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        * * *

      

      
        
        After escaping the clutches of a malevolent man's grasp, two kind and honorable men save me from the streets. Each vow to protect me from the one seeking to enslave me.

      

        

      
        One offers to marry me and give me permanent protection while the other is a tempting passion I must ignore despite the pull between us.

      

        

      
        All three of us have no idea what the future holds... or how far a sick and twisted man will go to get back what he believes is his.

      

        

      
        TRUST HIM is the first of three books following the love story of Madeline and Antosha. This gripping dark psychological thriller romance series contains sensitive topics & features a tale of love and survival—one that will leave you breathless and wanting more until the very last page.
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          MADDIE

        

      

    

    
      What should I do now?

      Sitting outside against the dumpster in the alley of what appears is an abandoned building, I shiver. Even with my arms crossed and knees hugged to my chest, the lightweight material of my jacket fails to keep the cold from seeping through. My stockings are too thin to protect my legs from the harsh breeze.

      I try to hide at the unexpected sound of a door opening nearby. But before I can manage to get out of sight completely, someone hovers over me from the left.

      Refusing to look up, I freeze in place, hoping the person will think me a homeless person and keep on walking. Yet no, my breath hitches at the wrong moment. A scream sticks in the back of my throat as a large male body bends down and addresses me.

      “I bet you’re freezing out here, child.”

      His voice is deep, his tone kind, yet I don’t trust him — or any man — enough to respond. I need him to go away, to leave me alone no matter how much he thinks about saving me.

      After the last few years of my life, freezing outside is preferable to trusting anyone who acts kind toward me. Too often, their words are meaningless and come back to haunt me.

      Hurt me.

      “Come now.” He places his hand on my shoulder and gently squeezes. “No tricks or harm at my hands, I promise. Let’s get you out of here, hm?”

      I don’t believe him, but there isn’t any point in trying to run. Instinct and experience tell me I won’t get far even if I dare to try.

      When I turn my face toward his, there's nothing more to see than his outline in the dark. What will he would do when he learns about my situation? About who I am and what I ran from?

      He drops his hand before rising from his crouched position. There’s an outline of another man standing behind him, who then steps forward and picks me up without another word. Cradling my body against his chest with one arm, he hooks his other under my knees to carry me wherever they’ll take me now.

      And I don’t fight it or cry. There isn’t any point.

      He either told the truth about me being safe with him, or he lied. If it is the latter, I won’t give them the satisfaction of a reaction. And if it is the former, that will be a first for me.

      The man who carries me toward the car has a firm hold. I burrow my face into his chest, shivering as the bitter chilly wind rushes at us and snow falls. He tightens his grip as if it will make a difference.

      It doesn’t because my legs are practically bare despite the pantyhose and exposed since I’m wearing a dress. Yes, it was an inappropriate for the weather but hadn’t mattered when the opportunity to flee had arrived. The freezing air finds its way between my legs even though I try to keep them clenched shut.

      When we reach a car resembling a limousine, a third person opens the door, which means these men have a driver and are probably rich. The one carrying me sets me on the seat and motions for me to move over before climbing in himself. The first man who spoke to me enters the car after us and the door shuts behind him.

      This is a lot of mystery for me. Why are these two dark-haired rich men taking me off the street? Charity? Or something more sinister? I’ve read enough stories to know the second is possible, even if they have come across as kind and trying to help.

      More than kind. The one who carried me shrugs his coat off and wraps it around my shoulders in silence before shutting the front. Then, he puts an arm across my shoulders to tug me into his side. I don’t want to be so close to a man, anxiety rising in my throat, but I’m also so tired I don’t fight him. All my energy disappeared long before their arrival.

      I should stay on alert and remain awake as they bring me along to wherever they’re going. However, the man’s hold mixes with the warmth of his body. When combined with the smooth ride of the car, I’m lulled into the deepest sleep I’ve had in a long time.
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        * * *

      

      The sound of a door creaking open wakes me.

      It isn’t a car door. No, it’s a bedroom door as I lie in a huge, comfortable bed. The room around me is bright from the sunlight streaming through the windows.

      I slept through someone putting me to bed as well as through the night. Sitting up, I stare wide eyed at a woman wearing what looks like a maid’s outfit as she enters the room holding a tray. As she walks right toward the bed, she smiles upon catching my eye.

      “Good morning. Mister Valiquette will be glad you’re awake.” She stops next to the head of the bed and nods right at me. “If you will sit back, miss, I can place this over your lap so you may eat breakfast.”

