? He seemed very certain. And maybe it was a self-fulfilling prophecy. If I agreed to this crazy proposition, if I didn’t fight him, it would be just a man and a woman having sex. Wouldn’t that be better than the alternative? Even without an explicit threat, plain old mildly-bruising sex had to be better than what he might do in anger.

Unable to submit, I searched desperately, trying to think of something that could help. But I was in the far corner of a deserted motel in a truck stop well off the highway. I had no practical experience to guide me, only empty words on musty pages. Like Alice, I had stepped through the looking glass into a whole new world, foreign and sinister.

The old rules didn’t apply to this musky hotel room. There was only this man, strong and confident. There was only his mercy, to be gained through pleasing him, not angering him.

“You’re thinking too much,” he said, and I heard the first rise of frustration in his voice. His patience had a limit after all, and it was approaching on the horizon.

“Please, please,” I whispered. “Is there something else I could…anything else…?”

He scoffed. “What else could I want from you?”

Nothing. There was nothing at all, no pride, no hope.

“There now.” His voice softened. Something stirred my hair. His hand stroked down, then toyed with a damp lock. “You’re making this a bigger deal than it needs to be. It doesn’t mean anything, you and I. Just casual sex. Have you had casual sex before?”

No, never. I shook my head.

He seemed amused, a little pleased. “So this will be your first time, in a way. I like that. It’s a turn-on.”

His fingertips drifted over my bare shoulders, leaving a trail of goose bumps in languid circles. I hugged the door, suddenly wishing that I were the kind of woman who had casual sex. That I could turn around and let the towel drop and pretend I wanted this too. It would make this easier. Instead I could only shiver against the door, shudder under his touch.

“Lock the door,” he murmured against my ear. “I don’t want to be interrupted.”

I took a deep breath and tried to calm myself.

There are some men you just don’t say no to. That was what the waitress had said to me, and I understood it now. I wouldn’t say no, and he wouldn’t force me. I would go along with it, and everything would be consensual.

Just like a date. Casual sex.

My hand shook violently as I reached up and turned the lock sideways. It didn’t change our situation at all. I couldn’t leave before it was locked, and I still couldn’t. But it felt different, as if I had exercised my choice. As if I’d consented, and I had. He had my permission, even though he’d proven he didn’t need it.

He trailed his hand down my arm, wrapping his fingers around my wrist. Even though he only touched me in one place, it felt intimate. Though he didn’t squeeze, I felt fragile. Breakable.

Leading me to the bed, he pushed me gently to sit. I tightened the towel around myself, and he let me. I’d expected him to push me down, to tear the towel off and have sex with me. But I always seemed to overestimate his penchant for force. It was something about his presence, brute strength combined with the cunning to use it well. He wasn’t afraid of violence but neither was he overly fond of it. Or maybe that was just wishful thinking.

He sat down beside me, his light caresses still restricted to my arms, my shoulders. Safe places, as if we were still getting acquainted. As if my comfort mattered at all.

“Tell me about your boyfriends,” he said.

“What d-d-do you want to know?”

Oh no. I hadn’t stuttered since I was a kid. My mother had tried to frighten it out of me, but that only made it worse. Eventually I’d grown out of it…right around the time I’d gotten my book on Niagara Falls. Now my dreams deserted me along with my composure.

He raised his eyebrow, a sign he had heard my stutter, but he made no comment on it. Instead he asked, “How many have you had? How far did you let them go with you?”

I thought the phrasing was odd, even if it was technically accurate. How far I let them go, like he recognized my dominion over my body. Maybe he considered this the same thing; maybe it was. I was letting him do it to me. I was letting this happen.

Swallowing, I said, “My first boyfriend was in eighth grade. We only dated for a few months and never really saw each other outside school.”

“Did you fuck him?”

The question was blunt, and I flinched. “No. We d-didn’t do that. We would meet sometimes, outside the school during gym class.”

“You made out.” He smirked.

The arrogant action didn’t subtract from his attractiveness; it enhanced it. Up close, I realized he was one of the most handsome men I’d ever met. I never would have looked at him twice, mostly because of his age. He looked about ten years older than me. I never would have expected him to look twice at me either, but then I had always worn baggy clothes and hung at the edges of a crowd with my mother before we made a quick exit.

“Did you let him touch your tits?

“Yes.”

“Under your shirt or just over?”

“Over at f-first. And then he started—” I broke off as he touched my breasts through the towel, just two fingers on the top slope, then around the underside.

“He started what?” he prompted, still stroking, soft caresses on the rough fabric.

I swallowed, willing myself not to tremble. “Then he started reaching under my clothes.”

He tugged the towel down. I loosened my hold, letting the cloth slide down my breasts. The hem of the towel caught on my nipples, baring the slope of my breasts but no more. It was almost more obscene this way than if I’d been naked, but I couldn’t bring myself to pull the towel down.

Instead I stared into the darkness at the shadowy curtains that I hadn’t drawn closed while the weight of the wet towel tugged at the tender skin of my nipples. He drew his finger over the tops of my breasts.

I sucked in deep breaths, more panicked now, everything more sensitive, so acute—like pain. He touched me so lightly, and it hurt. How would it feel when he was rough? Because surely he would be. There was only one reason I could think of why a man who looked as good as he did would force a woman—because he preferred it that way.

“Why did you let him, your boyfriend? Surely you worried about being caught? I bet he didn’t even give you an orgasm out back behind the school. Were you that desperate for a skinny eighth-grader?”

His words knocked the breath from me. “No, I just… He wanted to, that’s all. I figured it didn’t hurt anything just to let him.”

“That’s right,” he said approvingly, soothingly. “It doesn’t hurt anything to just let him.”

With a flick of his fingers, the towel slipped off my nipples, gaping open around my waist. I sucked in a breath and shut my eyes.

“Just let it happen,” he murmured. “I want to do this. You let that little kid paw at you, so why not me?”

His warm hand closed around one breast. It was lifted, hefted into his palm before he rolled the nipple between callused fingers. It didn’t hurt anymore. He was right about that. It felt good, the slight abrasiveness, the pressure.

Sparks set off low in my belly. He played with my breasts with a proficiency that made my breath catch. Clearly he was experienced. He knew just where to touch me and how to do it. But he seemed to be learning me as well, exploring every dip, every milky expanse of skin and the pink tips that pebbled under his manipulation. My hands were tense by my sides, my eyes shut tightly until he pinched my nipple. I gasped.

“Did he do that?”

“No, I—”

“What else did you let him do? Where else did you let him put his skinny little fingers?”

He made it sound so dirty, when it had just been innocent exploration between two teenage kids, hadn’t it? That was normal. This was the fucked-up thing.

He twisted my nipple when I didn’t answer.

I sucked in a breath at the pain. “I don’t know—oh God.”

“Your cunt? Did he touch you there?”

His coarse words made my face heat. I couldn’t remember ever hearing that word aloud but I knew what it meant. Maybe it was just a universal sound or the tone he used, derisive and eager in one note.

“No,” I said. “Sometimes his hands would slip under my jeans, but only in the back.”

“He touched your ass. That’s it? That’s all he got to do to you?”

Cheeks burning, I nodded.

“No wonder that didn’t last. What about the next boyfriend? Did you put out for him?”

My voice fell to a whisper. “There wasn’t…He wasn’t…”

“Tell me about the big day. Were there rose petals and candles?”

The pain washed over me afresh. Romance? Not likely. I cursed my mother all over again for not seeing through him, for not seeing how much I was hurting in those weeks before she discovered us.

“He wasn’t my boyfriend.”

“Ah, now that is interesting. Where were you the first time, in his car?”

“In my room.”

“What did he have you do?”

“He said to… I was on my hands and knees.”

He whistled. “He came at you from behind for your first time. That’s harsh. I don’t think I would’ve even done it that way. Did you come like that, with your face hugging the sheets?”

I shook my head quickly.

It had hurt so bad. He’d stabbed deep inside, and I hadn’t known how to control the depth at all, had been too afraid and cowed to fight back. I hadn’t been able to, with his hands on my hips, holding me steady for his thrusts. The floral fabric of the comforter turned damp beneath my cheeks as I cried in pain, but he told me to quiet down.

The first always hurts, he’d whispered.

That was in the past. The horrible memory wasn’t relevant to me anymore. Except this man pulled me down to the fraying floral bedspread. The towel remained in a limp heap where I had sat, leaving my body completely exposed. I shut my eyes tightly, but I could see the scene as clearly as if we were in broad daylight. My body awkwardly splayed across the bed, tense and vulnerable. He still fully clothed, wearing jeans and a blue button-down.

I felt my hands pulled above my head.

“I wouldn’t treat you that way,” he said. “The first time is something special.”

The sleek sound of leather whipped through the air. I cringed, anticipating the blow.

He soothed me with a stroke of my thigh, as if I were an animal. Gentle hands wrapped the smooth leather around my wrists and secured them to the headboard with an ease that scared me.

“You can get out of that,” he said, nodding toward my tethered hands. “If something were to happen, you could wriggle and yank them out. It’s safe.”

Safe? Was that really a consideration here? This whole thing was unsafe. That was too mild a word. It was devastating.

A tear slipped down my cheek. “Why?”

His face darkened. “We aren’t back to that again, are we?”

“Please,” I babbled. “I won’t tell anyone. Just don’t hurt me, please.”

He pulled a knife from his pocket. My eyes widened and I squirmed. Instead of using it on me, he cut a strip of the damp towel and slanted it over my mouth, tying it behind my head.

At my pleading look, he shook his head sadly. “We had an agreement. You can’t just change your mind. There’s a word for girls who do that.”

A low, mournful sound left my throat.

“Is that really what you want, girl? To make me angry? To leave me with this?” He gestured jerkily to his crotch, at the bulge in the denim.

I shook my head—no, no. I didn’t want him to be angry.

“That’s right. It will be okay. You let boyfriend number one touch your tits. You let non-boyfriend number two fuck your cunt. Now you’re going to let the dangerous stranger you met on a road trip tie you up and fuck you. It’s a fantasy, sunshine. Just a dream.”

Though it seemed very real when he stood and took off his clothes. I couldn’t see very clearly in the dark, just angled shadows and sleek lines. A light dusting of hair on dusky skin. My vision was blurry, but I felt his presence, touched by the hawk-like gaze on my body and battered by his arousal pulsing in the air.

I couldn’t move my hands. I couldn’t talk. So I tried not to think either. I wanted to become a purely physical being, one who could feel and be felt but didn’t have to analyze any of it. Why had I ever agreed to this? How much of this was my fault and how much his? But if I were just a body, then it didn’t matter. If I were just a warm tumble of limbs and curves tacked against the bed, an unholy amenity in this godforsaken motel, then it couldn’t be my fault. I could just let it happen.

He touched his palm to the inside of my thigh, and I let it fall open. The idea of refusal was ludicrous now, with all of my power taken from me, all willingly forfeited in a game I’d been destined to lose. But he didn’t enter me with that dark, thick erection that jutted from between his legs. He leaned down and breathed in deep. A soft tingle ran up my core. He lapped at me with a tenderness that hurt worse than violence. The first time a man had ever done this to me, and it was against my will. But how could this be against my will, when I wanted it so very badly? It felt so good, so right, like huddling up to a campfire on a winter’s night.

I panted into the towel cutting across my mouth. My breasts heaved obscenely, the small twin mounds obscuring the sight of him below, leaving only a half-circle of dark hair between my thighs. He pushed a finger inside me, the intrusion so stark that I grunted.

“Ah fuck,” he said. “I meant to make you come this way, but you’re so tight. I need to be inside you.”

He reached for his pants and grabbed a small packet—a condom, something I felt thankful for at least. I was aroused from the illicitness of the situation and from his tongue on my cunt, but not so far gone that I lost my sense of self. I wanted to get out of this safely. That had to be my goal.

When he leaned back over me, his cock sheathed and breathing labored, I cringed back.

“No, pretty girl.” He rained kisses over my forehead, on my nose. “You want this, don’t you? You want this cock inside you. You’re all the same.”

I bit down on the towel, unable to answer. I was almost thankful for the gag in that moment, because what could I say? I may have gone along with this, but I hadn’t really wanted it. This wasn’t something I had chosen.

“Please,” he said.

It was a role reversal, him begging instead of me. He wanted me to do more than allow his use of me, he wanted me to want this too. I couldn’t though, and it wouldn’t matter anyway. If I said no, what then? He was unpredictable even when I cooperated. I didn’t want to make him angry.

I nodded quickly.

Unappeased, he pulled the towel down from my mouth. “Say it.”

“I want your cock inside me,” I said in a deadened voice. It didn’t even sound like me. I had gotten my wish. I was purely physical—a machine with no emotions. Skin with no heart.

His face twisted into a sneer. “I don’t believe you.”

“Please put your cock inside me. I want you to fuck me.”

He sat back on his heels, his cock rising between us. “Fuck. You’re not even a good liar.”

Letting my eyes fall shut, I finally spoke the truth. “Make me come. Please. Show me what it could be like if a man could make me come.”

The bed rocked gently as he leaned back over me, though I couldn’t look at him. I couldn’t see the smugness again, the triumph. A blunt head fitted to my opening. I gasped and writhed on the bed. It felt too large. It had been so long.

In a sudden stroke, he entered me, stretching my walls wide and far. I cried out, helpless to quiet the pain that wrenched me in half. He didn’t give me time to adjust, just pulled out and slammed back in. Tears ran in rivulets down my face. Stunned, I realized it wasn’t the pain that made me cry, or the violation, but the betrayal. He’d said he wouldn’t be like before, but this was the same. It was hard and painful and fast.

“So fucking tight,” he said, panting. “You’re going to come for me.”

I shook my head. Just another betrayal, that empty promise. I would spread my legs for him, but I wouldn’t fake it.

He wouldn’t even notice if I did. Despite his words, he was far away, his gaze focused on the horizon of his own pleasure. The look on his face was pure ecstasy, his movement jerky and desperate. It stirred me, his need, enough that I felt myself twinge around his cock.

At the contraction, his breath caught. There was a pause, a heartbeat of tortured stillness. Like a dammed force unleashed, he sped up, thrusting wildly. A long, pained sound escaped him, punctuated by his grunts as he forced himself deeper and faster.

His mouth sought out my skin as if it were sustenance, as if it were air. He drew open-mouthed kisses along my collarbone, my neck, breathing me in. I could feel the secret muscles tightening and convulsing. In a sort of feedback loop, his harsh plunder forced them to quiver. The vibrations sent him even higher, spurred him ever faster. It turned the tables too. I was bound and spread open but he was helpless to the squeeze of my sex, to the lure of my skin.

He rammed into me, pulling me down onto his body as if I were a toy, a tool, something to be used well and then put away.

His eyes glazed over. “Oh God.”

He reared up over me, so that all I saw was a blur of hard-packed shoulders. His whole body was racked by the force of each entry, as if he were a ship battered up against rocks. I feared for him then, maybe more than myself. It was almost inhuman, the rage with which he fucked me, the tempest of his lust, and yet wholly vulnerable. Fierce and thick and uncontrollable—neither of us were master now.

My pain became his, twisting his face into a mask of helpless agony. Every jolt of my inner muscles, every slap of flesh against flesh was reflected in his eyes. He stared at me, some of the intensity slipping, reflecting back fear. What was he afraid of?

Tears streamed down my face. Didn’t he like it? Wasn’t this what he wanted?

“It’s okay,” I whispered.

He spoke with grunts. “Shut up.”

“Let it happen.” The words were a mockery, but they were the truth.

He barely paused in his wild thrusts, as he reached up to slap my face. I blinked against the sting. My head jerked against the pillow, and he held it there, stretching away from my body as if he could separate it, as if he could split my mind from my body, and God, if he could have, it would have been a mercy. I didn’t want to think or feel—but I did. It was inevitable, and I knew what he needed with the bone-deep certainty. There were so few things we knew for sure, and mercy was one of them.

Shutting my eyes against the dark, I whispered, “I forgive you.”

His body stuttered, halted suddenly in a harsh and rigid climax. He jerked my head back and mashed his lips against mine, sucking and biting at me with a violence that triggered my own orgasm. I came with long inner pulls of his twitching cock and a quiet cry that tumbled onto his tongue.

As our bodies softened and cooled in the aftermath, he stared at me, almost bewildered.

A slow blink brought awareness and a glimmer of wonder. His mouth curved in a sleek, satisfied smile.

He bent his head and licked my bottom lip. “I liked that very much.”

For reasons I couldn’t analyze, his words made my sex clench around his softened cock.

He chuckled and rolled to the side.

With leisurely movements, he untied me. I rubbed my wrists for a moment, unsure about what to do. I could make a run for it. There would never be a better chance than right now. But it felt overly dramatic. I had my things on the bathroom counter and a fifty dollar deposit at the front desk. It hadn’t hurt. It was only casual sex. In fact, it was the best sex I’d ever had. The only consensual sex, if I could call it that.

Leaning over, I pulled the condom off, using my hand to keep it from spilling. He jerked in my hand then grunted.

“What are you doing?” he muttered.

I cocked my head. “Cleaning you. Isn’t that…? I thought…”

He sent me a lazy grin. “Let me guess. Boyfriend number two.”

“He wasn’t my boyfriend.”

“Well he sounds like one hell of a bastard, but it seems I owe him one.” He gestured to himself. “Get to it then.”

I turned back to my task, licking up the salty juices from his softening cock, his balls, working my tongue down into the taint as I had been taught to. It had tasted copper with my blood then. It was the way between a man and a woman, he’d said, and I had never questioned the practice until now. Still, it seemed to satisfy this man too. He let out a small sigh as I ran my tongue from the tip of his cock to the base.

When I had cleaned him, he pushed my head gently down against his stomach. His abs were hard and lightly-furred—an unconventional pillow. Exhausted from the fear and the struggle, sated from climax, I slipped into a dark sleep.

I dreamed of my mother. Her face was distorted and twisted.

She sneered at me. “Not so proud now, are you?”

“I didn’t want to do it,” I sobbed. “He made me.”

“You left just so you could fuck guys like him.”

“No, no.” I pleaded for her to understand, for her to absolve me. “I didn’t know.”

“With that face and that body?” she scoffed. “You knew what would happen, and you wanted it.”

“Why didn’t you stop me?”

“I did, girl. I told you not to go…not to go…”

I woke up with a cock in my mouth. I gasped, struggling to breathe. It took me a few minutes and several thrusts to get oriented. My hands were tied behind my back, arching my body up as I lay on top of them. He straddled my neck, thrusting mercilessly into my mouth. He didn’t seem to notice that I was awake now, or care that I had been asleep before. He simply used me, and something subversive sent warmth to…to my cunt. That was what he called it. But there was nothing but cool air between my legs as he sawed his cock against my tongue.

I tried to use my tongue, to find the rhythm, but it was erratic, only in his head. I could do nothing but open to him, to take him repeatedly until he grunted and filled my mouth with foamy cum. A drop spilled out of the corner of my mouth and trailed down my skin. There were no tears left, only this.

He sighed as he slipped out. Sleepily, almost as if he were still sleeping, he scooted down my body until his head rested on the cushion of my breasts. They were soft and plump, but they couldn’t have made a comfortable pillow. Still, he fell asleep almost instantly, his breathing evening out into a peace I could only envy.

Blinking up at the water-stained ceiling, I wondered if I could pretend this night had never happened.

I must have drifted off to sleep, because when I woke, my arms were in agony. He used me many times that night. He dragged me onto his cock, forcing me to ride him while my arms were still bound behind me. He controlled the speed of my thrusts with twists and slaps to my breasts. The next time he licked at my cunt, sucked and bit until I came with a screaming abandon I’d never felt or even imagined.

The next time he dragged me by my hair to the bathroom where the bright light stung my sleep-dimmed eyes. He scrubbed my body with the harsh soap, as if to remove every trace of him. Then he took me back to the bed, spread me open, and sprayed ropes of cum across my breasts, ruining all his work.

There was an inconsistency there, as if he were fighting himself just to fuck me. I started to fear that he would kill me after all. Maybe it would get to be too much. Maybe we were stuck in an infinite loop of lust and hatred, and the only way to end it would be to kill me. Which would I prefer—to spend an eternity in purgatory or take a gamble with hell? But these were only the meandering thoughts of an exhausted mind, because this would end soon. Already morning light whispered through the curtains. Our sex had turned sluggish and sloppy, though he seemed reluctant to end it.

I knelt, my face and shoulders pressed into the coverlet as he pushed into me from behind. When he came, his groan sounded like an animal in agony, a cry for help. He jerked back his cock, and I knew it was as sensitive and raw as my own tender flesh. It didn’t make sense why he pushed himself to the pain, but we weren’t operating on the laws of logic here, not inside the looking glass. There was only our primal senses, a sort of ironic inevitability, like an animal who fights to the death just to prove that he’s dominant.

I dozed on the bed, too broken to move, as I heard him get up and rummage around the room. The sink in the bathroom went on briefly. There was the sound of water nearby, and then he was raising my head, tilting it up. The curve of a cup touched my lips. Cool water slid down my parched throat, following by a bitter aftertaste and powder residue.

I made a face and tried to pull away.

“Shh,” he said, nudging the cup against my lips. “Drink up.”

My limbs were too heavy to push him and already the liquid ran down my neck. I opened my mouth and drank. Relief filled me.

“That’s a good girl.” He leaned down, whispering into my ear. “I’m sorry about this. I really am. You’re too good.”

He’d really done it, I realized as my consciousness faded. He’d killed me, and now we could both be free.


Chapter Five


The Niagara Falls State Park is the oldest state park in the United States.

I woke up in a rumbling, rattling darkness. My body was jolted around. I heard the hollow bang of metal, but some sort of thin padding protected me from the worst of the blows. Every time I tried to move, pain seared through my brain. As blood returned to my fingers and toes, agony followed. So I focused on staying as still as possible, eyes shut tightly against the possibility that was becoming more and more certain.

The back of a truck. I was in his truck.

He hadn’t killed me. He’d been apologizing for kidnapping me. It wasn’t hard to figure out what I would be used for. This was a nightmare, exactly the kind of thing my mother warned me about. I would take all of the precautions she wanted while secretly rolling my eyes because that kind of thing only happened to girls on TV. Not to me. Oh God, not to me.

Whether from remnants of the drug or just fear, I felt exhausted, and I allowed the steady motion of the truck to lull me into a thoughtless place. Nothing so comforting as sleep, but free of the nightmares my mind drew for me. Last night had only been the beginning. There was more.

Slowly, almost reluctantly, I took inventory of my body. My hands were tied behind my back, cuffed at the wrists by something soft but intractable. My feet were similarly bound, though I couldn’t see them at all. I was lying on something mildly soft, maybe a padding or a thick blanket.

And I was naked. Of course I was naked and damp and aching down there where he had entered me. I didn’t even know what to call that place. My vagina. That seemed wrong, too clinical. A gasping, desperate laugh escaped me. I could barely put a name to it, but he’d been inside there. Inside my cunt.

My innocence suddenly seemed sinister, as if it were the true cause of my predicament. Maybe if I’d had more experience with men, I would have anticipated this. If I’d had regular sex, I would be able to handle this.

It seemed to go on forever, the whistle of wind, the rumble of wheels. Occasionally we would slow and turn, but then we’d find some even road again to barrel away for hours. Untraceable hours away from my car, from my new job, from my mother’s house. She wouldn’t even know I had gone missing. Suddenly that seemed like a relief. At least she wouldn’t know. It would only make her more afraid. It would only make her gloat.

I must have been dozing because the screech of brakes startled me. The long drive had calmed me into a sense of complacency, as if I could exist forever in the dark, but I knew it would end. I’d have to face him and whatever he would do to me.

The roar of metal rushing against metal assaulted my ears before white light blinded me. Before my eyes adjusted, he flipped me over. He untied my hands and my legs, sending a rush of pinpricks into my fingers and toes. A moan escaped me.

“It’s okay, sunshine,” he murmured, rubbing his hands over my arms briskly. “Just a few minutes and you’ll be right as rain.”

Gradually, the physical discomfort faded and I became aware of a new sensation: hunger. Ravenous hunger that sharpened into pain and the wonderful smell of cooling fast food. He smirked, handing over a bag. I had no dignity left. I ripped into the bag, scarfing down half the container of fries before I glanced up at him. He was watching me. There was no judgment on his face, only a kind of unnerving fascination that was somehow worse. I wasn’t even worthy of his pity but some curious creature, something lower. I bent my head and polished off my fries and burger and washed it all down with the soda he produced.

