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      The car wound its way up the side of the mountain. I had no idea where he was taking us. We headed west, and that’s all I knew. Everything had changed on me. At this point, I was more concerned with how soon before he would finally kill me over his intended destination.

      I pulled the coat around me the best I could. It was awkward trying to put it on backward over the seat belt. But my butt and back were content against the seat. It was my arms, legs, and feet that were cold.

      The heater spat out more dust and engine exhaust than it did warmth, and Gordon wouldn’t let me have shoes. So, I did my best by tucking my feet under me and using his coat. At least he let me have that.

      It was safe to say this was not what he promised me.

      Flashback not quite a week ago—my mom smirked her knowing little grin as Gordon flashed a charming smile and winked at her. He put my bag in the trunk of his car, and I skipped my way to the passenger seat, waiting for our vacation to begin. My first vacation with a boyfriend, okay more like an extended weekend, but still. Mom had been dropping hints all week that this was like a faux pre-honeymoon for the two of us. She was dying to ask if I had condoms, and was I ready to be changed for life. I think she thought I was a virgin. Gordon and I had already been doing the horizontal mambo for at least a few months.

      Six months? No, I needed to think about this. I had known him for six months, so sex for maybe five months. And he wasn’t my first. But the big deal was the out of state vacation, only the two of us. That’s not something I had ever done before—at least, not without family.

      Her eyes looked misty as she kissed me on the cheek and said, “Have a joyous time, Bailey.” I know Mom somehow felt she was losing her little girl.

      It turns out she was not wrong.

      “I gotta take a dump,” the asshole kidnapper named Gordon announced.

      He admitted that actually was his name. Nothing else about him was honest or true.

      “The sign back there said there’s a rest stop in ten miles.” As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I felt sick. I pulled as close to the passenger side door as I could. I had no idea what would set him off. My commentary was instinctual. Announcing what the road signs say. Remembering signs that indicate restrooms.

      He took to hitting me whenever I said anything that contradicted him. Hell, he hit me for speaking, end of story. I had a lovely bruise on the side of my mouth since that was where his reach naturally put his hand every time he lashed out. My lips were tender, and if he kept it up, they would be cracked soon. The black eye was from a completely different hit, at a different time.

      “You’d like that, wouldn’t you? A rest stop? You think anyone is going to believe you? You aren’t getting away from me.”

      So far, Gordon had been right. I wasn’t getting away. That’s why he had my shoes. That’s why he was pulling off on the side of the road to relieve himself, not waiting to use a facility with toilets and toilet paper, and running water.

      This time, Gordon was wrong.

      There was barely any shoulder where he pulled over and even less wooded area away from the road for him to do his business. It was more like a crack in the side of the mountain. I watched him for a little bit, tripping over logs and shit on the ground, as he made a path away from the road.

      Whenever I had to pee, I wasn’t allowed away from the car. I had to do it right there on the shoulder just outside of the door, which was the only thing blocking me from anyone’s view. Basically, I was peeing in full view of everyone and their uncle.

      I hadn’t had a bowel movement for at least three days now. I didn’t feel very good and knew it was a combination of fear and lack of facilities.

      Gordon disappeared from my view, so I switched to looking in the review mirror. I wanted to make sure if the car was hit, I at least saw it coming. He picked a stupid ass place to leave the car, on the blind side of a long curve, on the side of a mountain.

      If I couldn’t see Gordon, could he see me?

      I’m pretty sure that was the last cohesive thought I had. My seat belt was off, and I slid across to the other seat, throwing open the driver side door. A semi truck’s horn blared as it passed by close enough for the air pressure to rock the car.

      I was out the door and running across the freeway. More horns blared, but I was deaf and blind to any danger. I rolled over the concrete divider, pressing myself back against it as I mentally adjusted for traffic from a different direction.

      I didn’t even wait to catch my breath before I was running again—across two lanes of freeway and over the metal guard rail, and then down in a sort of running-falling trajectory down the side of the mountain. It was steep but not sheer. The horns continued behind me, but I didn’t stop running.