      Too stunned at having a maid bring me breakfast in bed, I remain silent while scooting until my back hits the headboard. That is, until I look down and discover the soft pastel pink nightgown I’m wearing and gasp.

      “My name is Inga, miss.” She clucks her tongue and places the tray over my lap with a soft smile. “And please do not panic. Francis and I changed your clothing last night following your arrival. Your dress was ruined. But Mister Valiquette will discuss everything with you after you’ve eaten.”

      This time, I register the name she’s spoken.

      Mister Valiquette. Which of the two men is he? And what is the other’s name?

      I want to ask those questions, yet the words stick in my throat.

      “Eat.” Inga pats my hand twice quickly before stepping back. “I will be back in twenty minutes with something for you to wear until you get more suitable clothing.”

      This time I squeak out, “Okay,” before she pivots on her heel and strides out of the room, shutting the door behind her as I stare down at the plate.

      I hadn’t eaten in two days at the time those men found me. I had shoved my hunger aside, used to meager meals and ignoring the stomach pains, but then the aroma meets my nose. My mouth salivates, my brain recognizes the desperate, completely human need for sustenance.

      The instinct to scarf it down is strong. I ignore the urge, taking smaller bites than I like because I’ll get sick if I eat too much or too quick. I have to stop when the food is only half gone, my stomach protesting even a tiny bit more than my normal consumption. I try not to mourn the wasted food even though there will surely be a meal later.

      Even as what the men want remains a mystery for now, I know that much instinctively. No meager meal times will happen here. A tactic meant to keep me on edge so I will do as told in fear of being denied food for one meal, or as much as a whole day.

      When Inga returns carrying clothing, another maid I assume is Francis walks in behind her and comes over to the bed.

      “I’ll take this for you if you’re done, miss,” she says, reaching for the tray and removing it when I nod my permission.

      “Please, just call me Maddie,” I tell them both, grimacing. I know they’re doing as told, but I don’t like having people serve me, let alone having them call me miss. I’m perfectly capable of doing all these things myself and wish I could right now. “I prefer that.”

      The one holding the tray smiles without acknowledging my request and leaves the room. Inga pats the clothing hanging over her arm as she says, “If you’ll follow me, I’ll show you where the bathroom is. Mister Valiquette would like you to shower and change before meeting in his office.”

      I slide out of bed, discovering it isn’t far to the bathroom, which is a few steps down the hallway, and she leaves me to shower. The house I lived in before running away wasn’t small, but this bathroom is almost equal in size to our living room. Plus there's a huge closed-in shower, big claw-foot tub, black marble sinks, and an area with a vanity. Not to mention the full-size closet filled with towels, soaps, shampoos and more.

      After finding both a soap and shampoo with delightful scents, along with a new razor, I turn on the water until it borders on burning hot. Placing the items on the outer corner by the shower head, I undress and step in. Taking my time, I refuse to rush after being forced to these last couple years. My skin grows red from the heat and is squeaky clean following a thorough scrubbing to rid myself of the dirt. And for the memories, even though it doesn’t work for those as much as I wish it would.

      When I pull on the dress Inga has given me — sure it is one of the maid dresses as it looks similar — it fits almost perfect, although it is a bit snug around the waist. Opening up the closet, I search for a brush, but eventually settle on a comb and drag it through my waist long black hair.

      I leave it hanging, something I rarely do, but don't seem to have a choice. I can't put my hair up without the black stretchy tie which seems to have disappeared between last night and this morning. Only while brushing my teeth with some toothpaste on my finger do I finally glance at myself in the mirror.

      It isn’t shocking how exhausted I appear, even after sleeping as deep as I had. My splotchy complexion mixed with my thin face makes me appear sickly, the sight worsened by the bags under my wide and dark brown eyes. All together, I doubt anyone will guess I’m a young adult. I’m counting on this to avoid having the men from last night send me back home.

      Two months until my eighteenth birthday is all I need because nobody can force me to return home. What I will do then remains up in the air, but I have to persuade this man to help me. I hadn’t asked him for it last night, but since he’s plucked me off the streets without my consent, the least he can do is assist me in staying away from a horrible situation.

      Especially one that might have turned deadly if I hadn't managed to escape like I have.

      “Miss?”

      The knock at the door makes me jump and drop the comb. Picking it up after it clatters on the floor, I place it on the counter, take a deep breath, and stride over to the door.

      Inga waits on the other side, her sharp gaze taking me in from head to toe, not giving any of her thoughts away before she smiles. “Excellent. Do you feel better?”

      “Better than what?”

      She turns away instead of answering and leads the way downstairs. I fail at not staring at my surroundings, the interior of the house enormous, imposing, and beautiful.