My body felt a little more solid now, but my emotional state frayed. He was even more handsome in the morning light, like someone I would have had a crush on but never would have had the guts to approach. It twisted me inside because as sick as it was, I wanted him to like me. I was still desperate for a friend. I started to cry.

He pulled me into his arms, curled on his lap. I held myself rigid for only a minute—small rebellions—before sinking into his warmth. He smelled of musk and spice, and I turned my face into him, letting my tears soak his shirt, clinging to him as if he could save me even while his arms held me captive.

I cried for having stayed with my mother too long, not knowing what a normal life would have been like. I cried for finally summoning the strength to leave, only to have all my worst fears prove true. Most of all, I cried because I felt relief to have been captured.

The outside world was terrifying, but here inside this large tin box on wheels, none of that could touch me. Only he could touch me. Even as I sobbed in his arms, I felt his erection harden beneath me. He made no move to use it on me, not yet, but I had no doubts that he would. That was my purpose here.

Eventually, I quieted, sniffling every so often. I may have even drowsed that way, still affected by whatever drug he had given me.

“It’s okay.” he said, his lips pressed against the crown of my head. “You’re so pretty when you cry.”

I felt myself blush even as my stomach turned over. But I couldn’t hate myself for the small pleasure I took. There were so few pleasures in life, and even less in the back of this truck, but I could accept his compliments. I could accept his pleasure too.

There were some men you didn’t say no to.

I wriggled my body experimentally. I told myself it was only to test my limits, but maybe there was a part of me that wanted to seduce him. It was sick, but I wanted him to touch me more, to hold me tighter. I wanted the intimacy from last night in the absence of any true connections in the whole wide world.

I didn’t know him at all, but he had touched the deepest part of me and in my own way, I had touched the deepest part of him too. There was a strange but addictive magic to sex. It tied a thin string from his soul to mine with every joining, and I wondered how many times it would take before we were inseparable. They were fanciful thoughts, but I felt that way—like dreaming, like lightness. He would bring me back down. He would ground me.

Scooting aside, I placed my hand on him, there. The denim was stiff against my palm, no give at all. I paused, glancing up at him.

Surprise was in his eyes, and lust too. “Go on, sunshine. You want to see what I look like? How I’m made? Take it out.”

Carefully, I unzipped his jeans and opened the flaps. He wore nothing underneath, and he fell heavily into my palm, thick and long. The skin was silky smooth against my palm. I closed my fingers around it, and it jumped.

“That’s right,” he praised. “Touch my cock. Stroke it for me, baby. Make it good and hard so I can fuck you with it.”

It was so wrong, but I let it happen. So dirty, and it washed over me. If I went into a sort of trance, he couldn’t really hurt me. It even felt good. Wasn’t that better than pain? Than fear? My mother had lived in fear, and she was safe—but she was still afraid. I was the opposite of safe here, but I didn’t have to be afraid. Maybe that was the ultimate freedom.

I tightened my fingers around his length and tugged. His cock. That was the word he used. Tentatively, I slipped my hand down and then up again.

He groaned. “More. Again.”

I stroked him until his hips bucked into my hands, and I found a sort of power there. In bringing him pleasure, I empowered myself. I could wield it in the withholding of pleasure, hesitating before the next stroke to hear him beg. A small rebellion, like syrup for my pancakes.

“Get on the bed.” His voice came out gutturally.

I lay down on my back, my legs slightly parted. Together enough to hide me from sight, but the small space between them was a message—I wouldn’t say no to him. But he didn’t climb between them, not yet. He knelt astride my body, a knee on either side, his cock resting thickly in the valley between my breasts.

He rolled my nipples between his fingers, setting off sparks that I felt down to my core. Harder, he pinched. I whimpered in response, but that made him tighten further. Only when my hips bucked up of their own accord did he release me. He pushed my breasts together, wrapping the pliant flesh around his cock.

With slow glides, he thrust between them. It should have done nothing for me. They were just breasts, and he wasn’t even stimulating them really. He was just using them for his own pleasure. But the sight of the dark head of his cock excited me as it peeked from between my pale skin.

The feel of the dampness in the crevice as his tip leaked his seed. The sound of his pants above me, growing harsher, more ragged. Heat gathered in my sex, and with nothing to assuage it, my legs fell open, begging without words, without thought.

He noticed, glancing back with his cock still trapped between my breasts. “Goddamn,” he breathed. “You are too perfect. I can’t let you go.”

It almost broke the spell, that reference to how I’d come to be here in the back of this truck. Almost, but I held onto the trance, to the cloud of arousal that made this all okay.

“Please,” I whispered. “Help me.”

“Yeah. Oh yeah.”

He sounded incredulous, and why shouldn’t he? How many captives would have been willing participants in this? How many captives had he had? But I had learned early on to make the best of my situation, to flourish even under hothouse lights, within glass walls.

“You’re so good, pet,” he said, climbing down my body. My legs were already open to him, already damp. He bent his head, pressing a kiss to the top of my mound. “This is your treat.”

With unaccountable tenderness, he licked me, first around the soft lips, and that was shocking enough, but then he slipped his tongue into the damp crevice and swirled higher to the tight bundle of nerves. My legs shook where he had hooked them over his shoulders. I cried out, but he didn’t relent, didn’t let up until another blinding light overtook me, this one painful too, but also wonderful. There was no air in that place, no thought or fear in the pleasure, only his tongue and my skin and the shudders that racked my body.

He turned me over so that my face and breasts and belly pressed against the musty mattress. I waited for him to enter me from behind, as he had done last night. Instead, I felt him rustle behind me, heard the quiet snick of plastic. Coolness shocked the heated skin of my bottom as his fingers rubbed a sort of gel. But not where I thought it would go. He was putting it there, on a hole I never imagined could be violated.

I let out a soft cry of protest.

A light slap hit my thigh. “Quiet now. Just relax and it will be fine.”

But I couldn’t. I tensed against the invasion. It felt like stretching, like burning, and I knew it would only get worse. “Please.”

He bent his mouth to my knee, speaking softly. “Am I shocking you?”

“I didn’t know—”

“Well, now you do, sunshine. And you know what else? I think you’re more adventurous than you let on. You’ve been sheltered, that much is clear. Well, you’re going to expand your horizons with me.”

I sobbed against the coarse blanket, feeling pinned but also freed. There was nothing I could do in this position, no way to get free.

“You need a good cry,” he said thoughtfully. “Yes, I think so.”

I wished he were more certain. I liked his aggression better than his twisted consideration. I wanted him to hurt me, not help me.

“Do it already.” I balled my hands into fists. “Just do what you’re going to do.”

He froze for a minute. I felt his surprise. Then he chuckled softly. “You are perfect, aren’t you? It’s like you were made just for me.” He shifted, pressing the blunt head against my puckered skin. “Don’t tense or you might tear yourself up.”

His words grated on me. I might tear myself up, as if this were my doing, as if I’d asked for any of this. Oh God, had I? Had I secretly longed for a cage to replace the one I’d left? Something inside me whispered yes. He was right about me being made just for him. I was an animal bred in captivity, unprepared for the harshness of the wild.

Pressure built behind me as he forced himself farther. I knew he’d only just started but it felt like far too much, like he’d split me open, like he was pressing the butt of a baseball bat inside me. I squirmed, fearful and impatient all at once. I wished he would do it quickly, ripped off like a band-aid—shove it in. But then I’d tear, and he cared enough about me to prevent that. That hurt worst of all, that small bit of respect. It showed he could feel compassion if he wanted to. It showed me how little I really had from him.

It burned, drawing out shuddering sighs and rasping sobs from my throat. With a burst of pressure that brought tears to my eyes, he pushed his way inside and sank in with a deep, satisfied groan.

“Oh, sweetheart,” he said. “Oh, sunshine.”

He sounded strangled, hoarse with the pleasure he took from my body. Beneath the physical sensation, I heard the gratitude in his voice, the awe, and I felt a perverse camaraderie over that. Weren’t we both so surprised, weren’t we both a little shell-shocked to find ourselves in the middle of a felony sex act in the back of an eighteen-wheeler in the middle of nowhere?

This hadn’t been on the calendar. Appease kidnapper with butt sex hadn’t been on my life plan, but then I’d never really had a plan. That had been the point. I had wanted to wander, to flit, and I’d flown right into a spider’s web.

His hand slipped around between my legs, searching and probing until his fingers lit upon the tight nub that made me buck my hips and groan. It did more than ease the pain, it swung it around and upside down, turned it into a razor-sharp pleasure. I rutted against his fingers, seeking relief in the form of ecstasy—they came together, a package deal.

I felt a little nauseous too. My body was overwhelmed, and it wanted to lose whatever was in my stomach. I shuddered, forcing myself to swallow the muted bile, as my body was wrenched forward and back, impaled and fondled, used and taken in ways I had barely ever imagined, hardly ever thought of except in my room when the blanket of night shielded even my thoughts. I would touch myself exactly this way, face-down on the bed with my hand underneath, rocking my hips until my mouth became dry and my toes curled up tight and my mind exploded into white-hot bliss.

I cried out, lost in the heat of it, the all-encompassing pain of it as my stretched skin contracted and pulsated around his cock.

“Yes, that’s right,” he muttered thickly. “Milk me. Use me. Take it all.”

A sudden warmth bathed my insides, the salt stinging the raw flesh. I shuddered at the pain of it, the price of my own pleasure. He rested his weight on me, and I absorbed his contented sigh with my body, cradled him as best I could while facing away. At length, he pulled free.

He gently rubbed the abused skin in the crevice of my ass. Slow strokes, tender strokes.

“Feel better?” he asked.

I would have expected that to make it worse. It had already been pummeled. This would be like pressing on a bruise. But his touch was sure and knowing, and some of the tension eased.

“Yes. How did you know?”

My speech came out slurred, and only then did I realize how tired I was. Strange, since I had slept for so long. It was a stupid question, too. Of course he had done this before, had sex with women, some willing, some not. He was only taking care of me because he wanted to use me again, putting away his toys so he could play again in the morning.

Everything seemed fuzzier, softer. He’d drugged my drink again, I realized, but I couldn’t summon up the will to care. Here in this place there was no pain or fear, and the whole idea seemed just grand. Yes, keep me and play with me. Do the things I never would have the courage to do on my own and keep me safe in the process.

“Because it always helped me,” he said in a low voice.

It took me a minute to realize he was answering my question. This had been done to him. Had he liked it? Who’d done it? But the questions were too heavy on my tongue, and I drifted away to sleep. The last thought before I lost consciousness was to wonder if he had been willing.


Chapter Six


The longest vertical drop is over 165 feet.

The next time I woke up, my head was much clearer. Unfortunately, my body was coming apart. I felt every bump and rattle of the truck from my pounding headache to the rumble of my stomach. But that only fueled my determination.

What was happening to me? This needy girl, desperate to please with sex and obedience—that wasn’t me. I wanted freedom, but freedom wasn’t worth much if I let other people take it away with a snap of their fingers, with a passive-aggressive threat or a pill dropped into a soda. I had escaped once before, from my mother’s house, and I would do it again.

This would be even easier because I didn’t care about Hunter. It would be nothing at all to hurt him and get away. So as we bounced in an uneasy rhythm along some unseen highway, I tried to gather some strength into my tired limbs, some awareness into my dark-dampened mind.

When he opened the back of the truck, I staggered out. It was so bright. So…much. Even the air on my skin felt overwhelming. Only a small amount of time kept away from it had weakened me. I scanned the treeline, looking for an escape route. His hand clamped onto my shoulder.

“Not so fast, sunshine. You stay with me.”

True to his word, he led me into the bushes. We stopped at a patch of grass, and I understood this was where I should do my business.

I raised my eyebrows at him in a tacit plea for privacy.

His face was implacable. No.

Miserable, humiliated, I squatted down and sent a warm stream of liquid into the earth. He handed me a wipe from his pocket. After cleaning myself, I clutched it awkwardly.

“You can leave it on the ground. Those are biodegradable.”

Oh great, an eco-conscious kidnapper. I tossed the wipe against the base of a tree and then realized his hand had left my shoulder at some point. We weren’t touching at all, and suddenly, the air between seemed like a question—will you run? I stood still, indecisive. I knew I wouldn’t get away like this. I could never run fast enough or fight him off. It was a question of obedience.

“You surprised me yesterday, being such a good girl,” he said, grabbing my wrist. “Don’t stop now.”

For a minute, I was distracted from his words. Yesterday? It seemed like only hours had passed. I was losing time here. That was somehow scarier than anything he had done to me. I had lost enough time trapped in my mother’s house. I couldn’t afford to give away any more. I hoped he wouldn’t drug me again. It occurred to me that he might not, if he thought I wouldn’t run. That was when I registered what he had said about being pleased with me. And he hadn’t led me to the back of the truck, but to the cab.

I stumbled out of the leaves-strewn ground, allowing myself to be tugged toward the road. Suddenly he stopped, and I ran right into his side. He yanked at my wrist, pulling me behind him.

Startled, I peeked around him to see a large cat with black and orange stripes.

A very large cat.

“Is that…?”

“A tiger. Yeah.”

Though the size was abnormal for a regular housecat, it was the eyes that were different. Both more beautiful and colder. Crueler. A predator who was considering her attack. On the one hand, it seemed silly to worry over an animal physically smaller than us. On the other hand, I felt her ferocity in her stare, her stance, and I had no doubt she could cause either one of us considerable damage if she wanted to attack.

She hadn’t moved a single paw since we’d arrived in her clearing. Only her whiskers twitched, gathering data from the wind.

I whispered. “Should we—”

“We’re just going to walk real slow around her. She won’t attack unless she feels threatened.”

“Right, but—”

“Just move. Nice and easy.”

We shuffled around her. In a shocking act of chivalry, Hunter was careful to always stay between the cat and my body.

When we’d made it to the other side, I quickened my step and snapped a twig. The cat’s ears flicked. She lowered her head.

“Easy,” he said sharply. Then softer, “Go easy. Nice and slow all the way back.”

We shuffled in a sort of dance back into the rest stop where the truck was parked, continuing to move slowly and keep facing the woods until we reached the cab.

He opened the passenger door, and instead of waiting for me to climb in the tall steps, practically threw me inside. He circled the truck and got in.

“Shit,” he said.

I swallowed. “She was gorgeous.”

“Yeah. Good thing I didn’t have to kill her.”

My face scrunched up. “Could you have? I mean, if she had attacked?”

“A tiger’s pretty vicious when they want to be, even a little undergrown thing like that one. But a gun is better.”

I gasped, eyeing him up and down. “Where?”

“My boot. Don’t leave home without it.”

“So wait. Why didn’t you get it out then? We could have died.”

“Nah, probably not. She’d have launched herself, I’d have blocked, and she’d have caught my arm. It would’ve got torn up pretty bad, but that’s it. She was too malnourished to do much. That’s why she’s so close to a rest stop. Must be near to starving to chance it.”

I tried to calm myself though inside I felt shivery, bordering on hysterical. “Okay. Here’s a question. Why was there a tiger in the woods? In Texas.”

“There’s more tigers in Texas than in India. The old travelling circuses let them loose when they disbanded, and since then they’ve maintained a steady population.” He reached back and rustled in some bags behind the seats. “Most people think they’re large cats. I’ve seen them before but never that close.”

He tossed big slabs of jerky packaged in shrink wrap onto my lap.

“Open those up.”

Without a word, I tugged at the little slit in the corner and pulled out the savory meat.

He drove up to where we’d reenter the freeway but rolled a little ways onto the grass. He hit the button and rolled down the window.

“Throw it out there. Far as you can.”

I stared at him for a minute, but he just waited. Sighing, I turned and tossed one of the pieces of meat onto the grass.

His exhalation was derisive. “That as far as you can get it?”

I scowled at him, then reached back and threw the next piece. It landed a few feet farther. I unlatched the seatbelt so I could turn my whole body. The rest of the pieces landed only a few feet from the treeline.

The meat rested there, small pockets of brown amid the grass.

I glanced back. “Will she find it?”

He chuckled. “Oh, she’ll find it. She’s just wishing we’d get the hell out of here.”

With that, he gunned the engine and we sped back onto the freeway. He used his radio to tell someone about the tiger and they messaged him back something about a wildlife rescue organization going out to set a trap.

Only as the minutes ticked away did the events fall in order for me. The way he’d protected me, yes. Even more interesting, the way he’d protected the tiger. He could have shot her and been done with her. Instead he’d risked his own life for hers, he’d fed her, he’d sent help for her.

And maybe most shocking of all: I was riding up front.

He glanced over, seeming to follow my train of thought. “Cat got your tongue?”

“Are you going to make me go back there?”

After a moment, he shook his head. “Good girls get to ride up front.”

The words were humiliating but stirred something inside me. I was beginning to recognize that tension as lust. Dirty, wrong, but undeniable. It was spacious in here. The seats were a soft black leather. Like the waitress had said, very comfortable.

I huddled against the door, staring straight ahead. My exhilaration from the encounter with the tiger morphed into excitement. I was in the truck! Inside the truck. I didn’t want to mess this up. And maybe I would have been excited even without the kidnapping. This was like an adventure. A slightly perverted adventure of questionable consent, but beggars like me couldn’t be choosers.

As the truck rumbled forward, I noticed the swaying of a necklace roped around the rearview mirror. No. I looked closer and realized it was a rosary. Pale cream beads and a silver cross. I wondered if it had belonged to someone he loved, like maybe his mother. It humanized him a little bit. There must have been someone he loved, before he had turned into this, a man who had to force women into staying with him.

We drove for several minutes in silence. I stared out the window, watching the farmland rush by. The sky was a brilliant green-blue like I imagined the sea would look, though I had never been. I blinked up at the clouds that seemed to hang above us, even as we sped eighty miles per hour down the highway, even as the clouds themselves must be floating along in a different direction.

On Earth, it was much more dismal. The farmland was brown and flat. Even someone as clueless as I knew that was a bad sign in terms of producing crops. And there were no houses, no people. Not that I could jump out of a moving vehicle even if I saw someone. We were so high off the ground, almost flying, with a tint strong enough that no one would see me wave for help.

I had traded one prison for another, this one mobile but absolute. Inescapable even as it sliced through the countryside. Neither my mother’s home nor this eighteen-wheeler were gilded, but I preferred the view in this cage.

Except to the left of me, where Hunter sat, tapping the wide steering wheel in a restless beat. His legs were long, reaching leisurely to the floor. His whole body was slouched slightly, clearly quite comfortable. In contrast, my own knees were pressed together, my fists balled together right on top.

“So tell me about yourself, sunshine.”

Tell him…about me? He couldn’t really care, and I couldn’t really want to tell him—could I? Sadly, I wasn’t so sure. I had spent most of my twenty years with one person. Here was a new one. The novelty was too much to resist.

“I’m not sure what there is to tell. I’m not…anyone special.”

His insouciant expression slipped slightly as he looked at me. “How about you let me judge that? Tell me what you do. You in college?”

He kept that gaze trained on me, even though we were hurtling over the road. Nervous, I glanced ahead. We were still in the lane, still steady, and he seemed unconcerned.

“Um, not anymore. I graduated…but just with an associate’s degree. In graphic design.”

“Oh yeah, you an artist?”

“No, it was just something good to do from home, because…” Because I was a loser who had listened to my mother for far too long. And I had stopped listening at the one moment I should have heeded her safety advice. I couldn’t seem to win.

I stared at the rushing pavement as it slid under the truck. “But I was moving out. I was going to Little Rock, Arkansas. I had a job there at a camera shop.”

My voice had lilted up at the end in a small challenge. We both knew why I was no longer on my way to Little Rock. I didn’t even know where we were anymore, but I wasn’t on track to Niagara because of him. Bringing it up had almost been an accusation, the closest I could come to things better left unsaid: Why did you take me? When will you let me go? How could you do this to me when I had finally broken free?

Terrified of his anger or retribution to my impertinence, I slid my gaze over to him. He didn’t look mad, just thoughtful.

“A camera shop, huh? You ever been there before?”

“No.”

“You know anyone who works there?”

“No.”

“You like cameras?”

Despite my fears, a small smile played at my lips. I liked scenery and majesty. I liked angles and lighting. I liked seeing in a photo what I yearned to see for real. I wanted to take a picture of Niagara Falls.

“Yeah,” I said. “I like cameras.”

“Yours looks pretty fancy. Heavy, too.”

My eyebrows snapped up. Had he looked through my stuff back at the hotel? Of course he had. And he must have been disappointed to find less than a hundred bucks. What did he think of my book?

“Where are we going?” I asked.

“Got no destination.”

I blinked. I had expected him to have some delivery or route or something. Wasn’t that the point of an eighteen-wheeler, to transport things?

He chuckled. “I like to drive. Sometimes I do jobs, but in between them, I keep driving.”

It seemed…well, inefficient. It also seemed wonderful, like a ball without friction, with nothing to slow it down, just rolling around, seeing everything in every direction but not having to participate. Not really being able to join in, always separate.

How lonely that must be. Almost as lonely as I had been, locked up in my mother’s house. That was when I realized—if this was a cage, then he was caged too. Even though he could go wherever he wanted, he couldn’t escape these steel walls. My mother was trapped too, even if it was by her own fears.

Maybe we were all held captive by something.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

“I was just thinking…” I paused, wondering if it was wise to speak so openly with him. He didn’t seem to get angry with me when I did, but it could be I exposed myself this way, made myself weaker by my own speculation. “I was thinking it seemed a little lonely.”

He was quiet so long I thought he wouldn’t answer. Then he said, “Sometimes we do things only because they are better than the alternative.”

“The lesser of two evils?”

He grinned. “Exactly.”

And I thought, what could have been so bad to make him avoid all human contact?

He was not so unlike my mother, and that thought should have made me hate him, but instead just made me sad.

“It’s not as bad as all that,” he continued. “I know a lot of people. People who live along some of the main lines. I’ll stop by for dinner or even overnight. I know the other truckers, and I can talk to them over the radio or my cell phone, if I wanted to.”

My heart beat a little faster, although I struggled to hide it. A radio? A cell phone? Methods of communication, means of escape. There was no obvious device on his dashboard, just a high-tech panel of flat screens, currently black, and buttons. Where would he keep his cell phone? His pocket? Somewhere else? Luckily he didn’t seem to notice my frantic plotting.

“Besides, I have you to keep me company now.”

Something about the extra emphasis on the word company raised the hairs on the back of my neck. He grinned, and I closed my eyes against the lust that glimmered there. But even with my eyes closed, I could feel the charge in the air, setting off little sparks against my skin, strumming awareness into body parts that had been well handled recently.

“If you’re going to stay up here, you might as well make yourself useful and keep me awake. Tell me something new about you.”

“I’m sorry,” I said caustically, “I haven’t had a very interesting life so far. That was what I was trying to do before you—”

“Fine. What’s the deal with your book? About Niagara Falls.”

I didn’t want to tell him what it meant to me, how it had been my goal for so long and how it tore me up inside to be battered off course.

“I can tell you a story from the book,” I offered. “It’s called the Maid of the Myst. A Native American myth. Have you heard it before?”

“Why would I have heard it before?”

“Right. Well, the people used to listen to the thunder, and it would teach them about the world, how to grow food and be kind to each other. But then they stopped listening, and the god of thunder grew angry and went to live under the waterfalls.”

“So he just left them. Kind of immature for a god, huh?”

I ignored him. “The people suffered and they decided to sacrifice this girl, but she ran away. She takes a canoe down the river, but the rapids take over and she can’t control it. As the boat fell over the waterfall, the god of thunder caught her in his arms and saved her.”

“Very romantic.”

“Yes, it was romantic. They fell in love and lived together underneath the falls.”

“Hmm. Happily ever after, just like that?”

“Well, not exactly. She wanted to see her home one last time, so she convinced the god to let her go. There she realized how much she missed it so she decided to stay. In his anger, the god of thunder destroyed his home, flooding it with water from the falls.”

“Anger issues. He’s really not much of a catch, is he?”

“Back with her people, the girl realized how much she had changed and could no longer live among them. So she returned to the god of thunder. Since their home under the falls was destroyed, he carried them up to the sky where they watched over their people.”

“And you believe this bullshit?”

Anger simmered inside me. “Why are you doing this?”