      Rocks and branches bit into my feet. I had to have gone at least a mile before I felt anything. There was no way Gordon could have caught up. No way he’d be able to see me. He took care of that. There was nothing bright on my body. I blended.

      Spinning his nasty camo coat around so it was on properly, and not backward, I crouched down and scuttled over next to a tree and huffed in the air. Between the camo, the gray sweats, and my now brown hair, I was effectively hidden in the sparse forest on the side of whatever mountain, in whatever state this was.

      The only person out there who might even be looking for me was Gordon, and he wasn’t going to find me. No one else knew I was kidnapped. As far as work, friends, or my parents knew, I was on a fuck-fest vacation, screwing my way from state-to-state as part of our fun mini road trip. If I counted the days right, I wouldn’t be missing for another two. That was two days I didn’t plan on spending in his company.

      I let my breathing ease up, and my heart finally stopped pounding in my ears so I could hear something other than my own noise.

      Nothing.

      Gordon wasn’t a hunter, or any type of outdoorsman, that I was aware of, so if he were looking for me, I’d hear him.

      Damn, it was colder than I realized. I needed to get moving. The sun would set soon. Even though fall had really just started, the days were getting shorter, and I needed to find some form of shelter.

      My hands slid in-and-out of all the freaking pockets on this coat as I searched for anything that might be useful—a second pair of socks, a lighter, a cell phone, a pair of hiking boots. It was a big fat no to any of those. I did find a half-eaten Kit Kat and a tin of mints.

      I should have known Gordon was a psychopath. What kind of freak bites directly into a Kit Kat without snapping the individual pieces off? Well, this kind of freak finishes it. I hadn’t eaten much at breakfast and didn’t realize how hungry I was until I saw that chocolate covered piece of cookie goodness. I made sure to actually chew, and not swallow it down like the starving woman I was.

      I shoved my hands into the pockets and continued down. I had no clue where I was headed other than away from Gordon.

      Stumbling through the cold, I let my mind wander back to the beginning of what I thought was going to be a romantic, sexy-time adventure. It started off well enough. Gordon wouldn’t tell me where he was taking me, didn’t want to ruin the surprise. And of course, I had been too excited to call Mom and tell her all about the sweet little B and B once we arrived.

      The car rumbled to a stop in front of a picture-perfect gingerbread laden Victorian. The colors were crazy—wild purples and greens.

      “What the hell, Gordon? This place is gorgeous. Like a fairy princess lives here,” I gushed.

      “That’s the plan, sweets.”

      The trunk closed with a thunk, and he followed me up the front stairs. I held the door as he carried our bags inside.

      “Hello?” I called into the empty living room. Even with the sign out front, I felt like we had walked into someone’s home and not a business. I turned to Gordon. “Are you sure we’re in the right place?”

      “Yeah, it’s fine. We have reservations.” He fished a folded up printout from his back pocket and shoved it at me.

      Okay, we were in the right place. There was no denying the photo on the printout as the front of this house.

      “Sorry, I was in the kitchen and didn’t hear the bell.” A movie-perfect older lady with snow-white hair piled up on her head, and a dusting of flour across her apron scurried toward us from somewhere in the back of the house. “You must be the Dryers. Gordon, right?”

      He gave her that charming smile of his that melted my toes. “That’s right, Mrs. Fey. We aren’t too early, are we?”

      “No, no, not at all. My bell has been on the fritz, and I didn’t realize you were already here until I heard voices.” She moved to an old fashioned, roll top desk in the corner and fished something out.

      I didn’t notice it was the key until she held it out to me. “You’re in the Cupcake room. Gordon said this place was perfect for you.” She eyed my bright magenta and orange hair.

      Not everyone appreciated my personal aesthetic, but clearly, this lady did. Heck, her house was purple and green, and the living room looked like a fairy princess’ dream, with bright rainbow colors and little fairy creature figurines tucked in almost hidden places. I noticed a fairy door along the floorboards, and a sprite peaking out of the curtain treatments. If the toys could move, I would’ve sworn I was in a real fairy’s house. I wanted to live here when I grew up.