      We head down a circular staircase, my hand sliding along the shiny black railing as I remain two steps behind her. The clacking of her heels bounce off the walls, while my bare feet smack on the gorgeous and shiny steps all the way to the bottom.

      Then she stops, lets me pass her, and points at the hallway leading off the one side. “Go to the first door on the left. Knock before you enter, miss.”

      Not understanding why she isn’t leading the way there, I walk until I’m standing in front of the door and cast a glance in her direction. She remains there, watching me, and stares until I suck in a breath and knock on the door. That's when she strides away out of sight while the deep and kind voice from last night booms out.

      “Come in.”

      My heart races as I turn the cold doorknob in my hand, ready to face the man who saved me from freezing on the streets last night.

      All while hoping the fact I hadn’t fought harder to avoid them taking me in won’t become something to regret.
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          MADDIE

        

      

    

    
      As I enter the room, Mister Valiquette glances up with a smile and waves at the chair across the desk from where he sits. “Take a seat.”

      Shutting the door, I walk closer and do as requested before examining the man, something I should've done last night.

      He’s the one who approached me last night, not the silent one who carried me to the car, and something about him seems familiar enough to bother me.

      A big problem if he and the situation I just escaped from are related in any way.

      I don’t trust the warmth in his dark grey eyes, which lend a kindness to his entire expression. If there's one thing I've learned, it's that impressions mean nothing. Anybody can pretend they're a good person and be awful on the inside. Those types will unleash their demons when everyone they don’t want to know the truth aren't looking.

      “Tell me.”

      Two words and such a simple request. This man, with his stormy gaze and dark hair, wants to know my story.

      I lower my gaze, bite my lip, and gasp at the sight of his hands. One rests on the desk while the other holds a pen, poised over the paper he has paused writing on upon my arrival. He has bright bruises on his knuckles, showcasing a recent assault on someone or something.

      My eyes jerk back to his, anything he wants to hear refusing to fall from my lips, because this man might be as dangerous as the one I've run from. Even if he's taken me off the street and seems kind, how can I trust him or any man to never hurt me again?

      But he knows my thoughts.

      “I will never hit you, ma chérie.” Lips thinning, he raises his injured hand, knuckles outward as he shakes his head. “I reserve my wrath for those who would harm the defenseless and this is the result of beating such a man. One who had his warning and was well aware of the consequences of his actions.”

      I appreciate his honesty even as I admit, "I'm afraid."

      Lowering his hand back to the desk, he nods and smiles, showing a bit of teeth as he relaxes in his chair. "What is your name?"

      Shifting, I take a deep breath and give him what I'm willing to share until I know more. "Maddie."

      "You will not share much until you are sure of me. Understood." Leaning forward again, he picks up his phone and types out a quick message before giving me another smile intended to put me at ease. "If you wish for me to help you, I will need a little more information. How old are you?"

      I don't want to lie to him. I can tell he doesn't appreciate anyone who doesn't tell the truth. "I will be eighteen in two months."

      He inclines his head.

      I don't need him to say anything to guess what he's thinking. I'm a runaway. He's weighing the cost in his head of helping me versus determining who I am and where I lived before to return me there.

      Yet, he surprises me when his lips thin and his voice grows harsher as he asks, "You have run from a bad situation, ma chérie?"

      "Y-yes." I glance at his hand and can't help the way my body shifts again in the chair, my heart beginning to pound as my words wobble. My hands tighten on the arms of the chair as I plead, "Please understand, I don't wish to return there. I... I can't!"

      His dark and piercing gaze stares at me for what feels like an eternity before he nods his head once. Then he indicates the window with a tip of his head toward it. "We are outside the city. No one will discover you and your presence in my household will not be shared by those who work for me. You are free to remain here for the time being."

      He focuses on me again when I sigh with relief, although his smile doesn't return. "I will have my nephew show you around the house. All I ask is you join us for meals. Otherwise, your time is yours."

      Three meals a day with strangers instead of having to return to the horror of my life before? No question of what choice I will make.

      "Thank you, Mister Valiquette."

      He acknowledges my appreciation with a nod right as the door opens.

      And my entire body is aware of the new entry into the room. His scent from last night wafts in the air. It takes every ounce of self-control I've gained over the last few years to prevent my gasp of awareness from escaping.

      I meet his inquisitive gaze with a steady one of my own.

      Gorgeous.

      Intimidating.

      Dangerous.

      The word pops up out of nowhere and I tear my gaze away from his as he finally speaks, his voice deep and melodic. "Uncle."