The words immediately meant more than his antagonism over the story. They were about taking me, keeping me. About hurting me when he could have simply walked away. Part of me wanted the truth, however cruel, while the other part hoped that my words had been swallowed by the hum of the motor, the quiet rush of the air outside the window.

“I don’t know,” he muttered.

Not much of an answer, but the raw honesty I heard in his voice felt like an opening, a crack in the veneer. Not that he would let me go with apologies or anything that extreme just because he’d displayed a moment of doubt, but that I could learn something about this man who held me, see around the thumb that pinned me down, see beyond the walls that always penned me in. What made someone like him tick? Why did he do something like this? Had this moral ambiguity always been inside him or was it learned, evolved—forced upon him just as it was me?

“Who gave you that?” I asked softly, gesturing to the beads swaying from the mirror.

He scowled. “A man who will no longer speak my name. Does that make you happy?”

“What did you do before you became a truck driver?”

He looked at me sharply. “Why would you ask me that?”

“I’m curious,” I said defensively, though not really giving up ground—not yet. “It doesn’t matter, right? It doesn’t matter what I know. I can’t do anything to you.”

“No, you can’t do anything to me, not a goddamn thing. You think you’re clever, huh? You want me to open up to you, and then what? Maybe I’ll fall in love with you? Maybe I’ll let you go? Not gonna happen. You’re mine. I caught you, and I’m not giving you back.”

My throat stung, but I refused to back down. Maybe I was goading him. Would it be so bad if he snapped? Then it would be over. The words tumbled forth, unruly and vehement along the dashboard.

“You can keep my body and you can hurt me and have sex with me, but you’ll never really know me. You’ll never really have me, just like she didn’t.” It became a prayer, one for each bead on the rosary. “Never, never, never.”

A low growl seemed to emanate from his chest. “I don’t give a shit about knowing you. I just want to use you.”

His hand tangled in my hair, dragging me down to the floorboards. Tears flooded my eyes at the pain—at the defeat. He unzipped his jeans and shoved inside my mouth, still guiding my movements with his fist in my hair. I didn’t have time to consider whether I’d fight. I was already doing it. Not really sucking, but then I didn’t have to, couldn’t keep up anyway. There was salt and heat and liquid-coated skin, and then I was gagging, choking on it, hearing him tell me he still didn’t care as long as he got what he wanted. He was inflamed, and I had made him that way.

“You’re just like them anyway,” he grunted. “Just like them, just like them.”

Like a prayer of his own.

The body will cope with what it is given—that was what I learned then. My mind shut off in increments, until he hit the back of my throat and I didn’t feel like throwing up anymore. I didn’t feel anything at all, just floating in a sort of trance while he pulled the truck off on an abandoned weighing station. Not even when he pushed me back and I sprawled back onto the floorboard. Not even when he pulled up my skirt. I tensed slightly, braced against the impact of his invasion, but that was only physical—it didn’t mean anything. He couldn’t move me.

Until he bent his head between my legs. At first there was nothing. What was he doing? Then I felt it, small wet caresses. Not blinding pleasure or searing pain but slow licks, sensual caresses, and a little bit of unwelcome comfort. It felt like an apology, as he knelt between my knees. Like atonement.

The blissful paralysis I’d been floating in began to thaw with each wistful swipe of his tongue until I was making little urgent sounds and rocking my hips up to meet him and hating myself, just hating that he could draw me out so easily, disprove my grand denials. He wouldn’t know me? He already did.

He saw into every corner and every secret. He gave me exactly the right touch or word that I needed to submit. There wasn’t anything left to hold back, and he knew that too. His hands tightened on my ass, spreading me apart, pushing me up into his face.

He lifted long enough to say, “Come on, sunshine. Give it to me.”

And I was helpless to resist, too weak to fight the mounting pleasure, too relieved to find myself spread and held and wanted, oh finally, someone did want me, and even if it was perverted and dirty, at least it was new. My stomach tightened first, clenching as I bucked up, seeking more. Then it spread, the tension. White-hot pleasure slid up my spine. My mouth fell open but no sounds came out. Nothing but half-cut gasps and raw groans.

Before I could catch my breath, he slid inside me. His way was easier this time than before, a smooth glide from first entry, and he took full advantage, moving at a brisk pace. He pumped into me quickly, harshly, but I didn’t get the feeling that he sought his pleasure this way.

Instead, he seemed to be making a point, saying with thrusts what he couldn’t put into words and cementing the ones he had. You’re mine. Try to understand, I have to do this. I’m as trapped as you are, can’t you see? Although it could have been wishful thinking, wanting to believe that the man lodged inside me, pulsing and shuddering his way through release, wasn’t a monster.

He collapsed, breathing hard. His weight bore down on me, though not unpleasantly. There was safety in bondage, that much I knew. He turned his head and kissed my temple, the wisp of sweat above his lip mingling with the dampness of my skin.

“You make it bearable,” he murmured, though his voice was slurred, so I couldn’t be sure. So I lay there, feeling his chest push into mine and then mine push back into his. We breathed together, we held each other. There was no acrimony in that moment, no pleasure either. Just a ship pulled into port.


Chapter Seven


The first tightrope walker to cross the Niagara Falls did so in 1859.

We existed like nomads in the following weeks. We used deserted truck stops for bathroom breaks and daily showers. At night we slept in the fold-out bed in his truck. He would fuck me every night, sometimes tenderly, other times rough and urgent—though each time felt more like intimacy and less like coercion.

The hardest part was meals, because where there was food, there were people. We had a somewhat painstaking routine where he would stop a few miles out, put me in the back of the truck, then pull into a diner or restaurant and get take-out. I always debated banging on the walls, but I would never know if anyone was there. Hunter could be standing right outside and punish me for it.

Instead, I would press my ear to the metal, straining to hear anything. If I had heard voices or thought there were people, I would have beaten the door for all I was worth. Instead there was almost complete silence—probably he parked far away from everyone else—and then eventually, the steady crunch of gravel as he returned with food.

We were going through mountains now. The highways were cut into them, sliced straight through like a butcher knife, leaving a tall, straight wall of striated rock. I watched the lines bleed together through the window as the truck rushed past.

My stomach grumbled.

He glanced over. “You hungry?”

I lifted my shoulder in a shrug. He turned back to the road, but I watched him scanning the blue highway signs as we passed each exit, looking for something decent to eat but sparse enough not to be crowded.

“What’s the deal with the book?”

I glanced at him. “What?”

“You told me the story from it, about the girl and the canoe. Is that why you keep it?”

I played at the hem of my dress, distracted and jittery. “Not really.”

“So what’s the big deal with Niagara Fucking Falls?”

Despite myself, I rolled my eyes. Leave it to Hunter to be irreverent whenever possible. “No big deal, okay? I’m just curious. Am I not allowed to be curious?”

He eyed me. “Mouthy, huh?”

I was mouthy, though I wasn’t sure where the hint of attitude had come from. Was I becoming more comfortable with him? Was I coming to trust him?

Scary thought.

“So you want to go there. Then why were you heading to Little Rock?”

“Didn’t have enough money,” I mumbled. Then stronger, “But I guess you know that, seeing as you already looked through my stuff.”

He snorted. “Okay, so why haven’t you gone there before this?”

Because of my mother, I wanted to cry. But that was a lie.

“Too scared, I guess,” I mumbled. It wasn’t as if I had any pride with him anyway.

His gaze softened.

A smile turned my lips. “Don’t imagine you have much experience with that.”

He squinted into the distance. “Depends on what you’re scared of. Me, I’m scared of standing still.”

My heart skipped a beat at his confession. Maybe we could open up to each other after all…and then what? What as the end goal? Even Niagara had lost some of its appeal, just another point on the map, a way-station to a true and unimaginable destination.

I expected us to stop at another fast food restaurant or a diner. But this time, we didn’t pull off the road for him to stash me in the back. Instead we exited the freeway where a large sign had the icons for gas, food, and lodging, and continued on until we were pulling into a truck stop.

He wasn’t hiding me.

This truck stop was a lot like the first one, and it made my heart speed up. Maybe it was foolish to hope, but he could let me go here. I’d served my usefulness. I had pried into his life. I had opened up about my hopes and dreams. For whatever reason, he could be finished with me, and now he’d leave me here in a place where he found me.

So why did I feel disappointment?

It was premature, I knew, but a spark of hope could conflagrate a wildfire. If I were freed, I would call the cops, file a report, and return to my car. Then I would drive to Little Rock, where hopefully the job was still available, the one at the camera shop where I had never been. I swallowed thickly. So why did it feel like a step backward?

Faced with the loss of him, I suddenly wanted what Hunter could show me. For all that he was a little unhinged, he saw things—really saw them. I wanted that. Maybe I even wanted him to keep me.

But that was insane. Completely loco. I wasn’t so far gone that I couldn’t see the craziness of that wish—the same way a Kamikaze pilot must have felt in the second after he volunteered, like what did I get myself into?

Besides, the part of me that could be spontaneous and risk-taking had atrophied long ago. I was like my mother, bound by fear, but instead of being restricted by geography I was restrained by societal conventions. He was a bad guy, a kidnapper, and I shouldn’t want anything he had to offer—not even freedom.

So I pressed my lips together and ignored the flutter in my belly. Even when he pulled into one of the long diagonal parking spots meant for trucks—right next to another one!—I didn’t say anything. He wasn’t even trying to hide our presence here. It was all out there in the open, in the waning late afternoon light.

He turned to me. “Don’t give me any trouble, okay? Let’s just have a quiet dinner.”

I blinked. We would eat…and then he would turn me loose?

“If you can’t be good for your own sake, do it for theirs. Anyone you get to help you answers to me, and they’ll live to regret it. Understand?”

“You’re not letting me go?”

He stared impassively for a moment, then he laughed. “I thought we went over this. No.”

Was that relief? Oh Jesus, it was. I was as crazy as he was.

“I just thought…you might…”

His voice lowered. “Sunshine, if you’re trying to look less appealing to me, it’s not working.”

My heart thumped in response, and I felt my eyes widen. “But the people inside. They’ll see.”

“They’ll see that you’re mine and if they’re smart, they won’t lay a finger on you.”

I had been up-close-and-personal with this man’s cajones and not even realized how huge they must be. He had no fear, none. He was going to walk into a non-empty place of business during the day with a captive in tow. And judging by the disturbingly self-aware smile that played at the corner of his lips, he wouldn’t even break a sweat doing so.

It was strangely attractive. My own lips pursed in restraint, but I wanted to smile too, without fully understanding the humor. We could laugh at the people we would see, blind to the egregious crime happening in front of them, or maybe we’d chuckle at his chutzpah. But I feared that the joke was really on me. Stupid, naïve girl who’s too afraid to cry for help in a public place. I’d show him. Hopefully.

This diner was similar in feel to the last one, both grungy and aging poorly, but this one had at least tried to be homey once. Cherry wood paneling lined the walls and formed booths over brick-colored linoleum. Fake ivy along the walls was coated in thick layers of dust. A young black waitress poured coffee at a table where three men sat.

We walked inside hand-in-hand, so I knew that his hands weren’t sweating. Mine were, though, and clammy, trembling, as if I were the one doing something wrong instead of him. Hunter didn’t wait for the waitress to look up. He just tugged me over to a booth.

He gestured me inside in what could have been mistaken for a courtly gesture. I scooted in and he sat beside me, hemming me in. As the waitress walked over to us, he pushed up my skirt, slipped his hand over my thigh, and slid his fingers into the crevice between my legs. I tensed.

If the waitress noticed, she didn’t show it. After a quick glance at Hunter’s face then mine, she turned to her notepad. “Can I take your order?”

“We’ll have steak and eggs. Medium rare. Two over easy. I’ll have a Coke.”

He turned to me. “What do you want to drink?”

“I…I…” My lips were numb, tongue tied in knots. I could barely function on my own but now there was pressure. What if I messed up, and this girl got in trouble? She was about my age. What if he took her too? Of course, all these thoughts swirling around were making me mess up, and I sat there with my mouth open like an idiot, until she looked up from her pad.

“Orange juice,” I said weakly.

After she left, I glanced over at the men, but they were engrossed in their meals. Hunter’s thumb brushed over my skin—back and forth, and it sparked something very near there. I felt my skin almost ripple beneath his, as if it could urge him closer to that heat.

Abruptly, he stood and slid into the seat opposite me.

“There,” he said. “Now we can talk.”

The air beside me felt uncommonly cool, my thigh bare. I missed his presence, I realized with dismay. He sent me a vague smile that said he knew exactly what I felt.

“Prison,” he said succinctly. “That’s what I did before I started trucking.”

My lips parted in shock. I mean, sure, it shouldn’t have been a surprise. But it was.

He grinned briefly, running his finger along a crack in the table. Then his expression turned serious…troubled. “Predictable, really. The ex-con driving a semi, preying on innocent young women. I’m a stereotype.”

I frowned, perpetually unnerved by his penchant for plain-speaking. It would have been easier to take if he had sex with me in a moment of lust-madness, then walked away with the forgetfulness of the unkind. But he seemed to know exactly what he was doing with me, and though sometimes it seemed to bother him, he had no plans to stop. He wasn’t lacking in morals, he was willfully going against his morals just to have me, which was terrifying but also sent a small thrill down my spine.

“I suppose you’ll be even more scared of me now.”

I was quiet a moment. “That depends. What were you in prison for?”

Surprise flashed in his eyes at my boldness, and good, it was time I returned the favor.

“What do you think?” he asked softly. “It’s not so hard to figure out.”

My throat seemed to swell, and thickly, I swallowed. “I don’t know.”

“Come now.” His voice was faintly mocking, but who—who was the target? The answer was made clear with his next words. “I know sometimes I come across the perfect gentleman, but surely you can think of something I might do wrong, something cruel and vicious and inhumane? Say the words, sunshine.”

I shook my head, nostrils flaring as my body prepared for flight, even as my mind knew there was nowhere to go.

“Aggravated rape.”

The air seemed to leak from between the yellow-brown blinds on the windows, through the smudged panes of the door, anywhere but here. I couldn’t breathe.

“Did you do it?”

He shrugged. “Some people thought I was innocent. The ones who counted didn’t.”

I thought of the rosary hanging from his rear-view mirror, of the man who would no longer speak his name. Someone close enough to gift Hunter with faith but who didn’t have faith in him.

“And you.” His mouth twisted in a cruel imitation of a smile. “More than anyone, you know how guilty I am.”

I found my voice. “And those girls. They know too.”

“Do they? I’ll take your word for it.”

I shut my eyes at his cavalier tone. Didn’t he care about them? Sometimes it seemed to pain him when he hurt me. Maybe it was a sickness, an impulse he couldn’t control or a personality shift that took over him at those times. But he seemed fully aware every time he had taken me. I was just making excuses for the man who held my fate in his hands. False hope that he would do right by me in the end.

The waitress returned with our food, setting it down in front of a silent Hunter and myself.

She kept her gaze trained on the table. “Can I get you anything else?”

He reached into his back pocket and she flinched. But he only pulled out a handful of bills.

“This should cover it,” he said. “Keep the change. And don’t come back to the table.”

She snatched the money and scurried back to the kitchen.

Hunter stood without touching his food. He seemed agitated after his confession, far more affected than he wanted to appear.

“We won’t be stopping again until morning, so eat up. Come straight outside when you’re done.” He sent me a dark look. “Don’t make any trouble, sunshine.”

I watched him leave the diner, his confession still roiled through my body. Sometimes it was better not to know. Did he also feel sick to his stomach? Is that why he left without eating? I didn’t know. I shouldn’t care about him anyway.

I looked down at my food as the grease cooled, leaving an unappetizing sheen. He probably wouldn’t know if I didn’t eat it, but I considered it anyway, just to be obedient and to stave off the hunger for the rest of the night. But why was I thinking like this?

He’d left me—unattended.

Sure, I could see his silhouette through the musty curtains right out front. He was blocking the exit, but not the only one. There must be another one out back that the employees used. Here was my chance to get away.

Maybe I could fool myself into going along with him. Consent and cooperate and let myself be used just so I didn’t have to be a victim. But that was all veneer, like the slick coating of grease that formed on my steak and eggs. It changed how it looked, not what it was.

A convicted rapist. I had no choice but to run.

I stood quickly, heading toward the back where the waitress had been. The raucous conversation grew abruptly quiet. I could feel the men’s gazes on me, but I resolutely kept my eyes averted, mimicking the waitress. She’d seemed to inherently understand the dangers of Hunter and the other men. Maybe that had been my problem from the first. I’d seen Hunter leaning against the cab of his truck. I should have run in the other direction but I hadn’t…and somehow that had led me here.

Like stepping through a white trash looking glass, I had ended up in a different truck stop. I’d become a different girl. One who knew how to suck a cock, for one thing. One who knew what the sunset looked like from the tallest hill as far as the eye could see. One with enough courage to run when the opportunity presented itself.

In the back, the girl was washing dishes in a large steel basin.

Her eyes flashed with fear when she saw me. “You can’t come back here.”

“Please. Help me. I need help.”

“Not me.” She shook her head as if I were threatening her. “I can’t help you.”

“Just call the police. Let me call them.”

A large, heavy-set man came out of the back, his yellow-stained wife-beater pulling up short of covering the dark, bulbous skin of his belly.

“What’s going on in here?”

The girl shook her head, tears glistening in her eyes.

“Please, that man out there, he kidnapped me. You have to call the police.”

His eyes seemed too large for his head, not out of surprise, just naturally that way. I could see the whites even as he frowned. “I don’t have to do anything.”

I drew in a shaky breath. “He’s…he’s going to hurt me if you don’t help.”

A flash of sympathy lit his bloodshot eyes. Then it was gone.

“If I were to go calling the cops on my customers, I would be out of business in a week. Or wind up dead on my office floor.”

Desperation streaked through me. I ran away from his cold, pitying stare and pushed through the back door. There was nothing but empty fields to my right. On the other side, a short row of trucks. I needed to make a decision. Hunter was still out front. His truck was out there too. Soon he’d come looking for me. I had to make a decision.

Since the fields were wide open, he’d see me in a minute. He’d catch me and what? Punish me? I didn’t know, but there was no turning back now. I almost wished I hadn’t run now that I saw how pathetic my options were, but it was too late for regrets.

A click from the door behind me warned me that it was going to open. I didn’t know who it was, but I ran toward the row of trucks. Footsteps pounded behind me, barely audible above the rasping of my own breath. I reached the first truck and darted behind it, but I was slower than I’d hoped, weakened by days of inactivity and sparse diet. A fist tangled in my hair. I felt myself yanked back against a tall, unyielding body.


Chapter Eight


An estimated 5,000 bodies have been found at the foot of the falls since 1850.

“Lookie what I found,” the man holding me said.

Not Hunter. Suddenly my fear was a hundred times worse. I hadn’t known I trusted Hunter but faced with another trucker, I knew I did. Whether it was a sickness or some sort of Stockholm Syndrome, I believed that Hunter wouldn’t truly harm me, but this man?

No.

I fought in a wild clash of soft punches and hopelessness. I heard laughing and a curse when I caught something soft beneath my fingernail. Thick fingers grabbed my arms, wrenching them above my head as I was twisted to the ground.

“Let me go.” It felt like a whisper, low and grating the walls of my throat, but through the melee, they heard me.

“Now why would I do that when the fun’s only started?”

“He’ll make you pay,” I said, and knew then that it was true.

The men just laughed.

One of them knelt between my thighs, unbuckling his belt. I closed my eyes against the sight of his thin, glistening erection. Rough hands yanked at my hem, pulling it up. The air felt cool against my heated skin before they grabbed my nipples and twisted.

Something slick poked around my thighs, sliding through the folds of my sex. He was trying to find his way inside. It felt like being violated with a fish. I was going to vomit, and the way they were holding me down, I would probably choke on it.

An unholy sound rent the air, sending chills along my exposed skin. It sounded like death. Was it me? But no, I was still on the ground. It was the man between my legs who had moved. Pain shot through my limbs as I curled in on myself, rolling to my side though one person still held my arm.

There was a shout, and the hand holding down my right arm was lifted. I flailed, hitting and scratching, though it didn’t move them. Dimly, I registered the sounds of flesh on flesh—not mine though.

The sound of flesh hitting flesh was punctuated by grunts. My vision cleared. Hunter was poised over one of the guys at his feet, raining down blows onto a man. As I watched in horror, the man twitched and then laid still, his face already too bloody to be recognizable.

Hunter looked like some kind of avenging angel, but an angel would never pull a knife from his shoe with a glint in his eye. I closed my eyes, not wanting to see what happened next. I heard it instead, just the whisper of sound as sharp metal sliced through the air, its abrupt quieting as it met some solid object, and the thud of a body as it was dropped.

The final man was pulled off me, practically lifted into the air above me before being thrown a few feet in a spray of gravel. The man fought back, but he was no match for Hunter, who pummeled him until his head fell with a thud.

I sat there, open-mouthed with shock, my body still lewdly exposed. Hunter came to stand over me, breathing hard, his face a grotesque mask of violence. His hands were covered in blood and bruises. Not an angel—a demon, and somehow sweeter that a beast so savage had saved me.

“I told you not to start trouble,” he ground out, his broad chest heaving.

Tears slid down his throat. Would he hurt me now? If he hit me like he’d just beaten them, I’d die. In fact, I thought for a minute that they were dead, but low groans in the air proved otherwise.

He pulled me up, keeping my dress raised and running his hands along my body. “Are you hurt?”

It hurt everywhere, but I was too numb to feel it—a strange and contradictory feeling.

I shuddered beneath his hands.

He released me. “Get back to the truck. I need to clean up here.”

Clean up? What did that mean? I ran around the diner. His truck gleamed in the sunlight, blinding me. If I got in the back of that truck, would he touch me again? Did I want him to?

Yes, something inside me whispered. Wash them away, make me clean.

Instead I ran toward the road. I couldn’t see any other buildings nearby, but the hill crested just up ahead, blocking my sight to anything beyond. I was running on fumes after the interrupted meal and my fight with the men.

I glanced back. The truck sat exactly where I’d left. He must still have been cleaning up, whatever that meant. My muscles felt nebulous and insubstantial, but somehow they managed to drag me up the road.

At the top of the hill, the scene spread out before me with depressing majesty, a blank canvas of farmland and sky—not a building in sight. My feet slowed to a trod but didn’t stop altogether. There was nowhere to run to.

Gravel crunched beneath my feet. Then louder as the truck rolled up beside me. A hiss as the brakes halted its motion, then the door opened.

“Get in the truck.”

I glanced up at him. He didn’t sound mad, even though I’d clearly disobeyed. He even looked handsome if intimidating up high in the cab, those intense eyes. Maybe the creepiest part was how unaffected he seemed after beating up grown men, almost killing them.

Maybe he had killed them. Maybe that was what cleaning up meant.

I kept walking. With a shudder, the truck rolled forward to catch up with me.

“Get in the fucking truck, Evie.”

I stood still, thinking. It felt important, that moment. Even though I didn’t have a choice, there was a pull toward him or away. At some point those men should have walked away from me—from him. But they didn’t and they’d lost. Was that me? Fighting a fight I couldn’t win, only to get bloodied from my efforts?

Though if I imagined myself the loser, the one wielding the punches was just life, just fear. If I looked at it from just the right angle, it seemed like Hunter could be my defense. He’d certainly figured out how to combat the inevitable.

Swallowing hard, I walked to the back, waiting for him to open the heavy back door. I just knew he’d put me back there as punishment, and I wanted it. I wanted to crawl onto the thin mattress and sob.

Instead he opened the passenger side door to the cab and gestured me inside.

With my arms wrapped tightly around my middle, I walked to the front. Climbing inside exposed all sorts of new hurts in places that had been too blank with shock. I shivered in the seat, feeling cold and dirty and alone. Worst of all and completely irrational, the hurt of betrayal panged in my gut. As if he should have protected me from them. From myself.

He got in the driver’s side and started the truck without looking at me. We’d gone fifteen minutes before the tears began falling in earnest. Another five before broken cries tore from my chest, unstoppable. I hated him for not putting me in the back, where he wouldn’t bear witness to my pain.

He pulled over and shut off the engine, magnifying the gasping sobs I couldn’t hold in.

“Are you hurt?” he asked hoarsely. “Do you need to go to a hospital?”

“As if you would take me,” I spat.

“Do you need a doctor?”

A doctor? Sure, I needed a psychiatrist. I’d probably need daily sessions for the next ten years just to make sense of everything that had happened to me with Hunter, then another ten years for everything that had happened before.