      I took the key with a smile and followed her ample backside up the stairs. I was not kidding when I said she was movie-quality perfect, with enough extra padding to know she made cookies and put out milk for stray cats.

      “Will you be joining us for dinner? I was getting ready to start preparing the pie crusts, and wanted to make sure I made enough.”

      I turned to Gordon, a silly grin on my face, nodding furiously. Pie!

      “What’s on the menu?” Gordon asked.

      “Homemade chicken pot pie for the main dish, my special stuffed mashed potatoes with plenty of cheese, sour cream, and bacon; and roasted Brussels sprouts, if you need a vegetable. For dessert, I have banana cream pie and cookies.”

      I may have made a sound deep in the back of my throat. I was in a fairy house and ready to eat pie! “Yes, we are definitely staying for dinner.” I didn’t give Gordon a chance to say anything.

      That was my first mistake of the week. No, I take that back. Leaving with him was the first mistake.

      Once inside the room, I spun on my heel like some star of a musical—my arms wide with a smile on my face as I took in all of the magic of this perfect place. “This place is amaze⁠—”

      That was the first time he hit me.

      I stumbled back and held my hand over my cheek.

      “That hurt.” I really didn’t understand what was happening.

      “Never make a decision again without consulting me.” I’d never seen that expression on his face before. He looked completely different.

      “What? Because I said yes to dinner? Gordon, pie. You know I love me some pie.” Damn my face really stung. I stared at him with wide open eyes.

      “Hey, hey.” He bundled me into his arms and pressed my head into his chest. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what got into me.”

      I snaked my hands around his waist and sank into his warmth. Whatever that was, it was a fluke and over with. We were in fairyland, and dinner wasn’t for another couple of hours. “Do we want to go explore her garden or have wild monkey sex?”

      Wild monkey sex it was. I vaguely felt guilty about banging the headboard around in the middle of the afternoon, but not too badly. At least the house wasn’t full of everyone else who would be banging away all night. Just the main fairy and I’m pretty sure she knew she ran a high-class fuck palace. I mean why else would anyone come out to spend a few nights in a fairy house in the middle of nowhere?
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      I’m not exactly sure how it happened, if it was a mistake or if Gordon engineered it. At the time, I convinced myself it was a complete fluke. I knew better now.

      A bottle of liquid cold medicine exploded in my bag. All my clothes were coated in a pink, sticky mess. Neither of us had colds, so I wasn’t exactly sure why the bottle was packed. And if my brain hadn’t been rattled by his devil penis magic, I would have clued in a bit earlier.

      Gordon groused at me, and it seemed so unlike him. I didn’t pack cold medicine in my clothes, and wouldn’t have. If I’d packed it, it would’ve been in a zippered plastic baggie, inside my bathroom case. But he spoke with such authority as if he saw me do it. For a hot second, I thought… maybe I had.

      Between the sweats Gordon gave me, and Mrs. Fey letting us use her washer and dryer, all was good. I didn’t mind. The plan for tonight was more monkey sex anyway, so I didn’t need clothes until the next day, and my laundry would be done by then.

      I hated having to attend dinner, that Mrs. Fey served family style with everyone at one big table, wearing boring ass gray sweats. I wanted my fluff and colors. I belonged in this house, and I packed the perfect outfit. Well, it would’ve been the perfect thing to wear tonight, except it was in the wash, and going to need to hang dry for the rest of the trip.

      The top was a unicorn, front and center, on the bodice, and I planned to wear it with a rainbow skirt, layered with tulle. I liked color. I might dress like a three-year-old, but hey, I embraced my inner fairy child and let her shine. Hell, my hair was orange with fuchsia and purple highlights. The orange was natural, the other colors enhanced.

      Instead, I was dressed boring and drab, like everyone else. But I wasn’t going to let that stop me from enjoying the pie.

      “Mrs. Fey, this is divine,” I may have mumbled around a mouth full of food, but it was true.