      "Her name is Maddie," he introduces without preamble. "She will stay with us for the moment. You will show her around."

      Not a question; an order for me and his nephew.

      Except I'm not sure I want to walk around the house or the grounds with this man. Because I can see everything out the beautiful window in this office; this house is definitely outside the city. It's huge, which means it probably sits on an unimaginable amount of land. These men have money and now I'm relying on their kindness to survive because I have nowhere else to go.

      And nobody else to turn to in my time of need other than a pair of strangers.

      He extends his hand and says nothing more than, "Antosha."

      Because it would be rude of me not to respond in kind, I reach out and take his hand, not bothering to say my name in return since he already knows it. And I'm glad I don't have to speak, as I can't after there's an unexpected zap of electricity zipping up my arm as our hands clasp.

      I bite my lip and tug my hand away quick. My gaze flits away and down only after I see the upward slight curve of his lips in a ghost of a smile acknowledging his awareness of my reaction.

      Definitely don't want to walk around with him now.

      "Are you ready?"

      No choice except to answer, "I am." Standing up, I rub my hands together nervously as I focus my attention on Mr. Valiquette. "Thank you."

      "My pleasure."

      I don't know how to take that. Is it his pleasure to help me? Or did he mean it's his pleasure to send me walking around the house with his nephew, a man who’s too good looking for his own good?

      My good, actually. The last thing I want is to have anything to do with a man. Yet the fact my body is appreciating him doesn't negate how my mind is screaming to get through this fast so I can get away from him. Back to the safety of the room they've given me. I don't know what I'll do with my time but I'll find something.

      Antosha steps back and bows slightly as he extends his arm toward the door. "After you, Maddie."

      And with those words, my introduction to life with the Valiquette men begins as Antosha leads the way through the house. He makes sure to point out where the kitchen, dining room, and main living area locations are. Of course, he wants to make sure I know where to sit at dinner, so he shows me the large dining table with what I consider is a mischievous smile.

      "Uncle sits at the head. I'm at his left and you will sit to his right."

      "All right."

      "You don't say much, hm?"

      I don't like his question. I used to talk a lot. When I was younger, my mother and my father, before he passed away, used to tell me I had to let other people speak when they were around. It was loving and fun teasing and I didn't mind because those were my parents. They loved me and only wanted what was best for me.

      Then my dad died and not even a year later, things took a turn for the worse. I went from a girl who would speak with anyone about anything as long as they would listen to one who now tries to blend into walls. Anything, actually, if the choice I make means it will keep me safe.

      Only that was the hard lesson I've learned. Nothing is or ever will be safe regardless what I tell myself to get through the day or night... or weeks... or months.

      Sighing, I wave a hand toward the door. "Anything else you want to share or may I go to my room?"

      "Of course, I must show you the grounds. Do you ride?"

      Yes, I do, but the last thing I ever want to do is get on a horse ever again, either. I hate lying but I don't want to spend the time explaining why to this stranger. "No. Sorry. I'm afraid riding wasn't part of my education."

      The smile comes back, only this time it doesn't quite reach his eyes. "Is that so? You've quite the intriguing look in your eyes, Maddie. As if you're hiding secrets you don't wish to share and the only way to get them from you is by force."

      My reaction is automatic. Without a thought for what it will say about me or give away. I don't even think as my insides freeze and my feet step back away from him, my breath catching and holding despite the fact I must take in air to survive.

      There's one difference though. He realizes his mistake and raises both hands with palms to show he isn't a threat. It had been merely an observation on his part, not a plan of attack.

      And I want to cry. My chest tightens, my heart beats faster than ever before, and the idea of being safe anywhere — even here — is preposterous. I can't stay here. I don't know where I'll go but I can't stay here. How can I stay with two strangers, even for only two months? That might not be possible in my situation, which is more dire than either of them realize.

      And if they wish to know my secrets? Worse. I'm protecting a monster because there's little proof of anything to put him away. He hurt me, he took away every feeling of safety and security my parents built into my life growing up. There's no coming back from where he's sent my mind and these two can't change that.

      But I must keep myself safe. I don't know if he says anything, but I do know he moves toward me when I take another step back. That’s when I dash around him to run toward the steps leading to the bedroom.

      Maybe he'll follow me. I don't know and I don't care as I enter the bedroom. Then I climb into the bed, get under the covers, and curl up into a ball while hoping this, too, is all a bad dream.

      That I'll wake up in another place where I'm not confused or wondering if I've made a bad decision.

      A safer place where nobody can hurt me, threaten me, or take away the little bit of peace I’ve gained by running away as I did.
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