I shook my head tightly. A hospital wouldn’t help anything. I didn’t even care about getting away anymore. It was all a big joke, freedom. Trapped at home or trapped out in the world. Would it help to get strapped to a hospital bed? Not at all.

The sobs threatened to tear me apart. I wasn’t sure how much longer I could go on this way. I wasn’t sure I’d ever stop. I wrapped my arms around my waist as if holding myself in.

A muscle ticked in his jaw. “I’m sorry I…I’m sorry I let them touch you. I should have been there. Should have known you’d try to run.”

A cry hitched in my throat. He’d caught onto the same perverse responsibility that I had, the implication that he should protect me even while we both knew he could hurt me.

Incredulity had a calming effect. “Don’t you see how messed up this is?”

No, I didn’t need to be afraid anymore. The worst had already happened—almost happened. And the truth had become clear when those men were on top of me.

I trusted him.

So I rephrased the question. “Don’t you see how fucked up this is? That you beat up those guys for…for…” Here my courage deserted me. “For what you did,” I finish lamely.

I saw the ripple in his throat as he swallowed. He looked less menacing in a side profile. Or maybe that was just the grief in his eyes. It didn’t look new. It looked ancient, as if it had always been there. In fact, I thought it had been, and I’d been too wrapped up in my own sadness to notice his.

“So what do you want?” he asked. “You want me to let you go?”

I said nothing.

He gestured angrily out my window. “So leave. Get the fuck out.”

Tears sprang in my eyes. Wasn’t this what I wanted? Okay, in my fantasies I was dropped off closer to civilization. But even barring that, I wasn’t sure I could get by without him. I hated the helplessness, but in this moment, with my flesh still warm from cruel hands, I hated even more the thought of wandering.

What was the point? Niagara Falls wasn’t a person. It was just another place to be alone.

He sighed. “Let me keep you a little bit longer. You can take some time to recover. Then we can talk about what to do next.”

“Are you giving me a choice to leave?”

He frowned. No, he wasn’t. “I’m just asking you not to fight me anymore. Don’t run from me. And in return I’ll show you new places. I’ll even let you sit up front.”

He said the last wryly, and I puffed a laugh.

“I guess I don’t have a choice.”

“You do. More than you realize. But I want to…I want to keep you a little longer. I’ll make it good for you. Okay?”

God, he was so messed up. This was his way of asking for a relationship.

And I was so messed up too.

“Okay.”


Chapter Nine


The Niagara River flows at approximately 35 miles per hour.

“Where are we going?” I asked, climbing down from the truck.

He grinned, a mischievous twinkle in his eyes. “Wait and see, sunshine.”

Hunter had pulled off a wide dirt road. Parking was always a challenge anyplace but a truck stop, so we stopped in some grass. It was surely illegal but no one seemed to be around. We were in the middle of nowhere, and the thought occurred to me that he could dump my body easily.

But I wasn’t afraid.

He was just too…cheerful, almost. Brimming with anticipation to show me something. Like a kid.

Silly thought.

We hiked along a trail and reached a tall metal marker: Enchanted Falls, 1 mile.

I froze, mouth open. “We’re going to see waterfalls?”

He suddenly seemed bashful. “Figured since we were passing through.”

Squealing, I threw my arms around his neck. He caught me with a small oomph of surprise but after a second, he pulled me to him in a bear hug. It had only been on impulse, but he embraced me as tightly as if he’d been waiting just for this, as if it meant something when it couldn’t.

I backed up, blushing. He cleared his throat and ducked his head, so that despite his foot and a half on me, I was looking at his profile from the top of his head. His hair was curly, I realized in the yellow-bright sun. It was cut short, but light reflected blond strands pulled through the darker brown.

He seemed more human in the light—less sinister. I imagined him in some innocuous setting. We could have met on a trail like this, just two people enjoying the beautiful setting, the smell of pine and gentle sound of water in the distance.

“It’s not too far,” he said gruffly.

We continued along the path. It wasn’t too uneven which was a good thing, considering my shoes were basically ballet flats. I felt the shape of each pebble and twig beneath my feet almost as if I were barefoot, although less sharply. The path turned rockier as we approached, the sound rising to a roar in my ears before it even came into view.

Eager, I quickened my pace. The trail continued at its full width forward, but I heard the waterfall to my right. I began to round a small bend obscured by the trees when Hunter yanked me back.

“Careful,” he warned.

Curious, I cocked my head then turned back to the path. We crept forward together, and I understood his warning. The trail ended on a bluff overlooking the waterfall. We weren’t at the bottom of the waterfall but at the top.

My heart squeezed at the sight. Water streamed down in rushes too fast for the eye to process. Mist rose up like tendrils of steam, the wetness kissing my face as I stood there.

A tall wooden fence, rotting, was all that separated us from a downward hill that met up with the shore far below.

“Can we get to the bottom?”

“Eventually.”

He continued along the main path, and I followed him. We came out upon a wide river—the source of the falls, I realized. Though the water ran swiftly, it was clear and peaceful, nothing like the thunderous violence of the falls.

Looking at the lands untouched by man, I imagined a time when people might have traveled this river without a map. What a shock it must have been to anyone traveling this river without knowing about the falls up ahead.

To my surprise, Hunter took off his shoes and waded into the river.

He turned back, a grin on his face. “Come in.”

“What? No.”

“It’s a little chilly but you’ll get used to it.”

“I don’t do rivers. Or…nature.” That was mostly because I’d never been around rivers…or nature, but I wasn’t about to tell him that. No doubt he’d mock me.

“You don’t do rivers, but you want to see Niagara Falls.”

“I wasn’t planning on swimming in it.”

He made a skeptical sound. “Yeah, because they wouldn’t let you anyway. This is better.”

I shook my head. “Freezing to death. Falling to my death. No, thank you.”

“I wouldn’t let anything happen to you.”

“Oh good, because I trust you completely.”

At that, he laughed. “Just try it out. Nothing ventured, nothing gained.”

I scowled. “What are you, a motivational speaker?”

“In another life, yes. Come on. If you don’t like it, you can get back out.”

Oh fine. I toed off my shoes beside his on the dry, sandy bank. The first touch of water sent a shock up my spine, and I gasped. But I forced myself all the way inside, both fearful and excited of the strange feeling of cool water threading between my toes. The current was much stronger than it looked from the surface. It felt like it was pulling me along with it, and I had to fight just to stand still. The rocks beneath my feet were smooth and slippery.

Exhilarated, I stood in the middle of the river and looked around at the trees and fog-frosted mountains. I’d seen all of this before from just ten feet away on the bank, but it was different here. Now I was immersed, experiencing the sights as well as seeing them.

A smile of wonder crept over my face. Hunter grinned back at me, suddenly looking boyish.

“Well?” he asked.

“Not bad.”

“Hah. You love it.”

“Okay, I hate you five percent less.”

He rolled his eyes and turned to walk in the direction of the current. “Come on, let’s go.”

“Wait, where are you going?”

“I thought you wanted to see the waterfall.”

“Uh, yeah. See it. Not fall to my death in it.”

“You’re not going to die.”

“I know, because I’m not going over there.”

He shrugged. “Suit yourself. I’ll meet you back at the truck.”

“No, wait. Okay, I’m coming.”

I followed him through the river, feeling nervous but excited. I was walking through a river in a secluded park toward a waterfall. I was doing this. And I never would have done so without Hunter. I put that thought aside and focused on my steps. I slipped off a particularly rounded rock, and Hunter reached back to steady me.

“You good?” he asked, breathless. His eyes shone with excitement too. I’d never seen him so alive, so intense except when we had sex. In a way these were both carnal things, to roam and to fuck. He was a carnal man, one who found pleasure in doing and living and being. It radiated from him, and I absorbed his enthusiasm by osmosis.

No more attitude, I told myself. Not today. Just enjoy this.

“I’m good,” I said, grinning.

When we reached the edge, I looked down at the rush in awe. I couldn’t see the bottom, just the white, glittery mist a few feet down. But farther along I could see the river continue, calm again. I felt powerful, as if the water running past my shins were channeled through me.

“Crazy,” I said, not taking my eyes off the panoramic view.

“Crazy,” he agreed. “And now we jump.”

My heart sank. “I thought you were joking about that.”

“I never joke about extreme sports,” he said solemnly.

That tugged a smile out of me. I wished he weren’t so endearing when he wasn’t terrorizing me. I looked down at the waterfall again. Not that far. Definitely the kind of thing someone could survive—just not me.

“Evie,” he said in a cajoling tone. “It’s amazing. Trust me.”

“I don’t trust you,” I said automatically, knowing it to be a lie.

“It feels like flying.”

“Not very well, I guess, since you fall.”

“Yeah, but first you soar.”

Just enjoy this. “I can’t swim.”

He was surprised. “Not at all?”

“I have some vague memories of swimming at the Y as a kid. Nothing recent.”

“Well, I’m glad you told me that before I pushed you.”

My eyes widened. “You’re not serious.”

He shrugged. Damn, he had a good poker face. I couldn’t tell if he’d been joking.

“Look,” he said. “You don’t have to do it if you don’t want to, but it’d be fun. I think you’d like it.”

His straightforward words cut through the fear that held me back. Yes, it would be fun. Yes, I’d like it. This was exactly the kind of thing I’d wanted to do but never had the means or the courage to actually do. Now, with Hunter, anything was possible.

“Let’s do this,” I said, feeling terrified and wondrous. “Count of three?”

He thought for a second. “Let me go down first. It’ll be easier for me to help you if you need me to if I’m not also under water.”

“Okay. Right.” God, this was crazy. I was crazy.

“Just hold your breath before you go under, and then kick your way to the top. I’ll take it from there.”

I nodded, unable to speak.

He leaned forward, almost there.

“Wait.”

He looked back. “Cold feet?”

“No, just…is this legal?”

He laughed. “Fuck no.”

Then he jumped, sending a shout that echoed through the trees around us. He disappeared into the mist, and then I heard a splash directly beneath us. A few seconds later, his head emerged farther away from the falls, hair darkened by the water and glistening.

“Come on, sunshine.” The words were indistinct, but I could read them on his lips.

Oh shit. No, no, no. What if I died? What if we were caught? Which was a stupid thing to worry about, all things considered, but my good-girl tendencies had been well drilled into me.

But the thing that decided me was that I couldn’t not do it. I couldn’t walk away from this challenge, from this chance to finally live.

To soar.

I jumped.

I understood what he’d meant about flying. It felt like the air caught me and lifted me even as I drew ever closer to the shore. My vision was suffused with white spray, as if I were bursting through a cloud. The water came up impossibly fast and yet slow enough to watch with wonder. I sucked in a breath and plunged under water. For a second, I panicked—can’t breathe, can’t move. But then I righted myself and found my bearings. A few strong kicks carried me to the surface.

Hunter was right there waiting for me. He must have swum closer to me while I’d fallen. He grabbed me to him, laughing.

“You did it, sunshine. I’m so proud of you.”

I wiped the water from my eyes, laughing too. “You didn’t think I would.”

“Nope, not even a little. You proved me wrong, though.”

I looked around, awareness returning to me. “We’re…”

“Underneath the falls,” he confirmed.

I wasn’t sure where exactly I’d fallen—maybe directly in the stream—but he’d drifted us behind the falls. There was a large cavern here between the curtain of water and the rockface that held them up. A steady stream of water pattered on my face, loose spray from the falls.

I became aware of his body, too. The weight of him, the heft as he supported me in the water. The hands that clasped my waist. Neither of us had removed our clothing and though my light sundress was comfortable enough for swimming, he was wearing jeans and a T-shirt.

“You’re a little bit crazy, you know that?”

He grinned. “Just a little? I’ll have to work harder.”

His words tumbled into place in my mind, solving a riddle I already understood. He wanted to be this way, crazy and mean and awful. But he wasn’t really. It was a struggle for him as much as I had struggled to be a good little girl in that house. A role we had to fill to keep someone else happy, except what made him think he should be this way? Someone, somewhere had forged Hunter in fire and although it didn’t absolve him of his sins, I was more than ever curious about who.

Droplets hung on his eyelashes, on the coarse, stubble-covered skin of his face.

Just enjoy this.

I leaned forward and kissed him—right on his nose. A little silly maybe, but he didn’t laugh. He looked startled first, then his eyes darkened. He held me still, steadily kicking to keep us afloat. But he made no move to pull away or to initiate another kiss. Just holding steady for my exploration, if I wished to continue, and I did.

His eyelids, his forehead, the rough cheeks and much softer lips. I stayed there, sending small kisses along his mouth, from one corner to the other and then back again. It was a thank you for bringing me here, for convincing me to do this. More than that, the jump had given me permission to do this thing I’d wanted, to kiss a beautiful man who held me. One who seemed to want me but was unable to express it except in the harshest of ways.

“What next?” I whispered, expecting him to do something obscene and maybe painful. For the first time, I thought I’d welcome it. It was crazy, but so was this.

His lips curved knowingly, as if he guessed the direction of my thoughts.

He raised his eyebrow. “Wanna jump again?”

And I did. We jumped five more times until we were both exhausted from the swimming and the climb. Still in our wet clothes, we sprawled out under a tree at the base of the waterfall, letting the steady hum of it lull us into a half-sleep.

“One question,” he murmured. “I see them in your eyes all the time. I’ll answer one question.”

A million sprang to mind. What made you this way? When will you let me go? But one stood out.

“How many others?” I asked.

Beside me, he tensed.

Minutes passed and lengthened. I might have drifted off and then returned.

Finally he said, “You were the first. The only one.”

I sat up. “What about your conviction?”

“You asked me once if I did it. I didn’t.” He shrugged where he lay, eyes on the sky. “Believe me or not. It’s your choice.”

I had no reason to believe him, and we both knew it. A court of law had found him guilty. And I knew how he’d been with me, so it stood to reason he could have done this to another girl—countless girls. Sometimes that bothered me more than what he’d done to me. I really had nowhere better to be. I was already broken in countless ways. And after today? I felt a strange and twisted kind of gratitude for what he’d done. But to imagine another girl made helpless turned my stomach.

And he said it had never happened. I was the first. I was the only.

I believed him.

He laughed, so bitterly that goose bumps raised on my chilled skin. “I told myself I was getting what I’d already paid for. They locked me up for it, so I might as well do the crime, right?”

I was silent.

He spoke in a raw kind of horror, like a man desperate, a man divided. “But the truth was, I just wanted you. I saw you looking at the sunrise, and I wanted to have that. To have you. So I took you. I knew full well how wrong it was, and I did it anyway. And the most fucked up part about it all is that I still don’t regret it. No remorse. Really fucking crazy, right?”

Yeah. It was pretty crazy. And terribly sad. My heart ached for him, for me, for this crazy, messed-up world where we were enemies when we could have been friends.

“Wanna jump again?” I asked softly.

He turned to me, incredulous.

“I think I’ve got the hang of the landing now. We can jump together.”

He answered slowly. “Yeah. I’d like that, sunshine.”


Chapter Ten


Niagara is a Native American word for “Thundering water”.

A woman stood in front of a wide porch. She was obviously pregnant, her belly rounded beneath the loose pink sundress and her hands supporting her back. A young boy rode a tricycle in circles on the gravel driveway. There were no other houses in sight, just a line of trees and then open grassy land.

The peacefulness of the scene took my breath away. It was like a living portrait, something I’d only imagined but never experienced. My heart began to pound as we pulled up close. What did it mean? What would he do?

My mind spun all kinds of horrible scenarios. Robbery and hostage situations. I silently vowed not to let him hurt the woman or her child, though I had no idea how I could accomplish that.

She didn’t seem concerned that an eighteen-wheeler was pulling off the road onto the grassy area in front of her fence. Run, I thought. Get yourself and your kid inside and lock the door. But she stood there, shielding her eyes from the sun with her hand. Then she waved. Actually waved her hand in greeting though she still didn’t move from her spot.

Then another idea came to me. Was she possibly…his wife? Or girlfriend? Was that his child? And as messed up as everything had been, it somehow offended me worst of all, the idea that he would bring some random girl home to his family.

Anger bubbled up inside me, warring with the helplessness. “Who are these people?” I asked.

He finished shutting off the engine. “Friends.”

I narrowed my eyes. “That’s not your kid?”

His eyes widened. “I don’t have any kids. I wouldn’t be driving around the country if I had a son waiting somewhere.”

“Oh right, because you’re a pillar of morality.”

The words slipped out with a dry humor before I’d thought them through. He stared at me for a moment, clearly as shocked as I was. My heart beat a worried tattoo. What had I done?

He threw back his head and laughed. “Jesus. You’re a troublemaker, you know that?”

“I’m really not,” I said sadly.

If I had been rebellious, I never would have stayed holed up at home for so long. And I would have fought harder against him all this time. What did it say about me that I hadn’t? Clearly I was too weak to stand up for myself.

Or I secretly thought I deserved it, but that was even more disturbing.

“Come on,” he said. “You’ll like them.”

He opened his door and started to climb down from the cab.

“Wait.”

He turned back.

“You aren’t going to hurt them, are you?”

Something flickered in his eyes. “No. I understand you have no reason to believe me when I say that, but I’d die before I hurt my friends.”

I believed him. The words settled into place inside me like a jigsaw piece. Sometimes it felt like that, like he was a puzzle and I had to search for every piece to put him back together again. He wouldn’t hurt them because they were his friends—I trusted that. What would it take for me to become his friend?

Strange thought.

But I dutifully stepped down from the cab and followed him up the driveway. When we’d gotten halfway there, the little boy jumped off his trike and ran over. He hit Hunter like a rocket, right in the stomach, and Hunter stumbled back, laughing. I gaped a little, staring at the open, happy smile on his face that I’d sure as heck never seen before. They wrestled right there, while I stood off to the side, feeling oddly bereft, as if I were missing something and only just realized it.

The woman walked over to me, smiling. “Good to meet you.”

I shook her hand. “Evie. Nice to meet you too.”

Weird but also oddly nice. We were a couple visiting friends, two lovers on a road trip. It wasn’t far off from our actual identities if I ignored the whole kidnapping bit, and as time passed, I was tempted to do just that. Maybe it wasn’t even Stockholm Syndrome but simply exhaustion, resignation—sometimes it was easier to pretend.

“Hunter’s never brought anyone by. You must be someone special.”

That answered one question. He didn’t make a habit of this. Did that mean she was right, then? If I were someone special, it was a dubious honor at best. Someone special who let people imprison her. Someone special who imprisoned herself with her fears, preferring to live through her dreams.

She continued. “We hope you’ll stay a few days.”

I had no idea what Hunter would do. I never did. I smiled. “I’d love to, but I’m not sure what our plans are.”

“Of course.” She waved it away. “I’m sure you two would rather get on your way than hang around boring married folk, but you know you’re welcome as long as you want. And you feel free to ask me if you need anything. Any friend of Hunter’s is a friend of ours.”

What I needed was an escape plan, but I doubted she would be amenable to that considering her devotion to Hunter. And I found myself strangely reticent to tell her otherwise, to say that the man tossing a baseball with her little boy was a monster.

The screen door squeaked, and I looked back to see a middle-aged man emerge. He wore a sweater vest and a friendly smile. Hunter stopped playing long enough to shake hands and formally introduce me.

They were Laura and James Truluck with their little boy, Billy. They’d lived in this house for the past six years, but they seemed to know Hunter from before then. I was introduced as simply Evie, and I knew they assumed I was Hunter’s girlfriend. The way he curved his hand around my waist and held me to his side seemed to endorse that. The worst part was I didn’t even want to pull away.


Chapter Eleven


Around 40 people are killed each year when they go over the falls—most of which are suicides.

We went inside, where the men broke off to watch a football game in the basement while Billy played with trains. I offered to help Laura with dinner, especially now that we’d added to her load.

She set me up with the ingredients for a large, colorful salad and I went to work chopping vegetables, a mixture of store-bought and ones grown in their backyard. As she cooked the steaks and prepared garlic bread, she chatted about Billy, about the renovations they were doing on the house.

She sent me a guilty look. “I’m just talking your ears off, aren’t I? It’s not often we have visitors here. It’s good to talk to another woman.”

“Not at all.” I smiled. “I don’t…I haven’t gotten out much, so this is nice for me too.”

“You know,” she said, a smile playing at her lips. “I’m so glad you’re here. I know I said that already, but I…I can just see how happy you make him.”

I kept my gaze on the carrot I was grating. “I don’t know about that.”

“Oh, it’s right there in his face, the way he looks at you, the way he talks about you. I recognize that.”

My throat constricted as I imagined him looking at some other woman, talking about her, even though by all accounts I shouldn’t care. But maybe this would be an opportunity to learn something new about him, to gather a new puzzle piece.

“Who do you recognize it from?” I asked, and my voice came out husky.

She looked at me, surprised. “From James. When we were together, still dating. He didn’t admit it was love for a while, you know men, but I knew. And I just gave him patience, you know? He came around.” She laughed a little, gesturing toward the house. “As you can see.”

“Oh.”

Her nose scrunched. “You thought I meant some other woman? No, Hunter’s never been in love before. At least, not that I’ve ever seen. In fact, I’m pretty sure he never expected to be.” Sadness weighed down her smile, and her eyes looked into the past. “But life can take us to crazy places. I like to think things turn out for the best, you know? No matter how we got here.”

“Right,” I said, but my voice cracked.

Her gaze met mine, her green eyes filling with concern. “Is everything okay with you? Here I haven’t given you a chance to get a word in edgewise. If something is bothering you, I’d love to lend an ear.”

“No, I…” What could I say to that?

“I know men can be stubborn sometimes, always thinking they know what’s right for us. It’s damn annoying, that’s what it is.”

I gave a watery laugh. It was a little funny, that everything she said was so true…and yet hopelessly irrelevant to us. Hunter and I weren’t in a real relationship.

“I don’t think it’s the same,” I tried to offer by way of explanation. “As you and James. You seem so happy together.”

“We are.” Her gaze darkened with remembrance. “It wasn’t always that way though. There were some bad times.”

I was tempted to ask what they were. Not out of morbid curiosity. I wanted to see if they were anything like mine, either back home or with Hunter. I wanted to know if there was hope for me.

“How did you know?” I asked instead. “How did you know everything would be okay when things looked bad?”

“I didn’t.” She thought for a minute. “I guess at some point I found faith, in myself, in the world. Hunter helped me with that.”

Hunter helped her with faith? Shock ran through me, but then I remembered the rosary that hung in his truck. Was he religious at some point? Was he still? And if so, why the hell was he doing this? This wasn’t even a puzzle piece. It was the torn off edge of one. A hint of something broken.

I opened my mouth to ask her what she meant exactly, but just then Billy ran inside. He begged for a snack from Laura who insisted he wait until dinner. James and Hunter followed. James stood behind Laura and gave her a wraparound hug that hurt my heart to see. It was like someone had taken a picture book and made it real. Exactly the opposite of my life right now or ever.

I stiffened when I felt Hunter come up behind me. He slipped his arms around my waist, mimicking James’s actions. It felt like a mockery, and tears stung my eyes.

“What’s wrong?” he whispered.

“Like you care,” I muttered, my voice wavery.

“Don’t be mad,” he said, and I hated that he said that. I hated that I responded to that inside, softening a little. The truth was, I didn’t like to be so full of rage and fear. It was like carrying around poison inside me, infecting me worse than the world around me. It was a relief to loosen the valve and let a little bit out. I sank back into his embrace.

His arms tightened on me. “That’s my girl.”

James and Billy began to set the table while Laura gently chastised them for their rough handling of the dinnerware.

I shut my eyes against the wholesome sight. “Why are you doing this?” I whispered.

I didn’t expect him to answer me. He never had before. But I felt the tension that ran through him and was reminded of that jagged piece of the puzzle.

A burst of laughter pulled my attention to the family settling down at the table. Laura looked over at us, clearly happy to see us linked this way.

“How long are you planning on staying?”

The question was directed at both of us, but we all knew she was asking Hunter.

He was quiet a moment, then he said, “I’m not sure. Not too much longer, I think.”

The phrasing was strange with a special weight on the words. I got the idea that he wasn’t answering her but me. Why was he doing this? He wasn’t sure. And the one always at the tip of my tongue: how much longer would he keep me? Not much.

Which was exactly what I wanted, so there was no reason to feel disappointed.