      “Thank you, dear.” Everyone was ‘dear’, ‘sweetie’, or ‘kind, sir’ when she spoke to them. She didn’t have to remember names that way. It made sense to me.

      “You made the whole thing from scratch? Even the crust?”

      She nodded to all my stupid questions.

      “You need to go on one of those baking shows. You would totally win.”

      Everyone else at the table mumbled some form of agreement. There really wasn’t much conversation. It was very much unlike any rom-com movie, when they end up at a quaint B and B. There was no lively banter with the other guests. So disappointing.

      The lady across from me stared at my hair and then whispered into her chest at her partner. I was trying to be PC, and not assume he was her husband. And truth, I don’t think he was. I think he was her lover, and her husband and that guy’s wife were still back at their respective homes.

      The other couple was cute and made me feel old. They were on their honeymoon, at the ripe old ages of nineteen and twenty-one. Kari, the girl, was the one to declare herself to be old. After all, she had already been out of high school for two years.

      I thought she was crazy young. But who am I to judge? At her age, I was still a virgin juggling college classes. Hell, at twenty-four I felt young. Maybe it was all in the mind. Perhaps, if I were dealing with rent, bills, and a husband at nineteen, I would’ve felt old too.

      Gordon behaved as he normally did. So, I knew the smack earlier had been a total mistake. I probably danced into his hand as he was stretching at high speed, toward my face.

      After dinner, I held Gordon’s hand and we strolled in the garden under the almost full moon. He pulled me against his chest and I giggled.

      “Do you love me?” he asked.

      My stomach did a flip. I knew it! I knew he loved me. I knew this trip was going to be awesome.

      “Yes, I love you.” My cheeks felt like they were going to burst off my face I smiled so hard. It’s hard to kiss when you’re smiling like a rank idiot.
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      And I was a total rank idiot. It was getting colder. The sun had set, and I continued downhill. The full moon illuminated the forest so I took advantage and kept walking. I needed to find some shelter, a cave, some rocks, maybe a tree with low branches.

      Why were there no fucking trees with low branches in the woods? How stupid was that? There was a flash of silver-white fur. I headed toward it, maybe if there was a dog, there would be campers, or a house, or something. My climb evened out and I stepped into a small clearing. The moon reflected off the back of a white dog.

      “Hey Doggo, is your master around here?” I called out after the creature, but it took off in the opposite direction.

      I guess that meant no.

      A few moments later, it came crashing back into the clearing with a stick in its mouth. Oh, it wanted to play. Its tail wagged, and it ran about half the distance to me before turning and trotting away. It did that a few times until I clued in and followed.

      It never got close enough, but it was clearly leading me on a chase.

      “Doggo, your people are soon right?”

      It yipped and wagged at me. So, I kept following.

      I kicked something. Pain shot up my leg and exploded in my head. My feet were numb with cold. I never knew numb toes could hurt so badly. I cried out and sat with a heavy thud. I think that’s when I started crying. I don’t know.

      Doggo left me behind. Maybe it wasn’t really leading me anywhere. The moon was still up, so I scanned around looking for anything. About thirty yards away was a fallen tree. The log was pretty big, so I figured it would provide a little protection. There were enough leaves and forest floor litter against it; maybe I could get some additional protection from the cold if I buried myself.

      I found a sturdy stick and hobbled over to the log. It was cold enough I wasn’t worried about bugs. Hell, I was worried about my toes. I’d sleep with a bunch of cockroaches if I thought they would keep me from getting frostbite. And that was a very real worry at the moment.

      I began digging dirt and leaves away from the log, giving myself a hole to crawl into. I sat and dug deeper, creating a space for my feet. I poked at my toe, the one I stubbed earlier. I don’t understand how it hurt so badly. I couldn’t feel it at all now. I wondered how long my socks had been wet. That wasn’t good.

      The dog came back. Only this time, it approached me all the way. Close enough I could tell he was a he, and monstrously large. He whined and head-butted me. I should have clued in that he wasn’t someone’s dog. He was too freaking big, and no collar. He was friendly, and I was tired, so I didn’t think about it.