Laura’s pretty face fell. “Oh, but you two should stop by again on your way back through.”

The way back? That implied that Hunter had a home somewhere and Laura knew where it was. It implied we were going somewhere and would return. Hunter must have felt me tense, because he squeezed my hips gently.

The timer went off and Laura pulled the steaks out of the oven.

Hunter turned me in his arms. His eyes were clear in the waning afternoon light of the kitchen, and Laura had been right—he looked happier. I remembered how he’d been in the diner, mysterious but also…scary. Intimidating. And kind of sad. Laura seemed to think the change was due to me, and I couldn’t really be sure. It shouldn’t matter to me if it was true, but it did.

He pushed my hair from my forehead and pressed a kiss there. “Are you okay here? Do you want to leave?”

His solicitousness felt at once foreign and comfortable. He was a little crazy, swinging back and forth between cruelty and kindness, but I sensed that the former was an act, a meanness he forced on himself as much as me. This seemed natural, and I decided to embrace it for the night. Ironically, he would be himself for once, and I would be the one playing a role.

We ate dinner while James regaled us with tales of fishing with Billy at the nearby river. Apparently this house butted up against an area popular for camping and inlaid with trails.

I ended up telling them about all the places we had been. We’d ended up going through Little Rock after all, though I left out the fact that Hunter had bribed the owner of the bath house so we could have a private room in the hot springs, which was technically against the rules. I told them about digging for quartz crystals and showed them the necklace Hunter had ordered made from the pink-tinted gem I’d pulled from the earth with my own hand. I told them about rock climbing and fly fishing and then ran out of time and breath before I’d even gotten to tell them all the things we’d done.

Hunter had been very true to his word when he’d promised to show me new things.

Strangely enough, we’d come closer to my end goal. I had mapped the route enough times to know that I would probably have passed through here on my own if I had made it this far. Kind of weird that Hunter had been going the same direction. Or had he driven this way just for me? I knew he’d looked through my things, which would include the picture of the dam.

The idea that he could have done something that nice for me was too much. It expanded my chest so I couldn’t breathe. It was easier to ignore the good along with the bad, and pretend we were just a regular couple on a little road trip to nowhere. A couple of wild explorers with no bond at all.

I laughed alongside them during dinner, included like we were some sort of extended family on holiday…or at least how I imagined that would be. I didn’t have a large family—only my mother, and I doubted I would even see her again. Even though our relationship had eroded to almost nothing, I missed her. I especially missed her when Billy grinned at his mother and told her he loved her with his mouth full.

We finished dinner with some frosty chocolate pudding, the perfect conclusion to an idyllic day. It was made of plastic, this day, pretty to look at but an imitation nonetheless.

After dinner we cleared the table and continued quiet conversation until James whisked Billy upstairs for his bath. Laura mentioned something about fresh towels for us and disappeared, leaving Hunter and me at the table. I wondered if Laura had engineered this so we would be alone, but that didn’t make much sense as we’d be alone together all night. She’d already told us which room was ours—the bedroom downstairs in the basement. One bedroom, one bed.

Hunter toyed with his mug from after-dinner coffee, apparently lost in thought. I should have been nervous, wondering what would come next, but somehow I wasn’t. We’d have sex tonight, probably. And it wouldn’t really hurt, would it? It wasn’t like Hunter could be rough with me while the family was just upstairs. It would be regular sex in a regular house…exactly what I’d always wanted and all of it made in sand, destined to melt away with the next salty wave.

“Hunter,” I said.

He grunted softly, though his eyes remained fixed on an unseen destination in the distance.

“How did you meet Laura?”

His gaze met mine. Turbulent. Pained. “Why do you ask that?”

“She seems to trust you.” And I want to trust you. But how can I do that? Help me.

“She came to me in trouble.”

“What kind of trouble?”

His smile was sad but tinged with something sharper—something like hatred. “There are men out there who would hurt a woman. Emotionally. Physically. Can you believe that?”

I didn’t answer. My heart thumped in my chest.

“I couldn’t, at one time. Couldn’t imagine what would make someone be cruel like that. It didn’t seem human.”

“And then?” I whispered. What changed that you are the way you are?

“And then I realized we aren’t all human, at least not the way we were supposed to be. Sometimes our soul dies and then we’re just…muscle and bone walking around, with no purpose, no morals to contain us.”

I remembered the way I had felt in that motel room: only skin, no heart. Only a body, no feelings.

“What made you that way?”

Something glittered in his eyes, something that made my breath hitch in my throat. “You know, don’t you?” he asked. “You know what would make a person like this. What might take away their power, their consent.”

He spat the last word, as if it were vile. What was he saying, that he had been raped? It didn’t seem possible. And yet, I knew it was true. It was as much a confession as I could ever hope to get. It was a crucial piece of the puzzle even if I couldn’t yet step back and see the whole.

I wanted to cry but my eyes were dry as bone, wide and shocked. He was strength and vitality, how could someone…? How could anyone…? But they had. He’d fought off three men at the diner, but somehow one man, or maybe more than one, had overpowered him enough to do that. How helpless he must have felt, how worthless.

“I’m sorry.”

He sucked in a breath. “You would apologize to me? After what I…”

My insides twisted at the few words of admission, the small sign of his guilt. “I let you.”

“Don’t fool yourself. I made you do it. You aren’t responsible for any of this. I absolve you.”

I absolve you. The words didn’t sound as strange as they should have spoken out loud.

“Your room is ready,” Laura said cheerfully, emerging from the hallway with the basement. I wondered how much of the conversation she had heard, but her eyes were guileless, her small smile genuine.

I almost wished she had heard, so someone else could know without the pain of telling her. But she was clueless, and I was still alone.

Hunter seemed to recognize my disappointment. He smiled sadly. “You won’t find friends here. At least, not ones who will stand up against me.”

*     *     *

I lay awake, held captive by the iron-hard bands of his arms, clenched in his legs, completely imprisoned by the hot brand of Hunter’s body. He overpowered me, overheated me until I sweat and wriggled uncomfortably in his embrace.

“What?” he said, slurred.

I froze and remained still for a few minutes until his breathing evened out, then I pulled gently from his arms. I made it to the edge of the bed when he caught my wrist. He tugged me back, and I slammed against the hard wall of his chest. Breath whooshed out of me.

“Where are you going?” His voice was gravelly with sleep.

“Drink of water,” I managed to get out.

He released me. “Go then.”

I stumbled to the bathroom and cupped the water from the faucet in my hand, sipping it, gulping it down greedily while I wondered if I’d lost my one chance to get away.

The bathroom light shut off, plunging me into darkness. My hands fell open, splashing water in the basin. I felt the air rustle behind me then his hands grabbed my hips, yanking down the underwear I’d worn to bed. I grasped the edge of the counter, expecting him to enter me from behind.

Instead he spread my legs even farther, so I could barely keep my balance except for his hands supporting my thighs. Then I felt the touch of his tongue on my sex, gently running over the outer lips and between. He suckled me and kissed me, and I understood it to be an apology in the dark, a plea for relief from the anger I harbored for him. But anger was like a flame and without fuel, it would gently peter out. I was awash in pleasure, rocking gently against his face, completely succumbed to wherever the currents would take me.

His lips found my clit, sucking me, nibbling me. He licked there insistently with the hard, insistent press of his tongue, and I cried out softly and came in small shudders, feeling wetness spill from my sex into his mouth.

When I had come, I tried to move away, but he held me in place, leaving bruises in the soft inner flesh of my thighs as he held me open for more of his mouth. The curl of his tongue, the lightest touch of his teeth. My fingers ached from holding onto the counter, but I thrust my hips madly, wildly, until I came again and a tear ran down my cheek.

He released me then, but only to pull me over to the bed. He tossed me onto the sheets like I weighed nothing, like I was nothing, and I splayed there, waiting patiently for whatever he would do. He shrugged down his jeans, and even in the dark I admired his form. Now I could only see the lean lines of his silhouette but I knew from experience how his abs were marked by the muscles there, his hips sloping inward, his body beautifully formed.

He climbed over me, straddling my face with his knees. He liked it this way, I had learned. He liked the control it gave him, and maybe now I understood better why. I could do nothing but take the broad head and thick shaft into my mouth. He controlled the depth, the angle—everything. I couldn’t even move my hands, my arms trapped tightly to my sides.

He pushed into me again and again, rocking and rocking, muttering about how fucking sexy I was, how he couldn’t control himself around me, how he wanted to do everything to me, everything, everything and I would let him, wouldn’t I?

“Wouldn’t you?” he asked me, but my mouth was full of him, and I could only mumble a muffled answer, my tongue undulating futilely against the underside of his cock while I said yes, anything, everything.

“You trust me, don’t you?” he asked. His eyes were black in the dark light, glittering down at me. He pulled out so just the tip was in my mouth and leaned down so that his mouth was closer to my ear.

“You trust me not to break you?” he whispered.

And it was ridiculous, of course, because I couldn’t trust him at all. I knew that and so did he, but I nodded, rocking the hard, pulsing flesh in my mouth as I did so. He released a small amount of precum, salty and sharp on my tongue. The taste of it made my sex clench and liquefy, because we were in tune like that. Even when our mouths spoke lies and our hearts cried out, our bodies knew how to communicate with each other.

At my acquiescence, he reached back and pushed my hands to my sex.

“Touch yourself. Make yourself come.”

I rubbed the same way he had rubbed me, fingers pressed against the hard nub and pushing, frantic.

He pushed back inside my mouth, deeper this time. Slow and steady but farther in. In fact, I hadn’t realized how far he could really go—that he must have been holding back all this time. He hit some barrier, and I felt my eyes widen, panicking.

“Keep fucking yourself,” he muttered, and my fingers sped up.

With a grunt, he pushed deeper, popping back into my throat, and I felt my eyes roll back. It stretched and pained me, but my sex throbbed with the entry, welcoming him. I kept rubbing my clit, and it felt almost like an orgasm but instead of a few short pulses, it seemed to climb even higher.

He reached down and covered my nose, pinching gently.

“We’re going to do this,” he whispered, though I wasn’t sure who he was talking to.

Tears streamed from my eyes and fell down the sides of my face. He was blocking all my air, with his cock, with his fingers, but the weirdest part of all was that my fingers never stopped.

Everything grew hazy and dreamlike, like the whole world going out of focus except for the sharp and blinding pleasure of my sex. I might have screamed around his cock as I came, shuddering and begging and feeling more than I had ever thought possible.

I was reborn in that moment, burst into flames like a phoenix and floating in pieces to the ground. There was scorching pain and hope for a future unknown. I felt his cock pulse in my mouth, felt the seed flow down my throat, filling me up and keeping me warm—giving me sustenance to rise up from the ashes.

He released me, pulling his erect cock from my mouth and curving his body around mine as if to protect me, but from what? From him, came the answer deep inside me. Tears slipped down my cheeks—no longer mine. His.

“Your story,” he said hoarsely. “The book got it wrong.”

“What?” My tongue was heavy in my mouth, half-drugged on euphoria.

“It’s an old Native American legend but the explorers who came through changed it to make the natives seem more barbaric.”

I tensed. He had known the story all along? It made me wonder what else he’d kept quiet about. His breath puffed against my neck where his face was buried.

Dread filled me. “So what really happened?”

He murmured the words so rapidly. They washed over me like rushing water.

“She wasn’t running away from being a sacrifice, she was going off to kill herself. That’s the girl you identified with, that you saw as yourself. She was going away to die.”

Pain clenched my heart. It didn’t matter, some story that had been told and retold hundreds of years ago. It had nothing to do with me and yet everything. She’d had the courage to run away, and that had bolstered me to do the same on my birthday weeks ago.

The truth was she’d given up. Whatever had happened in her life had been too heavy, and she’d sought the end over a waterfall. It made me wonder if I should have done the same.

It made me wonder if I already had.

How did he even know this story? He’d claimed not to. Or had he? I asked if he knew it, and he’d asked why he would.

Not a denial.

He presented himself as a crude, cold trucker, and it wasn’t that hard to believe. But sometimes, a certain light would shine in his eyes, something intelligent and burning bright, and I was convinced he was faking it. There was nothing to say a trucker couldn’t also be cunning, but in those moments, I became convinced that he was dumbing himself down to play the part.

The bigger question was why. Why did he feel the need to live this life, to be this man? What invisible shackles were on his wrists and ankles?

I swallowed. “The rest of the story was the same?”

“Almost. There are some variations on the love story, but in every Native American version, the girl returns to her people. She conveys the message of the god, and so her people are saved.”

Hot tears sprang to my eyes. “And the god is alone.”

His arms tightened around me.

“Yes.”

I couldn’t breathe within his embrace, but I wanted it anyway. Too hot, too sweaty, but I wanted his heat. I was a caterpillar, my many limbs held tight to my body, wrapped up in a cocoon. He paved the way, eased me from a small and ugly life to a beautiful one. The transition had been painful at times, but never more than it would be to leave him. But that was the path of a butterfly—to fly away from the one who had made her.


Chapter Twelve


Only three people are known to have lived going over the falls without a safety device.

After a time, Hunter moved off me. I woke staring up at the knotted oak ceiling of the basement. Anger welled up in me, making my breath come shorter. Hunter sat on the edge of the bed, elbows on his knees, head hanging low.

“You bastard,” I said, breathing hard.

I hit him, right there, the back of my hand against the hard muscle of his arm, and again—my hands clenched in fists, pummeling the impenetrable shield of his body.

He let me.

He never moved to defend himself, barely moved at all except on impact from each small blow. I let loose my rage, expecting a storm and found only a light rain. I fell still, my breath heaving as I knelt on the bed.

“You’re angry.”

My laugh was caustic. “Damn right, I’m angry. You could have killed me.”

“I wouldn’t have.”

“Just like you wouldn’t hurt your friends, you wouldn’t ever hurt a woman,” I said sarcastically. “You’re so fucking full of virtue that I can’t even breathe.”

I stared at the golden skin of his back, his arms—completely unblemished. He wasn’t hurt by my blows, but maybe my words could wield more damage.

“Who hurt you?”

His shoulders tensed.

“Who bent you over and fucked you in the ass?”

“You shouldn’t talk like that.” His voice was deceptively mild.

“Oh, you don’t like it when I use bad words, is that it? You like me innocent and compliant, right? Is that how you were when someone shoved their…their cock in your asshole? Did it hurt?”

“Yeah.”

I blinked, surprised he had answered me. “How did he do it?”

“They. How did they get the jump on me and hold me down? That’s what you want to know?”

No, not really. It sounded horrible, even if I had cause to hate him. I would never wish that on anyone, not even Hunter. Especially Hunter.

“How?” I whispered, some demon inside me, some spirit who knew he needed to tell me.

He shrugged slightly, a lift of one muscular shoulder. “It’s not that hard when a man isn’t expecting it, when he’s caught unaware and alone. When there’s no one to help him. They were experienced, and I wasn’t as tough then. I didn’t need to be.”

A deep breath. “Did no one hear you?”

He looked back, his gaze hard. “I didn’t scream, Evie. I prayed.”

I closed my eyes against the turmoil in his gaze but that only gave canvas to the horrible picture of his words. Hunter on his knees, Hunter held down, Hunter praying…for help, for mercy? It didn’t matter. It made me want to throw up.

“Besides,” he said as casually as if he were speaking about the weather. “It isn’t muscles that make you strong. It’s how much you want it. Those guys at the diner? I won that fight because they didn’t want it as badly as I did. They didn’t want you as bad as I do.”

“Why?” I asked evenly. “Am I some sort of revenge against the world? Or we’re all animals so who cares anyway?”

“Doesn’t matter how it started. I’m not letting you go.”

“But you said…in the kitchen…not much longer. You said so.”

He paused, at war with himself. “You want this as much as I do.”

My breath left me for a minute.

“You’re delusional,” I forced out. “You’re telling yourself that so you feel better about what you’re doing.”

“Who the hell else are you going to let touch you now?” he burst out. “Even before I got to you, you were so damn tied up in knots that I can’t believe you actually drove all the way out there. Now I’ve…”

Broken me. I remembered his question from earlier. Did I trust him not to break me? But he believed he already had. He believed I would never fight back, and maybe he was right to think so. Even if I’d had a good reason not to fight in the beginning, when I’d thought he might truly hurt me, why not now?

Strangely, I realized that he wouldn’t really harm me. He’d physically restrain me from getting away, but he wouldn’t kill me for trying. So what was stopping me? Unless I really did like this. Not fighting had become a choice now. If he’d ever stolen my free will, it had surfaced completely now. If I wanted to get away from him, I could.

How much did I want my freedom?

Enough to fight a man I’d come to care about? Enough to break my promise to him not to flee in exchange for the places he showed me? As wonderful as these weeks had been, I was still his prisoner. I’d been given toys for my cage, been taken on walks to sniff around, but in the end I was put away at night on the mattress in his truck where he used me for his pleasure—and for mine.

Carefully, I scooted down in the bed and rolled over, pulling the sheet up over me. After a minute, I felt the bedsprings shift.

“That’s it?” he said, and I knew I’d surprised him.

It wasn’t hard to sound tired. “We can talk about it tomorrow.”

He chuckled softly. “Are you shutting me out like we’re an old married couple? Should I go sleep on the couch?”

I ignored him, snuggling deeper against the pillow and tugging the sheet up to my chin.

He muttered something I couldn’t understand. The bed dipped, and then I heard his steady footfalls creaking the wood across the floor. He reached the small bathroom where he’d grabbed me earlier—and gone down on me.

The door closed.

A squeak and shudder as the shower turned on.

He’d already taken a shower—we both had—but he’d seemed agitated. Just like he had at the diner when he’d left me inside. His past was his vulnerability, an Achilles heel on a body otherwise flush with armor. Even thinking about it, talking about it, made him need to be alone. He left me alone.

Last time I had made a run for it and it hadn’t worked out, because the people were too afraid of Hunter and whatever retribution he might hold for them. Would James and Laura be scared of him too? No, they seemed completely unafraid, but that was because they didn’t know what he’d done to me—what he was truly capable of. They had more to lose, considering Billy.

I didn’t believe Hunter would take retribution on Billy or any of them. But it was a gamble and for once, the stakes weren’t only my life.

It isn’t muscles that make you strong. It’s how much you want it.

I threw back the sheet and stood, glancing wildly around the room for something to knock him out…or lock him in. A couple of wooden dining room chairs were piled in the corner of the room. Out of place in a bedroom but most likely kept in the basement for storage. I hooked one under the doorknob, hoping he didn’t hear the thump over the water, praying it would hold.

The shower kept running, so I tugged my dress over my head, covering my panties and tank top. My heartbeat thudded in my ears. Like before, there was a moment of doubt: was I doing the right thing? Maybe I could have reasoned with him. But like before, it was too late. I had crossed the Rubicon. I was committed.

I climbed the stairs and emerged in the darkened hallway. I crept into the living room, scanning the side tables for a phone to call the police. Nothing. Creeping along the walls, I moved toward the kitchen. Walking through the darkened doorway, I ran into a warm chest. My scream came out muffled.

“Hunter?” I breathed.

“Evie?” It was James. “Are you okay?”

“Oh God,” I groaned, slumped back against the wall. The kitchen light flickered on, blinding me for a moment.

James stood there in his robe, holding a glass of water. “Are you okay?” he repeated. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”

I would have to tell James. I had hoped to avoid this part, even though they would certainly have found out when sirens pulled up outside their house. Maybe it was better to give him a warning. Was there etiquette for escaping from a kidnapper inside someone else’s house?

My mouth opened, mute against painful, confusing words about a man I’d come to care about. God, it was true. I did care about Hunter. There were very few people in this world who had ever bothered about me, and between him and my mother, he was preferable.

Pitiful.

“I—I’ve been k-k-kidnapped,” I said.

He stared at me. “What?”

“I’ve been k-kidnapped. B-by Hunter.” Deep breath. “He kidnapped me two weeks ago and has been k-k-keeping me in his truck with him. I need to c-c-call the police.”

He stared at me intently and then ran a hand through his hair, making it stand up at odd angles and adding a comical edge to the situation. Or maybe that was just my hysteria.

“Please tell me you’re sleeping,” he finally said. “This is some sort of waking dream or…something. I don’t know. Jesus.”

A tear fell down my cheek. “P-p-please help me.”

“Okay,” he said. “Just calm down a minute. We’ll sort this out. Where’s Hunter right now?”

“No, you c-c-can’t talk to him.” Panic bubbled up, not just for me but for James. I didn’t really believe that Hunter would hurt these people, but I didn’t want to throw the dice if I could help it. I tried to reason with him. “P-p-please, let’s just c-call them. I swear I’m t-telling the truth, and if I’m not, they’ll figure it out anyway. Please.”

He stared at me, sorrow creeping over the bewilderment in his eyes. “You’re serious.”

I nodded.

“Jesus.” He ran a hand through his hair again. “Okay, go ahead and sit down. I’ll call the cops.”

I sank into the chair while he went to the phone. He’d already dialed when Laura appeared at the door.

“What’s going on?” Her eyes were wide, frightened. Either she’d heard the tenor of our voices or just smelled the fear in the air. It was something I’d learned in my time with Hunter, that fear had a primal scent, a universal sign to get out while you still could. That was what the workers at the diner had done. You’re on your own, they’d said, thus saving their own behinds, and I couldn’t blame them. But there were people like James who didn’t think twice about trying to help me when he realized I was in trouble.

People like Laura.

James kept running his hand over his face, through his hair. It was a nervous gesture on repeat.

He spoke into the phone lowly. “Yes, I have an emergency. There’s a girl here. She’s in trouble. It’s at my house. She’s been kidnapped.”

Laura gasped, her gaze darting between me and James. I could almost see the switch flipping inside her, from sweet country woman to mama bear. She marched over to me.

“By us? Is that what you’re telling them? Explain this to me.”

“Hunter,” I whispered. Dread settled in my gut. It couldn’t have been that easy.

“Kidnapped,” she said flatly. Then louder. “You want us to believe he kidnapped you, when we all saw you walk in this house of your own free will?”

“What was I supposed t-t-to d-d-do,” I cried, silently cursing my stutter. “Run d-down the road in the middle of nowhere? My c-c-car is back in the motel where he t-took me.”

I hated that I couldn’t explain myself better, more clearly, but I was too agitated to form the words clearly. You could speak just fine with Hunter, an inner voice taunted. As if I trusted him. I hated that I trusted him.

Laura pulled the phone away from a startled James and slammed down the receiver. For a moment, no one spoke, and the room was alight with the sound of our heavy, fearful breaths.

“Laura,” James said softly. “If she’s telling the truth…”

“No.”

“We have to at least help her. If she’s lying, they’ll find out.”

“After he’s been dragged to a jail in handcuffs. Someone with a prison record. They aren’t going to give him the benefit of the doubt. Are you going to be responsible for that?”

His hand ran over his face, through his hair. “If she’s telling the truth…”

“She’s not. Hunter would never—“ Her voice cracked.

“Look, I have a hard time believing it too, but he never was the same after he got out. You know that. And I have no reason not to believe her.”

We were silent. I stared at them, feeling myself tremble but curiously detached. It was always easier to let someone else decide my fate. I’d certainly had enough practice.

The phone rang.

Laura picked it up. “Hello? No, I’m sorry, that was a misunderstanding. He thought I was in trouble, but I’m fine.” A few more answers and she hung up. “They’re going to send a squad car by in the morning to check up on us.”

James’s hands finally stilled at his side. “Laura. If she’s telling the truth, we have to help her.”

Laura’s expression hardened. “Even if I knew for sure she was telling the truth, I’m not going to help put Hunter behind bars again. No matter what.”

My stomach turned over. So that was it. Once more someone had seen my helplessness and turned away. That this was more personal, an old unexplained loyalty to Hunter made it bittersweet but no less painful.

How sad, to realize my mother was right after all. Her righteousness tasted like acid in my mouth. I hadn’t wanted to believe it was true. What a lonely world. So very cold.

Distantly, I heard banging coming from downstairs. Hunter was done with his shower.

I stood and walked to the back door. Laura was demanding I come back. James was asking me to give him a chance, promising he’d help me, that he was on my side if I’d just trust him. What a joke. I unlocked the door and stepped outside. The night air was cool on my face, sprinkled with early dew. Sunrise was just a strip of blue along the horizon, barely peeking from its slumber. I crossed the lawn in my bare feet, the grass tickling my soles. Then faster. They’d go down and let him out. Any second he would come barreling after me.