      It was clear he wanted me to keep moving.

      I buried my hands into his fur, oh gods he was warm. “I can’t, Doggo. I can’t. I can’t walk any farther; I can’t feel my stupid feet.”

      I wiped my snot against his neck, and he didn’t seem to mind. He sat there, big and warm, and panting at me. I guess he figured out I wasn’t going anywhere. After a bit, he took off. One second, he’s sitting there keeping me warm, the next he was running away through the woods.

      “Fine, leave me to die on my own. I was going to die anyway,” I yelled after him. “At least this way, it’s on my terms.” I always heard freezing to death was easy—you’re cold, then you fall asleep.

      It hadn’t started snowing, but it sure as hell felt cold enough for it. My breath made smoke. I wasn’t in a good mental place to enjoy that fun little bit of science as my warmer breath caused condensation in the air.

      I pulled the stupid camo coat around me. I hated camo, no color. Maybe that was the point. But I loved color. I loved my own color. I yanked a section of hair so I could look at it. Brown.
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      We were at least a hundred miles away from the delightful fairy B and B when we remembered all of my clothes were left in the dryer. Neither of us remembered, we were told.

      We were singing along to the radio, I mean who doesn’t sing along when it’s Bohemian Rhapsody, right?

      Gordon’s phone rang.

      “Answer that for me.” Not an unreasonable request since he was driving.

      “Gordon Dryer’s phone.”

      “Mrs. Dryer, this is Mrs. Fey.” She sounded worried.

      “Is everything okay? There wasn’t a problem with my credit card was there?” I knew there wasn’t. I made sure I had a zero balance and a nice fat available credit limit for this trip. And she knew we weren’t married, my card didn’t say Dryer on it.

      “Oh no, dear, it isn’t that. You left your clothes.”

      I groaned. She was right. I had totally forgotten I had tossed my clothes into the dryer after dinner and planned on pulling them out this morning.

      “What’s up?” Gordon shot me a glance before turning back to keep his eyes on the road.

      “We left my clothes.”

      “Oh shit. If we go back, that throws off our entire schedule. Look.” He thought for a moment. “Have her bundle them up, and we’ll swing through on our way home next week.

      I conveyed the information to Mrs. Fey. She agreed and hoped our trip continued to be a success, even if I had to buy new outfits along the way.

      We were up and out so early, I hadn’t even thought about putting anything cute on. I slid back into the comfy sweats Gordon handed me and climbed out of bed and into the car. Gordon had a schedule. We had places to be.

      “I’m sorry about your clothes. When we stop for lunch, let’s find a place and go shopping. I need to pick up a few things for tonight’s surprise.”

      Each night was a planned surprise. I was happy and excited, even more so when he tossed the makings for s’mores in our shopping cart when we finally stopped at a store.

      I was a little confused when he pulled into a campground for our second night. But Gordon made it all better. Apparently, he arranged ahead of time for our cabin to be all set up with a fire pit, ready and waiting. Dozens of roses in vases festooned our cabin.

      Okay, Gordon was doing really well on this trip. A fairytale B and B, and now a secluded, deluxe cabin full of roses. The bed was covered in petals. It was beautiful and so romantic. My heart hurt thinking about how lucky I was.

      I pulled his camo coat around me and tucked in next to him by the fire.

      “Gordon, this is all so perfect,” I purred.

      He stroked my hair. “I never want you to regret coming with me.”

      “Never.” I hugged his arm as he roasted marshmallows.

      Those were probably the best s’mores I ever had. They certainly were the last ones.

      Gordon kissed me on my temple, handed me the stick with the marshmallow, and stood up. “I’ll be a minute.”

      I sighed and looked into the fire. This trip was magical. The fairy B and B, Gordon telling me he loved me, and now a campfire under the stars, and when I was ready, a thick comfy mattress and cozy blankets.

      I watched the fire move and dance, rotating the marshmallow and watching as flames turned the treat from a toasty brown to blue with its own fire. I blew it out, waited a few seconds, and peeled that sticky burned sugar off with my teeth. S’mores were good—fire burned marshmallows were better.