How badly did I want to be free?

I picked up speed, running over the ground, the darkened green blurring beneath my feet. Faster and faster, until my breath sawed through my throat, until pain stabbed my side. I went toward the line of trees. They’d talked about the lake out back where they’d gone fishing, part of an elaborate trail and camping grounds.

Brush tugged at my dress, pulling at my hair, the small pain sweeter because I knew it meant freedom. Each small rip of my skin, each bruise of a rock beneath my bare feet was the soft plunk of a coin in exchange for one more second in the wild. Like an animal, I ran with no direction, no plan, my singular goal to escape.

I ached everywhere, inside and out, but still I continued, and finally I understood fully what Hunter had meant. I thought in those moments that I would die from this alone, that my heart would burst out of my chest, that my body would seize and fall to the ground, but I kept going. It wasn’t even wanting something badly, it was wanting it more than death. It was dying for something and being reborn.

Minutes, hours passed as I ran through the trees. I could run forever and not see another person, I thought. I could fall down and never get up, but more than relief I wanted freedom.

Sunlight broke through the trees, irreverent to my hopeless wandering. Birds chirped as I passed by, going about their day while I hungered and ached. Just like the people had done. I was alone, but I didn’t want the statement to wring sadness from my heart anymore. I wanted to be like Hunter—content in my solitary travels. Though when I had begun to look up to my captor, I didn’t know.

Adrenaline was a sweet elixir rushing through my blood, giving the world a lovely orange glow. Everything seemed breathless and yet wonderful, gasping for air and laughing all at once. It was almost as sweet as the rush of orgasm when he—no, I wouldn’t think about that.

That had been wrong. Disgusting, even. He had warped me into thinking it was okay, even for a few minutes, for days, weeks. I didn’t want to do that again, not ever. Which was convenient, because I couldn’t imagine doing it with anyone but him.

That was only the limitation of my experience, I reminded myself. I straightened. I was going to try lots of things. Maybe not sex, but there was more to do in the world than that, wasn’t there? No one would call me naïve when I was finished.

I walked for some time before my feet began to bleed. The grass had seemed like manna at first, like a magic carpet that had carried my away, but now it caked onto my sore feet, dragging me down.

I tried to think smarter, strategically. I didn’t have any of the things from my backpack, didn’t have my car, and I was alone in the woods. Not an auspicious beginning to my newfound freedom. But I resolved to keep going. Just keep walking and I’d find something new. Something better.

The afternoon waned into dusk, the edges of my vision tinted with purple. I could only see trees in every direction. I was so tired. Thirsty too. My worst fears began to surface in the delirium. I wasn’t cut out for the regular world.

Gradually, like the drift of a cloud, I became aware of the tinkling of water. I stopped walking and cocked my head to listen, then headed in that direction. It felt like I’d never find anything, like maybe it had been a mirage even as the rush of water got louder, the taste of moisture in the air grew thicker.

Shadows lengthened on the ground and pooled into darkness. Night had fallen. I glanced back the way I had come and saw only darkness. How far had I gone? Miles, light years away. It was impossible to tell and didn’t matter anyway.

I was too far away to be found by Hunter. Too far to ever find him again, even if I wanted to, and an inexplicable sadness stole my breath away.

The ground beneath my feet turned from grass to muck then to wet sand. I stumbled out onto a steep beach. Gentle waves lapped at packed sand. A burst of joy and relief pushed out of my body as a laugh. I stumbled down the bank, washing my feet in the frigid water. I splashed it on my face and drank it down.

When my feet were numb from the cold, I reluctantly returned to the shore. A soft of smoky air tickled my nose. Fire?

Running over the heavy sand, I saw a reddish point of light in the distance. The closer I got, the hazier it became, large and weighty—a campfire on the beach, and that meant people. I felt light, flying, almost there.

Two black shadows burnished with orange approached me while I babbled: p-p-please help me, oh I’m so glad I f-found you, I was lost. One of them got a blanket and draped it over me. Slowly the shapes turned into people. They were young, maybe my age, maybe a few years older. Both male, though I would have been hard-pressed to use the word man. Despite the scruff marring their faces, they both had a boyish quality. It was their eyes. No worry there, no hardships weighed on them. They did not seem overly concerned with my hardships either. One took a sip from a beer bottle.

The other examined me with detached curiosity. His dreadlocks were tied back with a ribbon, his shirt ripped down the side, exposing pale skin stretched over slender ribs. “Where you from, sweetheart? You damn near gave me a heart attack. You came out of nowhere, like you flew from the sky.”

I blinked. What a strange thing to say. “I was running away from—never mind.”

It was a relief, I told myself. These were exactly the type of people I had been seeking in the first place. They didn’t take things too seriously, not even a dirty, bruised woman stumbling out of the woods. Maybe they were even thrill seekers. That would explain why they were out here in the middle of nowhere, camping on the beach. Devil may care.

The circumstances may be strange, but I wasn’t going to waste this opportunity. In fact, as the seconds ticked by, instead of calming down, adrenaline flooded my system.

“I’m Evie. What’re your names?”

The one with dreadlocks said, “I’m Trevor. That’s Rob.”

“Nice to meet you.” I laughed, still a little lightheaded from the lack of food or water or sleep. “Well, T-T-Trevor, I’m going to t-tell you something. I’ve had a really bad d-day, but that’s over now.”

“Yeah, because you’re here now. You can stay with us.”

“Actually I probably need t-to find a town.” And a police station.

I didn’t relish the thought of turning him in, but I didn’t have a way of getting back my stuff without him. My car, my camera—my book. Some days I wondered if the book meant more to me than the place.

“It’s a hike up that way.” Trevor waved down the river. “We’re going back tomorrow morning if you want us to show you.”

Relief flooded me. “That would be great.”

Rob popped open a beer from their cooler and held it out. “Thirsty?”

*     *     *

“Hold her down.”

I woke up without air. Someone was on top of my chest, holding me down. Something else was clamped over my mouth, blocking my breath. I struggled, managing to dislodge the hand long enough to suck in precious lungfuls, but by the time I could focus again, my arms were bent backward, trapped in the sand by two heavy knees pressing down, cutting off circulation.

Trevor straddled my chest, mauling my breasts. My dress was pushed up, the thin fabric bunched around my neck, making me feel even more trapped. My breathing came faster. Dark spots danced in front of my eyes. I was going to black out. Maybe that would be best. Then I wouldn’t have to feel what came next. But I might not wake up. Already I struggled to breathe, jerking and flailing for unblocked access to the crisp night air.

Slowly, I stilled. Around me, there was motion. The men were moving over me, around me. Hurting me. I stared up at the stars. They were so bright out here. There were never so many at home. Was this the price to see them?

A sharp pain stabbed at my center. My entire body recoiled from his penetration, writhing in the sand with nowhere to go. The night sky blurred as tears filled my eyes, and the twinkling lights melted and swirled. It reminded me of a painting I’d seen in a book, swirls of blue and yellow. Maybe the artist had cried and painted what he’d seen. Maybe he had been hurt too while looking up at the sky.

How had this happened? I’d agreed to stay the night in their camp. They were hiking back to the nearest town in the morning and they’d take me with them. Oh God, oh God. Had it been a lie to keep me there? Or I’d just been too convenient.

The world was exactly as awful as my mother had said it was, but I didn’t even wish to be home. Like the girl in the story, the true story, I wanted to take a canoe onto the river, to let it slip over the waterfall and never have to worry again.

This time, Hunter wasn’t here to catch me. No god of thunder to keep me safe.

I was alone, though I’d lost something precious, something important along my harrowing trip through the trees. I’d lost fear. So let me die, let me hurt. I didn’t care, and the detachment lent me strength.

With a force unknown, I snapped my head forward. My forehead cracked against the man on top of me. I shoved him off me and started to get up. Other hands dragged me down, but I kicked and screamed. I bit down on fingers until I tasted blood and felt my teeth grind against bone.

Blows rained down on my head, my stomach. I fell to the ground, gasping for air but taking in sand. Pain blossomed all over my body as they closed in on me. They huddled around me and kicked, and I stared up at the sky, my body jostled about by their currents, tipping over the edge of the waterfalls and falling, tumbling to a welcomed conclusion.

A crack rang out and one of the men fell over my body. There was shuffling and shouting, then another crack and a thud beside me.

Hunter, Hunter, is that you?

Someone came to stand over me, blocking the stars. Not Hunter, I realized. Never Hunter because I’d left him. Just an ordinary man, and I understood what had sent the girl out into the canoe. Why did you catch me from falling? I wanted to die.


Chapter Thirteen


At the current rate of erosion, scientists predict the Niagara Falls will be gone in around 50,000 years.

I woke up bound to a bed, my arms held immobile beside me, my whole body weighted down and sweating. No, not again. I fought, kicking and punching my way out of the restraints. A man appeared over me and held me down, shouting something I couldn’t make out.

“Hunter!” I screamed his name, though I didn’t know whether it was in anger or a call for help. My heart beat against my chest like a drum. God, he’d made me this way. If he was going to domesticate me, he had to damn well keep me from running away.

Resigned, I slumped down on the bed, sobbing quietly. I was the crazy one.

“It’s okay, you’re okay,” a voice said.

He sounded relieved, I thought.

I opened my eyes to see an older man blink at me with worried eyes. “It’s going to be okay.”

With a sigh, I said, “Just do what you’re going to do.”

“I’m not going to hurt you.”

Oh sure, like I’d believe that. Then again, Hunter had never really lied about his intentions. That was just the warped way he saw the world.

This man didn’t seem like he would hurt me. I had to doubt my ability to read people considering my lack of experience and my general state of confusion where Hunter was concerned, but I didn’t feel threatened.

He was old, with wrinkles falling over rheumy gray eyes and more hair in his eyebrows than on his head. His plaid shirt was faded and worn but clean, buttoned all the way up.

“Who are you?” I croaked.

“You don’t remember?”

I closed my eyes. The memories were slowly coming back, even though I didn’t really want them to. Running through the woods, meeting those boys. Fighting them off.

I met his gaze. “You shot them.”

He nodded. “They brought it on themselves.”

I looked down and saw that the sheets had been tucked around me—not tying me down but keeping me warm. My skin was clammy. I struggled to sit, and the old man kept his distance, probably having learned his lesson after struggling with me earlier.

“You asked me not to call the police, so I brought you back here to heal. The fever broke last night, I think.”

“How long?”

He looked up, a little uncertain. “Oh, maybe three days. Sorry, not entirely sure. Time passes a little different when you’re used to being alone.”

Yeah, I could sympathize with that.

I finally glanced around the cabin, taking in the small bookcase with pulp thriller novels, the open shelf with blackened pots and pans, the small, ancient-looking television.

And only one bed.

He caught my line of thought. “I slept on a roll in the corner.”

I’d put him out of his bed. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t you worry. It was just like camping again. But now that you’re awake, maybe you want to reconsider calling the police. Or at least let me take you to a hospital. They can check you out better than I can.”

I shook my head. “No cops.”

My heart had gone from twisted to torn right in half when I’d run from Hunter. But however much I might rage against him on the inside, I didn’t want him behind bars.

Unfortunately, waking up didn’t mean I was fully healed. Though I had no broken bones that we could tell, there were enough bruises that my body wanted to rest all day long. The man’s name turned out to be Jeremiah, and he was generous with his space, his food, and his stories.

True to his word, he never laid a finger on me. In fact, he was exceedingly careful of my personal space in such cramped quarters. He knew what had happened to me from how he’d found me. He told me the first day I woke up that “those boys” wouldn’t bother me again, and I couldn’t summon enough compassion to ask if they had lived or died.

Instead Jeremiah shared with me stories of a young man in the Wyoming wilderness, tales of hunting bear and running from geese that I wasn’t sure whether to believe but I enjoyed all the same.

Three days after I’d arrived, I was sitting at his kitchen table eating scrambled eggs and hotcakes for breakfast. He began telling me a story of how he and his friends had gone up to “the falls” for a buddy’s bachelor party. There was something about smuggling a stripper over the Canadian border, but I had to interrupt.

“Niagara Falls?”

“One in the same, darlin’. You ever been?”

“No, but I want to.”

“Oh, it’ll blow you away. Right beautiful it is. ’Course nothing’s as beautiful as what Candy had to show us—”

“How far away is it?”

He scratched his forehead. “About five hours or thereabouts.”

My spirits sank. That was a long way away for someone with no transportation. Or money. I toyed with my eggs, but I could feel Jeremiah’s curious gaze on me.

“You know,” he said. “There was a time I had dreams about those falls, even if I knew they wouldn’t come to nothing.”

“Really?”

I figured he was just saying that to make me feel better. How many other people hung their hopes on a waterfall? But I appreciated the gesture.

“Well, if you haven’t noticed, I’m a bit of a hermit. But even us hermits, we have people we look up to. Something to work toward. And ain’t no hermit better than the Niagara Falls hermit.”

I made a face. “You’re pulling my leg.”

“Nuh-uh. He was a real guy back in the eighteen hundreds. Francis something-or-other. He lived on an island right in the falls. He’d climb over some wooden planks and sit on the end like he was on a dock somewhere. People would scream, thinking he was going to fall.”

Despite myself, I was intrigued. This hadn’t been in my book.

“Did he fall?”

“Nope. Lived there happy as you please for years. Then one day he was gone into a shallow portion to take a bath like he always did. Went under and never came back up. Just goes to show.”

“Uh. What does it go to show?”

“Goes to show people think what they want to think. The man was highly-educated, well-traveled. Been to all these countries. Famous for his music. But he goes to live in the falls and everyone assumed he was crazy.”

“But you don’t think so.”

“Nah, he just knew a good thing when he found it. The falls is beautiful, so why should he leave?”

I couldn’t stop thinking about that man. The hermit. He knew a good thing when he found it. Was that Hunter, living isolated in his truck? Or was I trying to romanticize something so it would sit easier with me? It didn’t really matter. In the end, Hunter did what he did. And like Jeremiah said, people would think what they wanted to think.

In two more days I was strong enough to go outside. I took short walks but kept close to the cabin. I’d need to leave here soon, and that meant I needed money.

I asked Jeremiah about it when he came to stand on the porch to smoke his pipe.

“I know this is a long shot, but you wouldn’t know anyone around here who needs graphic design work, would you?” I sighed. “That’s pretty much the only marketable skill I have.”

He seemed thoughtful. “Nope, can’t say that I do. I barely know what to do with those computer things, but I have one if you want to look around for a job or something.”

I raised my eyebrow, doubtful. “You have a computer?”

He grinned, showing off his missing tooth in the front. “Bet you thought I was just an old stupid hillbilly, didn’t you? Well, I am. But my daughter keeps trying to get me hooked into that stuff, so she got me set up. It’s in the kitchen cabinet underneath the sink.”

Excited, I ran to the door. On a whim, I stopped and gave him a kiss on his cheek.

“You’re not old or stupid.”

His eyes danced. “But I am a hillbilly.”

I laughed on my way inside. “And I love you for it.”

I pulled out the laptop and cables, which were pretty new as far as I could tell, and thankfully not messed up from being in a damp, enclosed space for so long. There was a little router that pulled up a signal, though it was slow all the way out in the woods.

The cursor waited patiently for me to type some search terms about a job nearby. Or maybe there would be some kind of assistance program for homeless people—which I basically was at this point. Or if I were really desperate, I could try to get in touch with my mother.

Instead I typed in Hunter’s full name. Apparently there was a B-list actor of the same name so I had to scroll through a few pages of search results until I found the one I was looking for. A news site reporting on a conviction for aggravated assault.

Nineteen year old parishioner…

Spiritual advisor and close friend of the family…

Abused his position of authority…

Guilty and sentenced to five years in a medium security prison…

A priest?

Jesus Christ, Hunter had been a priest. No wonder Laura had been so sure of him. And yet, what I’d told her had been true. How had he come to this? Why had he done it?

I went back to the search results and found a new article dated one year later.

U.S. Federal Appeals court tossed out the conviction on Friday…

New evidence brought forward by the victim’s friend…

Had fabricated the story over a series of emails…

Released on bond pending official exoneration…

The conviction was overturned.

My palms felt sweaty on the keyboard. A girl had lied about him. Lied to get attention or for whatever reasons, and he’d gone to jail for that. Where Hunter had gotten raped. The article didn’t say but I knew it with a certainty bone-deep. A priest who had raped a teenage girl would be exactly the kind of person targeted for assault by the other inmates. He wouldn’t have stood a chance against those men.

The first article had a picture of him. I returned and studied it.

The same features. The same man.

But the younger Hunter had a smooth face and guileless eyes whereas the Hunter I knew always wore a certain level of scruff. And his eyes were haunted. The pain he held was more marked now that I had seen him before.

Even though the picture had been taken from the shoulders up, I could see the changes in his whole body. His cheeks were more gaunt now, his shoulders broader and thicker. He’d gotten leaner while bulking up on muscle. He even held himself differently, more proud before, now defiant.

I had once wondered who had broken him, and now I knew the answer. That girl had when she lied about him. The judge and jury had when they convicted and sentenced him. His fellow priests had turned against him. The inmates had attacked him.

The whole world had turned against him and in a way, he had cracked. He wasn’t entirely right in the head. Even knowing this about him, caring for him, I had to admit that his actions at that motel had been inexcusable.

But in another way, he wasn’t broken. He lived, he felt, he suffered like any person.

More than other people.

A clink sounded on the kitchen table beside the laptop. Car keys.

I looked up at Jeremiah. “No way.”

“Don’t give me a hard time about this, missy. I know what I’m doing.”

“I can’t take your car.”

“You take it and go where you want to go. Then if you still need a place to stay, you come back here. Ain’t no use for a man as old as me to be alive if he can’t help someone who needs it.”

“Jeremiah. I don’t have a license. If I get caught—”

He cackled. “Lord, girl. I don’t have a title for that car neither. You just don’t get caught.”

I narrowed my eyes. “Did you steal it?”

“Grand theft auto, is that what you’re trying to charge me with?” He sat down opposite me and grew serious. “About four years ago I was wandering the country, hitching rides and doing what I had to in truck stations to earn money for food, if you know what I mean.”

My heart clenched. “Oh, Jeremiah.”

“Now, don’t go feeling sorry for me. I made my bed, and I never really regretted it neither. But this one day a guy met up with me in the stalls. We did our business and he handed me the money—along with the keys. I figured it was some kind of setup, but I took it anyway.

“Drove straight to my daughter’s house even though I hadn’t spoken to her in a decade. She was real good to me. Put me up for a while, helped me access my VA benefits, and I finally could afford this house. Kept the car, though. Now it’s yours.”

My heart felt overfull. “Okay. I’ll use it but I’ll bring it back.”

He shook his head vehemently. “I don’t need it. I’m an old man with nowhere to go. I get groceries delivered twice a month. I figure that man at the truck stop saw that I needed the car more than he did, and that’s why I’m giving it to you. Just get where you need to go. That’s all that matters.”


Chapter Fourteen


Rainbows appear almost every day as sunlight reflects off the mist from the falls.

As I pulled the old blue Toyota next to a parking meter a mile away from the Niagara Falls State Park entrance, it occurred to me that there may be nothing here for me.

Groups of people bustled by laden with strollers and diaper bags. Concessions were sold from street vendors. Signs announced that the Maiden of the Mist—this being the name of the ship—gave tours. Even the skyline was populated erratically with tall business buildings. It was all far more modern and commercial than any of the pictures in my book had been.

But the falls fulfilled their prophecy and took my breath away on sight. Or rather, on sighting one of them, because the expanse of the three falls together was far more than I could have visualized before. It felt enormous—and considering it divided two large countries, I supposed that made sense. There were multiple rainbows arching over the falls, closer than I’d ever seen one but also see-through…rather ghostly, really.

I went to an exhibit where I heard some of the same facts from the book, about the daredevils who went down the falls in barrels, about the tightrope walker. There was even a short segment on the Hermit of Niagara Falls, which I found gratifying in the extreme. After all, if Jeremiah hadn’t been stretching the truth about that, maybe all the other stories were true too. I hoped so. It was a full life. Some good, some bad, but the man knew how to have adventures.

I did go on the large boat to get up close and personal with the falls, getting drenched despite the poncho they gave us. There was an option to go into the tunnels behind the falls, though I found cave-dwelling far less interesting without Hunter there to float with me.

By the time I had seen all there was to see, the day was waning. I counted the money Jeremiah had loaned me, feeling guilty all the while. Get where you need to go, he’d said. But I was here, and I still hadn’t found what I was looking for. It was becoming less clear what that really was.

I fed the parking meter and walked over to the hostel that I’d found online before coming here. Thirty bucks got me a clean bed, even if I did have to share a room. The girl barely looked up from her book when I came in. I glanced at the cover and did a double take.

Everything You Wanted to Know About Niagara Falls.

“I read that,” I exclaimed.

I knew I sounded like a moron, but I couldn’t help it. Alone in the world, it was nice to find common ground in even the smallest ways.

“You going to work on the Maiden too?” At my puzzled look, she continued. “The Maiden of the Mist. I’m studying to pass the test so I can be one of their tour guides.” She rolled her eyes. “Sorry. Adventure guides.”

“No. At least, I hadn’t planned to.”

But there was a thought. I had most of the information memorized already. At least then I could earn back the money I’d borrowed from Jeremiah while I formulated a new plan. Still, I felt ambivalent about the falls. It wasn’t their fault I’d pinned so much on them. They couldn’t deliver me what I wanted, I knew that now. I’d probably always known.

The girl shut the book and groaned. “The first person to map the Niagara Falls was a French priest in 1678.” She considered. “Well, except for the Native Americans. So I guess the book is wrong.”

“Yeah,” I said wryly. “I’ve heard that.”

She tossed it onto the bed. “Sometimes I think history isn’t really what happened. It’s how you look at it.”

I grinned. “You and me are going to get along fine.”

“You got a name?”

“Evie. And you?”

“Sarah. I moved here with my dumbass boyfriend. Well, I didn’t think he was a dumbass at the time. But we broke up because he is, in fact, a dumbass. And a cheater. Figure I might as well make some money while I sort this shit out.”

“That sucks, and I understand completely.”

“Wanna grab some dinner?”

“Let’s.”

We left the hostel room and returned to the darkened streets. The crowd seemed to have swelled as night hovered over the earth. It appeared the locals came here for the concessions and games along the strand.

A tall Ferris wheel blinked bright in the sky. On the ground, everything felt mildly damp and chilly. It would only be worse at the top, and that decided me.

“Have you been on that?”

Sarah looked up, blinking against the mist. “Not yet, but I’m game.”

We purchased our tickets and waited in line for thirty minutes before climbing in. It took another ten minutes before everyone else was loaded inside and the wheel began to turn in earnest.

“So what’s your story?” she asked.

I thought about that while we circled back down to the ground.

“Kind of the same thing. Hooked up with a guy for a while. Left him. Now I’m trying to figure out what to do next.”

“Asshole.”

“Yeah. Except…I mean, yeah he really is. By anyone’s standards, he’s an asshole.”

“But…”

“But nothing.”

“You’re in love.”

“He’s a jerk. If I told you everything he’s done, you would totally agree.”

“You haven’t even told me what he’s done and I already agree with you. But you love him.”

“He’s a priest.”

That gave her pause. Then she shook her head. “Doesn’t matter.”

“Oh, I think that matters. Plus other stuff. It’s just so frustrating. I want to go back to the way things were before I found him.”

I frowned, thinking how terrified I’d been that first night. Now here I was making friends in a hostel, exploring a new place on my own. I didn’t have much of a plan or much money, but neither did I have any fear.

My heart skipped a beat. No fear. That’s what I’d been looking for, and I’d found it.

“Well, it doesn’t matter now. I don’t know where he is, so even if I wanted to find him…”

“Which you do.”

“I can’t.”

She sighed, looking out over the purple-and-blue-hued falls. “Well, I know exactly where my boyfriend is. At our apartment with my friend. Who I only let stay with us because she needed a place.”

“That sucks. Big time.”

“So screw them, right?”

“Yeah.”

The word sounded hollow, and judging by the look on her face, she knew it too. But she let me off the hook, and we chatted pleasantly as we grabbed a greasy hamburger from the strip and made fun of the wax statues in the window of the museum.

“I’d better head back,” she said. “I’ve got that interview first thing in the morning.”

“Sure thing. Let me just stop at my car to grab my bag.”