      I wondered what Gordon was up to tonight. I loved each little surprise along the way. To be honest, if we ended up in Vegas in a little wedding chapel, I would say I do.

      The cabin door slammed open; the hinge was broken. I turned to see Gordon with a huge grin on his face as he bounced out of the cabin and back to my side.

      “Are you almost done out here?” His hands massaged my shoulders.

      I was torn, stay and get rubbed, or go inside and get rubbed even more? “I don’t want to move, but it’s warmer inside isn’t it?” I moaned, possibly a little whine in my voice.

      He nuzzled my ear and I felt little zaps of excitement down to my toes.
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      Toes I might not be able to keep if I couldn’t get warm. Wet socks, half buried under dirt and leaves, lost in the freaking woods and now snow. The coat had a hood that zipped into the collar. I unrolled it and pulled it up around my face. It was that thin plastic fabric, really meant to keep water off your knit beanie, not meant to provide warmth. But I pulled it up anyway.

      I slept in bursts and fits, only to wake up shivering. At one point, I dreamed I was warm under heavy blankets. But by then, the cold was too deep in my bones and I couldn’t stop shaking. I remembered being thirsty, but too exhausted to move. At another point, Doggo was back and curled around me. I wasn’t sure how he managed to be at my back and in front of me so I could wrap my arms around him, and be curled up over my feet, but he did.
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      I watched as Gordon kicked the fire under the ash build up. We didn’t want to leave it burning, even if it was in a fire pit. He gently led me up the stairs and into the cabin.

      Once we were inside, he took his coat, kissed the side of my neck, and led me back to the bathroom.

      It was warm and steamy.

      I gasped, “You set up a bath for us?”

      “For you. Your very own personal spa and masseur for the night.” Gordon bowed with a sexy quirked grin on his face.

      I grabbed him and kissed that face. I loved his lips. And tonight he tasted a bit like campfires and fall.

      “May I?” He was ever so polite as he began removing my clothes. It was sexy as hell as he tended me for a bath. Once he removed everything, he guided me to the tub and helped me in.

      The tub was one of those huge bubble jet things, but apparently, that function had been turned off. Either way, it was big and deep, and Gordon had scattered rose petals in the water.

      I closed my eyes and sank down. Gordon got behind me and pulled my hair back into a clip. “What kind of fizzy bath bomb would you like?”

      I turned to see what he was showing me and got a snoot full of baking soda and Epsom salts. I couldn’t smell a thing. I sneezed like crazy. “I don’t know, what smells good?”

      Gordon held a small selection up to my nose. I went with the rose one mostly because it matched the theme, and not because I could smell it.

      “Okay, now I’m going to give you a shoulder and neck massage, and then a hot oil treatment.”

      “You’re spoiling me.” I felt so relaxed. I wasn’t going to have any functional limbs for monkey sex by the time he was done with me. All I’d be good for was to lay there and maybe grunt. This felt wonderful. I was going boneless.

      “That’s the point, sweets. Take care of my girl. My apartment doesn’t have the panache to pull something like this off.”

      “Yeah, this tub is something else.” I closed my eyes and let the warmth of his hands lull me into a half sleep. When he began playing with my hair, I may have fallen all the way asleep.

      I woke up wrapped in towels, blankets, and Gordon. He curled around me and snored lightly. I don’t remember climbing out of the tub, and I didn’t think he was brawny enough to have picked me up. It didn’t matter. I was in love, and so happy.

      The next morning, I felt muzzy headed and things were off kilter. I thought we had paid for the cabin the night before, but Gordon insisted that I needed to go to the checkout and pay. He was going to finish cleaning things up while I took care of the bill. The checkout clerk said it was paid for and looked at me like I had four heads.

      I shrugged and chalked it up to Gordon getting me out of the way to be sneaky. I didn’t mind, so far a cabin full of roses is what I got when he surprised me. I was good with it. I had been right; he wanted to make breakfast without me trying to fuss over him.