We headed through the thinning crowds toward the hostel. I pulled the small bag of toiletries I’d packed out of the backpack. Something caught my eye. Standing in the open back door of the car, I looked up in the sky and saw an orange-ish light streaking across the sky, like a rainbow but brighter somehow.

“Look at that.” I pointed.

“Oh yeah, I saw that last night. I think it’s a lunar bow.”

The book had mentioned those alongside rainbows but it didn’t have a picture. It was beautiful, more striking than all the colors, I thought. Just one. I felt a smile spread across my face. As silly as it was, I felt like this was what I’d come here to see. After all the official sites, the gorgeous views, just a swash of orange across the sky. Bold, brash. Everything that I wasn’t only a few weeks ago, but not anymore.

I glanced to the side.

There was a large overfill lot meant for people who visited with trailers and RVs. In that lot was a familiar truck, and leaning against the side was Hunter. I couldn’t be sure. His body was nondescript from this far away, his face in the shadows. But it was him.

He didn’t move. He wouldn’t move.

I turned to Sarah. “I have something kind of crazy to tell you. I’m going to leave now, but not in my car. Do you want it?”

“Uh, what?”

“It’s okay if you don’t, but it just sounded earlier like you might not have one. This car is old and not even strictly street legal but it can get you where you need to go.”

“Is this some kind of trick?”

“Take it or leave it.”

She raised her eyebrows. “Take it.”

I tossed her the keys as I headed down the trip. “Nice meeting you, Sarah. Good luck.”

She raised her hand in a tentative wave. “You too.”

I wanted him to come to me. It wasn’t just a pride thing. I needed to know that he wanted this too. I needed him to need me too. Sure, I suspected, I hoped, but this was put-up or shut-up time. This was putting everything on the line just to see if it stuck. It was jumping off a cliff.

The streets thinned out right away. Only the main strand had been crowded. I found the largest street that would take me to the highway and just kept walking.

Twenty minutes later I saw headlights illuminate the road beside me. I put my thumb into the air like I was hitching a ride. The familiar squeak and rumble as the truck slowed to a stop beside me.

The door opened and Hunter was there, a grave expression on his face.

“Where you headed?” he asked, deceptively calm.

“No place in particular.”

“Isn’t that usually the point of hitching a ride, to get somewhere?”

I grinned, repeating his previous sentiments back to him. “I like to travel. Sometimes I do jobs, but in between them, I keep travelling.”

He paused, seeming to think that over.

“Well, hop in then,” he said so softly I barely heard him.

I climbed into the truck and tossed my bag in the back. Without looking at me, he started up the engine and took us forward. Though I didn’t have a destination in mind, I expected him to pull out onto the freeway. Instead he kept going down Main Street past the turnoff.

“Where are we going?”

He reached under his seat and handed me a book. “Got something for you.”

I touched the familiar cardboard cover, traced the lettering. Niagara Falls.

Once the mere thought of this had sustained me, small doses of hope. Now that I’d seen the real thing, I couldn’t regret any of it. The falls were both more beautiful than I could have imagined—and yet meant so much less. They were rock and water, not meant to be anyone’s salvation. Not like flesh and blood.

There was more. A manila folder was tucked between the pages and sticking out from the sides. I opened it. My breath caught at what I read. A full confession written in Hunter’s hand detailing how he’d kidnapped me, the sexual acts we’d performed in clinical terms, and signed by him at the bottom.

Even more shocking was the letters beneath them. Signed witness statement from Laura and James. A small pain stabbed my heart imagining Laura’s horror and confusion at learning the truth. And some man named Roger Wilbourne, proprietor of a diner and gas station, who had seen a girl call for help, who’d found three unconscious men on his property later that day. Hunter had collected statements from them that were both factual and damning.

The truck slowed to a stop.

I looked out the window. The sign on the old building read Niagara Falls NY Police Department. My stomach churned with revulsion. No.

With an impassive expression, he nodded for me to get out of the truck. To go into the station and hand these documents over. The gesture took me back to that first day at the motel. The forced casualness, the banked desire. He’d claimed to want my body that night, but he’d really needed so much more.

This wasn’t about right or wrong, love or hate. If I sent him back to jail, no matter that he was stronger now, he could get raped again.

“I would never send you back,” I said through gritted teeth.

He stared at me, gaze burning with unnamed emotion. “What the fuck do I care if I go back? I can’t keep you either way, so what do I care where I am when I’m alone?”

I shuddered from some combination of shock and want. We were standing in the water at the top of the cliff, the water rushing around us, threatening to pull us under.

“Why can’t you keep me?”

His expression was incredulous. “You know what I did. How it was between us. Even if we don’t tell anyone else, you know.”

“I forgave you that night, remember.”

He snorted, unbelieving.

“You were a priest. Of all people, you understand forgiveness.”

Something dark flickered in his eyes, and in those shadows I remembered what he’d once told me. I didn’t scream, Evie. I prayed. And fallen over the cliff, crashed into the water as fast and as deep as any person could do. It wasn’t a surprise he’d become isolated and cold in the aftermath. It was a surprise he’d survived at all.

“Don’t you see? I can’t ever be normal again. Never be the kind of man who can give you a real home—”

“I had a home. For twenty years I was trapped inside one. Now I want to roam. With you.”

“I’ll never be the kind of man who can be gentle with you, Evie. Not like you deserve.”

He was talking about sex, promising me more nights of bruising hands and forceful sex and sweaty, panting, screaming into the dark.

I met his gaze. “I’m not the kind of girl who needs gentle. You aren’t the only fucked-up person here, you know.”

“You shouldn’t talk like that,” he said mildly.

“And I was broken long before we even met.”

“You’re not broken.” He almost snarled the words, his ferocity terrifying, compelling. “I love the way you are. The way you’re terrified but do it anyway. The way you stand up to me when you shouldn’t.”

I climbed over to him, throwing my knee over and straddling him. His whole body tensed as if it had been shocked, rigid instead of welcoming.

“What about the way I fight for us,” I whispered, “even though you’re trying to push me away?”

In a rush, he grasped me to him, sucking in lungfuls of air as if he’d been underwater, his face buried in my hair. “Yes, that. God, Evie. Jesus Fucking Christ, Evie.”

“You shouldn’t talk like that,” I teased, but then he was kissing me, consuming me, and I was falling, drowning, battered and bruised by the rapids, never wanting to surface. His hands were everywhere, fluid on my thighs, my breasts—but not stopping there, never resting, just moving over me as if making sure I was all there, as if taking inventory, possession and never letting go.

A rap on the window wrenched us apart. Outside, a police officer stood, implacable and severe.

Hunter rolled down the window.

“Everything all right in here?” The cop directed the question to me.

Hunter tensed beneath my thighs, as if I might say no, actually, I’m being held against my will and then hand him the signed confession.

“I’m fine.”

One eyebrow raised. “You sure, ma’am?”

I blushed as my vulnerable position, splayed over Hunter’s lap, came to me. I must look ridiculous to him, helpless to him, and I was.

“Well, I am a bit embarrassed.”

The cop hid a smile. “Yes, ma’am. Just making sure.”

He headed back into the station.

I watched him go as a rush of exhilaration pumped through my veins. But when I turned back to Hunter, the air rushed from the space. His eyes were rimmed with red. His lips trembled.

“You honor me,” he said.

I swallowed. It wasn’t my fault if he went to prison, wasn’t my fault if someone there hurt him. But the truth was, it wasn’t mercy that kept me mute or stayed my hand.

I’d found in Hunter a kindred, broken soul. We didn’t fit in with the rest of society and never really would—but neither did we deserve to be locked away or abused for our issues. We hadn’t asked to be this way. All we wanted now was to live in peace.

In his own fucked up way, he’d honored me that day at the motel. He’d picked me instead of anyone, he’d plucked me out of my nothingness.

I rested my forehead against his.

“Let’s go,” I murmured.

His body released its tension, reveling and accepting. “Where to?”

“I have something to show you.”


Chapter Fifteen


Niagara Falls Ontario Canada is known as the Honeymoon Capital of the world.

Hunter found us a hotel that had an overflow lot for his truck, and we went back to Niagara Falls the next day. We covered the same ground, the same tours, the same boat ride, and I found it all the more exciting with Hunter’s sardonic presence.

As we disembarked from the Maiden, I asked the lady at the desk whether she knew of Sarah who worked there.

“She’d be new,” I explained. “Just hired.”

The woman shook her head. “I don’t think so. But I don’t run orientation, so I wouldn’t really know.”

I hoped Sarah had taken the car and gone home. The falls were beautiful, but I knew that any place could be a cage if you felt trapped.

Hunter surprised me by stepping forward. “Excuse me, do you have any trail maps for hiking in the national park?”

“Of course.” The woman slid a glance down his body. “I’m guessing you’re looking for the more advanced trail routes.”

I blinked. Was she flirting?

“You might say that. Just looking for a great view.” He pulled me close.

The woman eyed his hand around my waist then grinned. “Understood. You know, if you’re really hardcore, there’s a whole route mapped out. They call it a self-guided tour. You hike and camp on your own but the maps will guide you as you go. It takes you all around the whirlpool and the hotspots in the park.”

His eyes lit up. “That would be perfect.”

Hardcore? Oh yeah, that was him.

We wove through the crowds while Hunter started ticking off all the things we’d need for the trip. I was silent—speechless, really. Astonished at the easy way he donned a solicitous manner with her. That was him, I realized. The old Hunter who had gone to seminary school and counseled families. And maybe the true Hunter still underneath all those rough, jagged edges.

I was surprised, too, that the woman didn’t see what he was. I supposed he looked handsome and rugged in the waffle tee and faded jeans, with an ever-present layer of scruff on his jaw. If she sensed any of his wildness, it only gave him a more compelling edge. Something different from the dads who emerged from minivans in the parking lot around us in polos and khaki pants.

We found an outdoorsy store nearby and loaded up on new clothes and gear, trying on clothes and making faces at the ones we didn’t like. Hunter snagged me in one of the dressing rooms for a kiss. As if we were a couple. The idea of us as a normal couple was…quite frankly, terrifying. But also amazing, and I suspected the two always came as a pair.

The world looked different in the park. If the gorgeous view of the falls were the front parlor, then the park was the family room—less impressive but more relaxing. It was the same thing we’d done in the smaller waterfalls where we’d stood in the water and looked down, although this place was much more expansive and these rivers were miles away from the falls themselves.

The ground we covered turned orange, the skies grew vibrant.

We walked a hundred steps carved into rock to reach the peak of a mountain, and the view had stolen my breath. Or maybe that was because the air was thinner there, but I felt rooted to the spot, indelibly planted into the ground, connected to the earth in a startling and soulful bond. This was the Niagara I had dreamed about, the true wonder that hadn’t been commercialized.

Hunter was affected too. Some of the lines in his face had eased, the russet glow painting his face with wonder. But despite our auspicious beginning, he became increasingly distant as time passed. Considering Hunter was already so thoroughly contained, that was saying something.

He grew more pensive. Sadder with each passing day. The physical strain of the climbs and the harsh environment acted as buffers. It was hard for me to talk, much less convince him to open up, but with every step, it became clearer I would have to. We set up the tent and opened up the top. Sex beneath the stars, murmured conversation about the vistas or animals we’d come across, and then sleeping wrapped up in his arms. Bliss, if I wasn’t sure something dark brewed beneath the surface.

Now my whole body ached with newfound activity. My throat was dry. Hunter held out the canteen without looking over. I took a gulp and returned it to his outstretched hand. He insisted on carrying the bulk of the gear.

I covered my eyes with my hand and squinted at the trail ahead. As far as the eye could see, there were shades of orange and yellow, golden rock and a blinding sunset. Far in the distance I could see heavy clouds and the slanted stripes of rain. There were a hundred different climates here, flash floods beside a desert, but it had been a full day since we’d met the river.

Dizziness distorted my vision. My foot landed on loose pebbles, and I skidded down the incline a few feet before Hunter’s firm grasp caught me. He set me right again.

“You okay?” His voice was gruff, dry from the dusty air.

“Yeah, I’m good. Thanks.”

He grunted and continued ahead.

His head bent low, skin beaded with sweat. The start of a beard obscured his expression, but I knew his mouth would be drawn tight, lips parched. We were both at the ends of our endurance, though his physical strength far surpassed my own.

The little safety class we’d taken warned us that people still died here every year, and though I doubted it would come to that, neither did we need a case of acute exhaustion. We wouldn’t reach the basin with its shops and watered campgrounds before nightfall, which meant another night of camp.

We should bed down now so we didn’t lose too much water, but Hunter seemed hell-bent on going forward, like he was trying to get away from something. Or trying to drown the darkness in exhaustion.

He shortened his strides for me, but I still struggled to keep up. Unlike some of the other straggling groups we sometimes waved to in passing, he and I stayed close, within five feet at all times. It was a safety precaution, both physical and emotional. He was my ship in a tempestuous sea. I was the talisman he kissed before a storm. Even distracted and discontent, he always kept me close.

My breath began to come in pants, my vision blurry. He rounded a corner, and relieved to hide my weakness for a moment, I leaned back against the jagged rockface. As a testament to how bad off I was, the cool prodding of rock into my back felt relaxing, massaging out some of the kinks in my muscles. Even my skin felt tight—parched.

“Evie?”

I blinked and Hunter came into focus. He looked worried.

“Hi.”

“Shit,” he said. “God fucking damn it, why didn’t you tell me you were dehydrated?”

I frowned. “I just had a drink.”

He wasn’t listening though. He steered me down from the small ledge we’d been walking and onto the dirt. I let him lead me beneath a tree and lay me down on one of the sleeping bags. Sitting down beside me, he lifted my head and helped me drink.

Nausea assailed me. I pushed the bottle away.

He produced a washcloth from our pack and poured water from the canteen.

“No,” I protested. “There won’t be enough.”

He shushed me, pressing the cloth gently on the overheated skin of my neck, cooling me down with every soft wipe. “Then I’ll be thirsty.”

I smiled weakly. “Sorry I’m a lightweight.”

He leaned down and kissed my forehead. “It was my fault. I never should have pushed you so hard.”

“I wanted to keep up.”

“You will. One day soon, you’ll run circles around me. It takes time to build up.”

I blinked up at him in the waning light. All along, I’d thought Hunter was the hermit in the story, but as I watched him at ease against the earth, his silhouette a sleek extension of the ground and sky, I realized it had been me all along. I’d been the one cut off from society, dangling off a ledge on a waterfall just to feel alive. I wasn’t used to this activity…but I would be. He would see to that, and so would I.

“How are you feeling?” he asked, concerned. “I can go ahead and bring back help.”

“No, I swear I feel better.”

It was true. Like a colt standing for the first time, I was wobbly. It would take time and practice before I could walk and run and gallop on my own.

“I’ll rest tonight and we’ll go back in the morning. And I’ll be more careful from now on, let you know if you’re going too fast.”

At that, he smiled with remorse. “Not that I’ve done a great job at listening so far.”

“You will,” I mocked him gently. “One day soon you’ll be the most sensitive guy around.”

He laughed, squeezing some of the water from the compress onto my face. I shrieked and laughed too, drinking down the drops that fell into my mouth.

He wouldn’t let me help put up the tent, but that was okay. I was learning my limits, what they were and how to respect them. He needed to be kind and I needed to receive kindness.

That night he pulled back the top of the tent, and we lay in the jumble of sleeping bags and pillows staring up at the stars. I rested my face on his chest, feeling the steady rise and fall while the crinkly hair tickled my nose.

“Tell me,” I said softly.

Beating beneath me was a strong heart, one that had started off pure but tainted now. Poisoned when no one had believed in him, poisoned when the men in jail had hurt him.

There was poison inside me too. Because of what had happened to me with Allen, because of the guilt from my mother. Neither of us could purge ourselves of it completely, but we could help each other. Like the way I’d read the old settlers of this place would deal with snake bites, lancing the wound and sucking out the venom.

And so the words began to flow.

“He was my mentor in seminary school. The man who gave me that rosary. Norman had already graduated but while he was working as a missionary, he’d had a crisis of faith. Some of the things he’d seen…the atrocities that men will commit on other men. On women.”

My heart swelled with sadness for him—that man, but mostly for Hunter.

“We became friends though. I was starry-eyed, naïve. Idealistic in the extreme. He started off jaded, but he seemed to calm over the years I was there. Norm taught me what he knew, and he told me later it felt like he was relearning it. Neither of us questioned that it was God who had brought us together as the best of friends.”

He went silent.

“What happened?” I whispered.

I already knew the way this story ended, but I wanted to hear it. And maybe he needed to tell it.

“We were lucky. When I graduated, two positions opened up in the same parish. We loved that place, the church, the community. At night we would talk over dinner, debating the same passages over again. It was…” I felt him swallow. “It was everything I had dreamed of having.”

“And then?”

“There was one family there with a teenaged daughter. The parents were wealthy but both very busy. The daughter had come to our Sunday school, she joined the choir. She started having trouble in school. Nothing too alarming, skipping school and hanging with the wrong crowd, but they wanted counseling for her.”

This time even I fell silent, reluctant to hear how his peace was shattered. Nervous to learn of the woman I’d reminded him of, at least at first.

“She told me…She said she’d been waiting until she was of age, she said. It wasn’t the first time a parishioner had confessed to a crush, but it was the first time she wouldn’t take no for an answer. I was uncomfortable… embarrassed. I told her I couldn’t speak to her one-on-one anymore. I considered talking to her parents, but then she was nineteen and living on her own. She started having regular sessions with Norm, and I figured the problem was solved.”

He pulled me tighter, so tight I couldn’t breathe. I stroked him, running my fingers over the goose-bumped skin on his chest.

“I didn’t realize it, but she was saying the same things to him. Earning his trust. He thought she loved him. He loved her back. And then she told him that I’d taken advantage of her. That I’d touched her even though I hadn’t. Not ever.”

“I know,” I said quietly, though I was sure he wasn’t listening. He was tense, sweating, back in the past that hurt him.

“He called the police. They showed up to take me away in handcuffs while he watched from the curb. He wouldn’t listen to me, refused to talk about me or see me. I was convicted without ever hearing him speak another word to me.”

“I’m sorry,” I whispered.

He laughed. “He left the cloth for her. I don’t know why, maybe he got suspicious or she just needed to confess, but somehow she ended up telling him the truth. Did she think he would stay with her anyway? He got proof to my lawyer, and they overturned the sentence. In a way, it was too late for me. I was already so fucked up. So many fights…those nights in the ER…I didn’t want to be like this. I had to survive. I couldn’t…”

“I know. I understand. You couldn’t let them.”

“The craziest part of the whole thing was when I was released from prison. I got it into my head that he’d be there waiting for me. He would apologize, and I’d already forgiven him. I knew I could never go back to the priesthood, but at least I’d have a friend.”

I pulled myself up to face him. “You have a friend.”

He tucked a strand of hair behind my head. “I don’t deserve one. You, least of all.”

“I know I’m pretty great,” I said blithely.

He grinned. “A saint.”

I rested my forehead against his the way I had in his truck. It brought me closer to him, like I could pull the pain from him and take it into my own body. He did the same for me, really, and we were both conduits for the pain, the currents between us grounding us together. He was the god of thunder, retreating from the world that had rejected him. I was the maiden he’d caught going over the edge, who he’d secreted away in his lair beneath the falls.

“Sometimes I think Norm was a bastard. A stupid, horrible person,” he continued, “and I curse him to Hell. Then other days…I knew my friend too well. He believed her. Maybe he was blindsided by her looks or interest in him. Or maybe he was too messed up by what he’d already seen. But either way, he truly believed it of me and that hurt the worst. He’s been out there, somewhere, feeling like shit, and I can’t stop it. I don’t even want to care about that, but I do.”

I knew the feeling exactly. My mother wasn’t the best, but she hadn’t wanted me hurt. She hadn’t realized what Allen was doing to me until it was too late. Like Hunter, too late.

And yet, here we both were. Two second chances. Almost a miracle.

“Forgive yourself. It’s the only way we can be together.”

His lip quirked. “Are you preaching to me, Evie?”

“You know what they say. Those who can, do. Those who can’t, preach.”

“Do they say that?”

“I have no idea. I’ve spoken to approximately five people my whole life.”

He grinned and kissed me, his lips curved as they pressed against mine.

It was the first time we had really kissed. His tongue met mine in a sensual meeting, a languid caress followed by another and another. He explored me there as thoroughly as he knew the rest of my body, learning each contour and sweetly sensitive shadow.

Though I felt the usual heat flaring between us, there was no urgency, no expectation that it would turn into more. It touched me that he would spare me sex now when he thought I was weak, but he still didn’t quite realize that sex with him strengthened me. It was the most intimate of embraces, a show of support and desire unequaled.

Anticipation warm in my belly, I began to kiss my way down his neck, his chest, and lower, lower, but he stopped me.

Glancing up, I asked, “No?”

He shook his head. “You don’t need the added salt intake when you’re already dehydrated.”

I snorted, then licked the curve of his abs. “You’re not that salty.”

“Not yet.”

My laugh was cut short by the shock of cool water on my belly. He had found that damned washcloth again and he used it to full advantage this time, rubbing it along my body and limbs, over my hardened nipples and down into the soft, damp valley below. He teased me through the rough cloth, dragging me higher to a sharp-sweet crescendo.

I shook in his arms, until he released me and moved downward.

His tongue replaced the cloth, a caress infused with the absolution we needed in the past, a prayer spoken against tender, swollen skin. He took me to heaven and then pulled me back down again with the sharp, swift thrust of him inside me.

It would always be this way, the ecstasy and the pain. They twined together in a path we would walk, unknowing and unseeing, each glad to have found a friend. All I wanted was to be with Hunter wherever his rig should take us. Across the country, around the world.

Like chasing rainbows and capturing each one in the smile it gave us.


Epilogue


In French, the word “salut” means both “hello” and “goodbye.”

The only thing I could see was a long row of red No Smoking signs. The cabin had gone dark after dinner—which had tasted surprisingly good. Paneer masala and saffron rice. Not food I expected on Air France, but I didn’t mind. I wanted to experience everything the world had to offer, even if it came in small plastic trays from a rolling cart.

My skin had permanently pebbled in the cool airplane. A sandpaper blanket did little to warm me. And the bucket seat had stopped being comfortable around the fifth hour of flight. The man in front of me had reclined his seat so he was almost in my lap. A woman behind me tap-tap-tapped her foot against the back of my chair.

And beside me, the little boy managed to flick me with a rubber band. Again.

I tried to give the women on the other side of him a glare that would seem both understanding and firm. Yes, kids would be kids—but if anyone was going to deal with it, shouldn’t it be his mother? Unfortunately, she seemed to have fallen asleep.

The boy grinned at me, clearly expecting a response. I probably wasn’t allowed to flick him back…

Kids were another thing I didn’t know about, like Indian food and international travel. The massive circular X-ray scanners at check-in had seemed impossibly futuristic. Conveyer belts in the middle of hallways and an artistic lighting display overhead, as if O’Hare were a museum instead of an airport. Everything new and exciting and secretly scary.

Flick.

That was enough. I stood and stretched, hoping the mother would wake up from the daggers from my eyes. No such luck. I slipped my phone into my jeans pocket and made my way toward the back, feeling unsteady on my feet. Floor lights lit the way, a miniature runway leading to the back of the plane.

Everyone I passed had their eyes closed, sleeping probably. Some people wore the sleep masks provided by the airline. Others slouched over in their chairs, leaning on their neighbors—or in one case, hanging perilously into the aisle. I nudged the older woman with my hip, careful not to wake her as she slid back into place.

When I looked up, I met the gaze of someone in the very back aisle. I could see the whites of his eyes. A shiver ran through me. Was he some sort of security agent? What had Hunter called them? I had asked tons of questions, making him chuckle. Air marshals. That sounded futuristic too, as if they were shooting through the sky in one-man spaceships. Instead they were ordinary men authorized to carry guns on a plane.

He watched me silently, unblinking. Creepy.

Ignoring the twinge of nerves, I lowered my gaze and continued past him. There was a tiny bathroom that looked mildly suffocating from outside the door. I didn’t have to use it anyway; I just couldn’t deal with sitting down anymore.

Stop being grumpy. This wasn’t my first flight. Small spaces and hard chairs were par for the course on airplanes. I knew the real problem.

I missed Hunter.