      The man was brilliant; he managed to make buttery grits, bacon, and eggs over an open fire. Everything was wonderful until the hot buttery grits somehow ended up all over me. Some freak of misbalance flipped the pot over like a catapult, and the contents splattered all over my new clothes. Yeah, so it was maybe twenty-five bucks worth of big box clothes, but they were still my new clothes.

      “Sweetheart, are you okay?” Gordon was by my side and wiping the hot corn mush from me.

      “Yeah, I’m fine,” I huffed. “Will you grab me some clothes from the car? I need to go change.” This vacation was being extremely hard on my wardrobe.

      I made it to the bathroom and looked at myself in the mirror. I screamed. I screamed like the first murder victim in a slasher flick.

      Gordon crashed through the bathroom door. “Bailey, what’s the matter?”

      I had my hands in my hair trying to pull it away from my scalp. “My hair! What’s happened to my hair?”

      “Did you get grits in your hair? Do you want me to help wash it?”

      “No, I don’t have grits in my hair. Why haven’t you said something about my hair before now?” Why hadn’t I noticed it in the mirror? Shower foggy mirror, not wearing makeup today. Somehow, I managed to brush my teeth and get dressed without looking in a mirror. I guess no one could really call me vain.

      “Your hair is fine. It looked fine before. Why? What should I have noticed?” He genuinely looked confused.

      “I don’t know? How about the fact that it’s brown?” I shook my hair at him.

      “You feeling okay, sweets? Your hair has always been brown. What color should it be?”

      “Red. I mean orange. I’m a fucking redhead, a ginger. I don’t have brown hair.” Was he color blind? Holy crap, all this time I thought he loved my colors, and I was different shades of gray to him.

      “What color is my T-shirt?” I held out the fabric to him.

      “Bright blue?” His answer was spot on. Right, red-green color blindness was a thing, maybe that’s why he thought I had brown hair.

      I pointed at a leftover rose petal.

      “Red. What’s going on, Bailey?”

      “My hair was orange, pink, and bright last night, and now it’s dull and brown,” I sobbed. What had happened that I had brown hair? Could the hot oil treatment have gone wrong? I began digging through the garbage.

      Gordon caught my frantic hands and pulled me against his chest. He stroked my brown hair and made shushing noises. “You’ve never been a redhead, Bailey. Redheads are crazy, you know that’s not my type. That must have been some wild dream you had. You know how sometimes dreams can seem so realistic, but they aren’t? Like that time you were mad at me for hours before you realized the argument we’d been having was in your dream and wasn’t real. It’s okay. You were pretty sacked out last night after the tub. You might not be fully awake yet.”

      At first, I had my eyes closed and I leaned into him. But as he talked, I opened my eyes and stared into the distance. There was proof here somewhere that I was not insane. Got it. My nails were still blue. See, Bailey, you do like color.

      I pushed out of his embrace. “Yeah, that sounds reasonable. Did you bring me in some clothes?”

      He handed me a shopping bag with some of the things I bought the day before. He left me to get changed. I sat on the tub and thought about his lies. I was too a redhead, and hell, even his pick up line, which I confess, worked really well on me, was, “I’ve always been fascinated by redheads.”

      I looked in the bag. More lies. It was a bag of lies. I dumped the clothes on the floor. Everything was gray or brown. The only color seemed to be the denim and the bright blue I was currently wearing.

      These were not my clothes. These were not the clothes I put into the shopping cart.

      I pulled off the food smeared T-shirt and jeans. I was a natural redhead, and that meant the carpet matched the drapes. I confirmed with a quick look in my panties.

      “Fuck!” I stood in the middle of the bathroom in my drawers looking down my own panties like I’ve never seen pubes before.

      “You okay in there?”

      No, I was not okay. “Yeah, I kicked the tub.” What the hell was happening to me?

      Whatever had been done to the hair on my head was also done to the hair on my hoo-ha.

      I cried. I stood there and cried. I was losing my mind.