Farther back, a small area connected the two parallel aisles. The galley, the flight attendant had called it. They’d said we could come back here for short periods of time if we needed to stretch our legs. Apparently, no one else did. The dim lighting and loud hum of the plane had lulled most everyone to sleep.

Except for Mr. Air Marshal. But then, it was probably his job to stay on alert.

I paced back and forth in the tiny strip of empty space. Was this how it felt to be caged? I had a sudden image of Hunter trapped in a space this small—not only for a few minutes. For years he’d been locked up. Imprisoned. Goosebumps rose on my skin.

A small room was off to the side, some kind of storage closet with a dark blue curtain for a door. The bins all had a special latch, probably so they wouldn’t slide open.

I read off the labels, whispering to myself. “Napkins. Sleep Masks. Sporks.”

Hah. Sporks.

God, I was tired. I should be sleeping, but I couldn’t when I kept getting flicked with a rubber band. Maybe I could fall asleep here, in this tiny space. There was a thin counter. I could wedge myself onto it, somehow strap myself in like I was luggage in a compartment.

A slight smile curved my lips. I was getting silly, the lack of sleep messing with my brain. Even though I knew I shouldn’t, I pulled out my phone. It was allowed to be on right now for listening to music or reading, but no phone calls. No signal. I snuck a glance down the aisle—empty, dark—and switched the airplane mode setting to off.

Nothing.

Maybe it wouldn’t work. We definitely weren’t supposed to be doing this. The flight attendant had made that very clear, along with the pre-flight safety video.

Ah, there they were. Three bars.

Hunter’s number was first in the list, most important, but he wouldn’t even get this text. Miss you, I typed. I pressed the Send button and waited.

Nothing again.

That should have discouraged me, but instead it felt like a blank check. I could say anything. He wouldn’t respond, couldn’t respond, and it gave me carte blanche to be playful. How much should I say? How graphic could I get? Maybe the boredom pushed me to the edge. Or maybe thinking about Hunter always put me on edge.

And thinking about kissing you, I typed. If you were here, I’d kiss you everywhere.

Send.

Oh, he’d be mad about that. Naughty texts when he couldn’t even get at me. Maybe it wasn’t that dirty in the realm of sexting, but he would know how hard it was for me to say the words. He would know exactly what I meant when I said I’d kiss him everywhere—and that was dirty. The thought made me laugh under my breath.

A sound came from outside the curtain. I froze, listening. One second passed, then two. The screen of my phone went dark. Only the slightest whisper alerted me to the movement of the curtain. Then someone was inside with me, their heat and presence soaking up all the air. I gasped and shoved myself back into the corner, but there was nowhere to go.

“What are you—”

A hand covered my mouth, cutting off my question. My heart beat too fast, thumping wildly in my chest. Someone had to hear the rapid beat or my harsh breathing. I tried to pull his hand away. My fingers fumbled, clumsy and stiff with terror. The cell phone clattered to the floor, its sound almost completely enveloped by the roar of the engine beneath us.

We were completely insulated back here. And alone.

“I ask the questions.” The voice cut through the darkness, low and raspy.

I shook my head, whether in refusal or shock I didn’t know. Let me go, I tried to say, but my lips couldn’t even form the words beneath the force of his palm, my throat didn’t make a sound under the threat of his body.

His hand tightened, cutting off the air flow to my nose. I struggled, kicking out and catching him on his leg. He grunted and eased up, enough to let me breath, not enough to let me go. I sank back against the wall, limp with relief, until he picked up my phone.

“What have we here?” Pale blue light from the screen traced broad shoulders and blunt facial features. He looked up. His eyes were impossibly cold, almost reptilian in their unfeeling. An animal. “Are you placing a phone call?”

“No,” I whispered.

“Let’s see.” He still spoke low, barely audible above the rushing sound in my ears. “You’ve sent a text message…two minutes ago. Surely you realize that’s not allowed.”

“I’m sorry. It was just one. Or two! I won’t do it again.”

“Two messages. What could be so urgent?” He pressed a button. “Miss you.” His gaze met mine over the top of the phone. A wicked light danced in his eyes. He was enjoying this. “And thinking about kissing you.”

My cheeks heated beneath his hand.

His smile was sly and calculating. “Lonely, are you?”

I had to look away, humiliated, my innermost thoughts laid bare, flayed open by cold condescension. My stomach tightened into knots. Typing them in the dark, all alone, had been one thing. But I’d never expected this.

“And what’s this? If you were here, I’d kiss you everywhere. Well, well. Was this so important you had to violate FAA regulations? I wonder what the security personnel in France would have to say about that. They would detain you, at the very least.”

A tear leaked from my eye, skating down my cheek and over his hand.

What? Why? My eyes asked the question.

He chuckled. “It’s a safety violation, of course. And this? It could be a code. Suspicious activity. And you’re the perfect cover, all innocent-looking. But you aren’t innocent, are you? Not if you’re sending men texts like this.”

I looked down, ashamed. He reached behind him and produced a strip of fabric. A sleep mask! He spun me around. I barely had time to register that my mouth was free—to beg, to scream—when he had wrapped the cloth around my mouth like a gag. He tied a knot with efficient, practiced movements. My hands came next, trapped behind my back and handcuffed with more fabric. Had he prepared for this?

Or was he always prepared to capture a girl in the backroom of wherever? I struggled, yanking my hands, testing the ties.

“Shh, stop that.” He leaned in close, hands on my hips. His mouth was right against my ear, whispering. Soothing. “Don’t fight me. I only want to have some fun with you. To use you for a little while. You don’t mind, do you? We both know you want it too.”

He reached around and unzipped my jeans. His hand reached inside bluntly, rudely, beneath my panties as if he had every right to be there, in the folds of my sex where the dampness gave me away.

His breath caught. “Oh, that’s nice. Very nice.”

His forefinger dipped lower into a pool of wetness that grew and grew. I imagined a dark stain on my panties. Would it leak through to my jeans? Would everyone know? He drew the moisture up and over my clit, drawing circles that made me jerk in his hold.

He pinched my clit in reprimand. “Take it. Just accept what you have coming and it won’t hurt. Much.”

His other hand drew my shirt up, baring my belly and chest to the cool air. My nipples tightened beneath the lace cups of my bra. It hadn’t been a comfortable choice for a long plane ride, but I’d wanted the lingerie to be a surprise. I’d imagined undressing for Hunter with the skyline of Paris behind me. Not like this, bound and gagged. Not with cruel fingers shoving the thin lace down, exposing my breasts in the small dark room.

I glanced back to the curtain. Would anyone come here? I doubted anything could be heard, especially not my whimpers or his groans, but maybe a flight attendant would catch us. Would they stop him? They’d have to. And they’d see me like this, half naked. Worse than naked, my clothes bunched and pinching, framing the most shameful parts of me.

“Then you’d better get me off fast.” He must have read my mind.

I hung my head, resigned to my fate.

That must have pleased him. He turned me around and pushed me down. The floor was some kind of springy mat, surprisingly comfortable on my knees. I could barely see him in the lack of light. He loomed in front of me, my entire world. But I could hear him. His harsh breathing. The rasp of a zipper.

He didn’t even have to say it. I want to kiss you everywhere. I’d written my own debasement.

My mouth and throat were dry when he yanked the gag out of the way. The fleece fabric had taken all the moisture away—but he put it back. With his fingers first, shoving them in, deep enough so I gagged. Then the spongy head of a cock pressed against my lips. I’d been trained well for this. Without a thought, my lips parted, letting him in. He was already slippery, salty, precum coating his cock. The taste of him coated my tongue as he slid deeper.

He cradled the back of my neck, his hands gentle as he held me still for his thrusts. He started shallowly, letting me get used to his rhythm, his size. His hands tightened in my hair. He pressed in deeper, hitting the back of my throat. I gagged, choking, jerking my head away and struggling against the bonds on my wrists as he continued to press deep.

“Don’t whine. It’s only going to get worse.”

And God, he was right. Because then he started to move, fucking my face in a relentless rhythm. I couldn’t time my breaths or make a sound. I couldn’t even think about stopping him. My world narrowed to his cock in my mouth. I became nothing more than something warm and wet for him to come inside. It didn’t even matter if I struggled or passed out as long as he could use me like this.

Everything blurred. I almost didn’t register when he pulled away. My eyes were flooded with tears. My throat felt raw. He didn’t have to put the gag back in and he knew it. The last thing I wanted was for someone to find me like this. If the French officials minded my dirty texts, they’d definitely mind me naked and shivering in the back of the plane.

“I was going to come in your mouth, but I can’t.” He sounded almost apologetic. “I have to get inside that pretty cunt. It was just too wet. I need to feel it around my dick.”

I blushed furiously. Too wet. As if I’d brought this on myself.

With a gentle shove, he pitched me forward until my face was pressed against the floor. What had seemed soft under my knees felt unyielding against my cheek. The smell of rubber suffused me. How many stewardesses had walked back and forth in their sensible pumps, never knowing what would happen here? How many would continue to do so, stepping on the salt of my tears?

A rough tug pulled my jeans all the way down to my knees. Then he was kneeling behind me. Not between my legs, but with his knees outside mine. I was hogtied, with my hands still tied and my legs locked together by the jeans, unable to even protect myself against what was coming.

“Wait,” I said.

He pressed his cock against my opening and slid home. I bucked against him, twisting away. Even on the inside, my muscles squeezed, trying to push him out. Useless, all of it. He may as well have been a part of the airplane itself, machinery that couldn’t be moved by human strength. Even his cock inside me felt more like metal than flesh, hard and invasive.

He groaned. “That’s right. Milk me. Make me come.”

Those words. I shut my eyes tight, unable to face him—unable to face the floor or the darkness as my body obeyed him. I couldn’t stop milking him. I couldn’t stop making him come, even though I kind of wanted to. That would only prolong this, but I tried anyway. To relax myself, to be passive. But my muscles clenched hard around him, obeying him instead of me, until he gasped and hot liquid bathed my inner walls.

He jerked over me, rocking himself through his orgasm. Even then, I couldn’t stop clenching and clenching. It wasn’t just for him, I realized. With horror, I acknowledged the feeling inside me. Pure, unstoppable arousal. My cunt wasn’t trying to push him out; I was trying to pull him in, deeper, harder, so I could get off too. I felt exposed and dirty, more than the forced blowjob could have done. My own forbidden excitement was the true embarrassment, shining a light on things better left in the dark.

“Shhh.” He was at my ear again, soothing me. Only then did I realize I was crying. Not loose, helpless tears, but quiet sobs that racked my body. I didn’t want this. I didn’t want to be like this. The shame would never leave me alone, not ever.

He petted my back, stroking me. His other hand slipped underneath to my clit. He didn’t circle me this time. Two fingers slid on either side of it, holding still.

“Go ahead,” he muttered. “Ride me.”

And I did. Shamefully, I did, my hips rocking urgently, rubbing myself off on his hand. It felt almost painful, the sweet friction from his fingers, and I whimpered. He reached under me to where my breasts hung loose. He cupped one and then pinched my nipple. Hard. I came, spilling wetness onto his hand, my moans muffled by the rubber floor and unflinching drone of the plane.

He held me like that a little longer, his fingers warm and still on my clit. Comforting.

When he stood, I tilted to the side, falling against the wall. He found the cabinet marked Napkins and cleaned himself and put his clothes to right. Then he did the same for me, wiping my mouth, my sex, and tugging my bra and clothes back into place with a regretful sigh. I let him dress me like a doll, feeling as numb and hollow as one.

He picked up my phone from the shallow ledge. Even the faint light was a shock when I’d been in the dark so long, like squinting into the sun. The screen illuminated his face from below, an almost demonic perspective. He pressed some buttons and then slipped the phone into the pocket of my jeans.

He said nothing to me as he pushed the curtain aside and left. Perhaps there was nothing to say. Everything had been communicated through our bodies, murmurs in a soft caress and shouting in the rough invasion of his cock. A million words had been spoken with every stroke.

I remained in the room, leaning against the wall, as my breathing returned to even.

How long had he been in here with me? A few minutes? An hour? Either way, there was plenty of flight left. Time I would most definitely spend in my seat—just as soon as I could make myself move.

Finally, I pushed off the wall. My legs felt unsteady, as if we were on a ship instead of a plane, rocking to the motion of the waves. I found the restroom and washed my face. A pale face stared out from the small mirror. What was she thinking? Even I didn’t know, dazed by exhaustion and recent events.

My hand trailed along the textured plane walls for support. In the open aisle, between the seats, I straightened and forced myself to walk normally. But when I glanced back, a pair of eyes gazed steadily at me. The back row. The Air Marshal.

A shiver ran through me. Fear.

Ducking my head, I continued walking. At least almost everyone else was still sleeping. Even the little boy had fallen asleep, curled up in his seat and mine. I gently nudged him over and let sleep claim me.

*     *     *

“Welcome to Charles De Gaulle Airport. We hope you have a pleasant flight and enjoy your stay in Paris.”

I came awake in chunks, registering the seatbelt light dinged off, the rustle as people stood and reached for the overhead compartments. The little boy had stretched out, his head in his mother’s lap and his feet in mine.

His mother smiled at me, looking about as bleary as I felt. “Thank you so much for letting us switch seats,” she said with a French accent.

“No problem.”

“I hope he wasn’t any trouble. I think I dozed off early.”

“He slept like an angel.”

That had been true by the end. And I didn’t really mind trading seats. Obviously a child needed to sit with his mother. It was the airline who had assigned them seats on opposite ends of a very large jet.

Straightening, I tried to peek through the curtains at the front of the aisle, trying to catch a glimpse of Hunter. But there were two full sections between us, each with their own galley and restrooms. Passengers were restricted to the facilities in their own section. No mingling across the plane was allowed.

Hunter tended to break rules.

Rules like no sex in the storage closet of an airplane, for example.

I glanced at the back seat. The Air Marshal stretched in the aisle and swung his arms to loosen them. He rifled through a small piece of leather luggage—more of a briefcase. He leaned against the wall, the one I had touched on the way back to my seat, and looked at his phone. I flushed hot and then cold, remembering how my phone had gotten me into trouble last night. Embarrassment wouldn’t let me turn it on now, even though it was legal and allowed with the plane at the gate.

The line took forever, as expected since I was almost at the very back, behind the two hundred passengers on the plane. Only a few rows were behind me—and the air marshal waiting patiently in the rear hallway.

His gaze pricked the back of my neck. I stared ahead—which wasn’t hard considering how tired the trip had made me. Still, I couldn’t rest easy with him just ten feet away. Watching. Knowing.

Did he know what had happened in that storage closet?

I managed a weak smile for the cheery stewardess bidding us goodbye. How did she manage to get any sleep? Maybe there was a special cot somewhere we couldn’t see, a miniature dorm room for flight crew only.

They certainly hadn’t been in the storage closet.

The temperature dropped twenty degrees in the gangway. My blue hoodie, which had felt perfectly cozy at Chicago’s O’Hare terminal, now felt paper thin. Hunter and I would have to pull warmer jackets out of our suitcases before leaving the airport.

But first, I had to find him.

He stood a little bit away from the crowd of disembarking passengers. His expression was inscrutable as I walked up. How did he feel about last night? As for me, I felt sore—and satisfied. They commonly went together where he was concerned. He knew exactly how to get me hot, and it was just our perverse luck that the same things worked for him.

Still, there was a big difference between fumbling in the dark and facing him the morning after. My cheeks heated, and no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t quite meet his gaze.

He chuckled. “Miss me?”

Evil man. “You know I did.”

“Bet you were thinking of me.”

God, if I let him keep going, he’d tease me until my face burst into flames. “I bet you were thinking of me too.”

“Always, sunshine.”

Pleasure filled me. Unlike the pleasure from last night, this one wasn’t tainted with fear or arousal. This was as wholesome and bright as the nickname he gave me, complete with summertime scents and floating dust motes. Our feelings for each other were pure in a way our base carnality would never be. The sky and the earth, one casting light, the other catching it. Each more complete in the whole.

“Let’s grab breakfast,” he said, turning to scan the wide terminal corridor. “Do you need a restroom first?”

“No, but I would like breakfast. Something very French. A croissant, maybe, or a baguette.”

He grinned. “I’m sure they—”

“Pardon me! Wait, please,” a male voice called out, and I froze. Every cell in my body screamed for me to run, but in a crowded airport there was nowhere to go.

The Air Marshal strode up to us. I managed to stop myself from taking a step backward. That would only make me look guilty. But I was guilty. So guilty that being forced was the only way I knew how to have sex. So full of shame every time I enjoyed it anyway.

He knows what we did. I tried to project the thought to Hunter, but he looked completely unfazed.

“Is this your first time in Paris?” the marshal inquired with the faintest accent.

“For her. Not for me, though it has been a while,” Hunter answered casually, as if the question had been asked in passing conversation with another tourist instead of an interrogation by a security official.

What if we were detained? Arrested? Hunter didn’t look concerned, but then he never did.

The air marshal glanced at my hand. My left hand, with its gold band. “Are you just married then?”

This time the question was clearly directed at me. I opened my mouth but only a mortified squeak came out. My life had plenty of embarrassing moments to choose from. But getting busted for sex on a plane would put the rest of them to shame.

Hunter raised his eyebrows at me. “A month ago.”

“Congratulations,” the marshal said. “I imagine you’ll be visiting the usual places. The Eiffel Tower. Notre Dame.”

“Of course. Do you have any recommendations?”

“I do, actually. La Dame de Canton. A restaurant on an old gypsy boat. Mediocre food, relatively speaking, but the ambiance is something to appreciate.”

“We’ll have to visit then.”

“Be sure to request the boudoir. It’s a small alcove in the back. Very private. I think you would appreciate it.”

Hunter raised an eyebrow. A warning? “On your recommendation, then.”

The air marshal nodded with surprising deference. “I always enjoy the company of newlyweds. It reminds me of happier times, when I was younger and less divorced.”

Hunter barked a laugh before bidding him au revoir.

The marshal saluted us and disappeared into the crowd.

“The bastard,” Hunter said, but there was no heat behind it.

My chest still felt tight, bands of nerves making it hard to breathe. “He… he knows.”

“Of course, he knows. That’s a voyeur if I ever met one. Hard to blame him, though, considering.”

That was awfully level-headed. I narrowed my eyes at him. “I thought you’d be upset.”

“That a jaded security guard let us fool around in the storage closet? Nah, not upset. I’d have slipped him something in thanks if it wouldn’t have offended him.”

Okay then.

*     *     *

After breakfast, it took us another hour to get into Paris and to our hotel. I was used to a lot of travel by now, but after the expansive, cushy seats of Hunter’s truck, the stiff-back chair of the train and the ripped cushions of the cab left something to be desired. The man at the front desk was courteous and faintly judging, so on point I wondered if he was planted to entertain American tourists.

Or then again, maybe he really did feel that way.

Either way, the room itself was beautiful, larger than I’d been given to expect from the travel guidebooks. A small wall divided the sitting area from the bedroom, which left a spacious area across where the sunlight streamed through filmy curtains. I took a hot shower, admiring the marble floor and overlarge tub in the bathroom.

Now I knew why Hunter had picked this room.

I had a new set of lacy bra and panties to go on under my fresh clothes. For that bit of planning, I deserved a round of applause. A lot of my lingerie would get torn to shreds during our two-week stay here.

At least, I sure hoped so.

When I emerged from the bedroom, Hunter was reclined on the bed. He tossed his phone aside. “Come closer.”

I planned to jump him, just jump directly on top of him and tussle for control. I loved it when he won, so I gave him every opportunity. But before I could make it to the bed, he said, “Now stop. That’s perfect.”

“Perfect for what?”

“For you to show me those lacy panties you had on.” When I blushed he added, “You’re lucky I didn’t rip them off you right there on the plane. Shove them in your mouth and make you taste our own come.”

God. I clenched my thighs together, trying to ease the ache that started every time he talked like that. His grin was pure devilry, smug and tempting.

Two could play at this game.

“I don’t know what you mean,” I said, feigning innocence. “I’ve already changed.”

“Then show me what you’re wearing now,” he growled.

I pulled my jeans and top off as slowly as I could without being silly. There was only so seductive rumpled travel clothes could get. But my silk bra with its little pink flowers—oh, those would do nicely. He sucked in a breath when he saw it. And my panties. Not only did they match, but the panel was still damp from his come. It leaked out of me for hours after he came inside me, a musky reminder of what we’d done. He came a lot, copiously.

And often too.

“Do you mean these panties?” I asked.

I’d found that dirty talk didn’t need to be particularly clever to turn Hunter on. In fact, simple worked best. Please. Do it like that. And my coup de grace had been a quiet No, no, I can’t take any more during a particularly rough scene that had made him come for what felt like hours.

Hunter grunted something like assent. “Get over here.”

His hand absently rubbed himself through his jeans, a sign of dwindling patience. Soon enough he’d grab me, fling me to the floor, and have his dirty way with me. An excellent recipe for orgasms if I ever heard one. But this time around, I had a different idea.

My panties slipped over my hips and down to the floor. I unclasped my bra and held it against my chest for a moment before letting it fall. But instead of leaving the lacy fabric on the Aubusson rug, I hooked it with my forefinger.

When he reached for me, I stayed his hand. His eyebrows shot up. I could see the questions behind his brown eyes. Was it a game? Did I want him to overpower me?

I shook my head slightly. Not this time.

With a quick movement, I ripped the panties down their seam, lace tearing with a quiet snip. He and I both stared at the scrap of fabric in shock. Well, I’d imagined him tearing through my panties, not me, but this would be better. Just this once.

“Shall I?” I asked softly.

His eyes blazed. He looked…furious. But his breath quickened and his cock bulged as thick as ever through the jeans. Oh, he would like this. Just this once, and maybe a few more times, just to be sure.

I straddled his thighs and tied the panties over his mouth. Reaching around, I fastened the bra into a kind of makeshift handcuffs. The same way he’d tied me up last night. The whole time, I was acutely aware of the raw power between my legs and within my embrace. I only tied him up because he let me.

But then again, that was why he tied me up too.

“Good?” I asked.

His eyes were flames of frustration, of desire. He wanted to attack me but the pink-flower bonds and my wish to do this held him bound. “Poor man,” I whispered, trailing a finger down his temple. It must be hard for him to give in, even for a little while.

I would have to give him a reward.

The ridge in his jeans tempted me. I wanted to suck on the spongy head, to flutter my tongue at the tip, to drive him crazy when he couldn’t take control, couldn’t thrust.

Although maybe he still would. His hips were already moving, without any stimulation to his cock. He was fucking the air, overexcited from just seeing me naked and getting tied up.

He was so damned responsive.

Sucking him off would hardly return the favor from last night. I’d already done that. A good time for all, but I knew what he wanted. What he needed. Gently, carefully, I helped him lie flat on the bed. It didn’t look easy. He had to lie on his hands, which were still bound behind him. However, the discomfort was part of the allure. I wanted everything for him. Even pain.

And besides, he looked so good spread out, broad chest pressed up into the air, flat abs trailing into his jeans. He looked like one of the Greek statues in the guidebook for the Louvre. We’d get to see the artwork soon, but this was even better—marble turned man.

I shoved the panty-gag aside and pressed my fingers into his mouth. “Suck.”

He bit me. Of course he did. I had to pinch his side until he let go. We both knew he could have overpowered me at any moment. With his body, with his teeth. But he didn’t, and that was a greater gift than a shuddering forbidden orgasm. Greater even than a honeymoon in France.

I straddled his face and knelt over him. “Get to work. And no biting or you won’t like what happens next.”

He licked me eagerly, belying the fierce defiance in his eyes. But no, I read that wrong. It was the game we played that made it look like reluctance. As his eyes fell shut, I saw only triumph and bliss. He’d asked to do this so many times. And each one, I had refused. He could make me, but it wasn’t the same. Wasn’t the same at all as me tying him down and fucking him with my face.

Reaching down, I tugged on his hair, hard enough that he’d feel the sting. “There’s a good boy.” His eyes snapped open at that, twinkling with warning.

I laughed. “You’re going to make me pay for this, aren’t you? I can’t wait.”

We stayed in our hotel room the next two days, ordering ridiculous quantities of room service while he showed me all the ways he could make me suffer. I expected a complaint to make us keep quiet, especially after a few choice times. But I guess everyone knows what to expect from newlyweds, even stuffy bellhops. Even jaded air marshals.

Even rough and tumble truckers from Texas knew what happened on a honeymoon, and Hunter made it hurt so good.

The End
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