      And then I sat on the potty and cried some more. Eventually, I needed to pee, so I did. And then I noticed something important. The hair dye that had been used on my pubes didn’t have very good staying power. The inside front of my panties had brown transferring onto the fabric—not I don’t know how to wipe myself brown, but hair dye.

      The person who did this to me must not have realized dye didn’t always take to my hair. It’s one of the reasons my pinks, purples, and fire engine reds were always being redone. My hair hated chemical dyes. And that went for the pubes also.

      I took in a big shaky breath. Okay. Gordon was playing whacked out mind games on me. I was in a cabin, in the middle of the woods. So much horror movie fodder right there. I had no way of getting away from him if I made a break for it right now. Or did I?

      I splashed cold water on my face and got dressed. I picked up all of my things and carried them out to the car. Gordon was sitting by the fire pit waiting on me.

      “Hey, I think I left my credit card at the check-in desk. Why don’t I go see if they have it, and you pull the car around?”

      “Sure thing, sweets.”

      He was too agreeable; maybe this wasn’t going to work.

      The door chimed as I entered the campground offices. “Hello? Hello?” Why the hell was nobody around? I poked behind the desk, thinking I’d make a quick phone call. Of course, there was no phone. I mean, there was a cradle for a cordless phone, but no phone.

      I riffled through some papers, careful to not mess anything up. I didn’t find a thing.

      Two beeps on the car horn and I jumped out of my skin. I put my hand on my chest, willing my heart to slow down. I didn’t want to go. I wasn’t going to.

      I pushed my way into the “employees only” part of the office, and still, there wasn’t anyone around. There also wasn’t a back door.

      I was curled up in a tight ball behind a filing cabinet when he found me. I put up a pretty good fight, but he hit my head pretty hard with something, a glass ashtray, I think. That’s when I got the black eye. After that, everything was really hard. I couldn’t focus. I had no strength.
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        * * *

      

      I had no fight when I was lifted in a pair of strong arms. My face rested against warm skin. A deep voice rumbled through my pillow. Chest. My face leaned against an extremely strong male chest. Crisp hairs tickled at my nose. I tried to wipe at them but I couldn’t move my arms. I tried to blow at them, but I don’t think I was particularly effective.

      There were other male voices. They said she, she, she, she. I heard fever and growling. Oh good, Doggo was here and he was trying to protect me.

      “Let me carry her, you’re going too slow.”

      “Shut up and get out of my way.”

      “I get it, Max, we’re moving as fast as we can.”

      “Dude, cut it out. I want to see you hauling an unconscious girl, while naked, through the forest the morning after a full moon. Let’s see how well you do. You don’t have opposable thumbs right now.”

      Nothing they said made any sense but their voices all had a nice rumble to them. I dozed, feeling safe for the first time in days. At least my dreams, while I was dying, were nice.

      I came to for a bit and had the oddest sensation of being carried thru the forest. It was like I floated, but it was a rough, jerking floating. Sunlight filtered in through the trees. Birds sang. I was lulled by the movement back to sleep.

      The next time I came to, I couldn’t focus. I could tell I was inside. It looked like a party with a bunch of guys milling about. Maybe Doggo had gotten his people.

      I tried to talk but I couldn’t make much noise.

      An angel appeared in my vision. He was heavenly—cheekbones, blue eyes, and wavy blonde hair. I must have been watching a movie; no one in real life was that pretty.

      “Hey there, let’s sit you up and get you some water.”

      A glass was pressed to my mouth and I swallowed the liquid down. I had no focus and could feel my eyes rolling back up into my head. I was back against pillows and my hand reached out for the pleasant weight on my legs. Yes, Doggo found his people, and he was still with me.

      I don’t remember being moved, but I do remember waking up in a moving car.

      I screamed.
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      Absolute panic washed over me when I was finally able to come to properly. Gordon had me buckled in the front seat, and he hummed along with the radio as if nothing had happened.

      “Good morning, sweets. You crashed right out once we got moving.” He reached over and ruffled my hair.

      I grabbed a thick strand and stared at it. It was brown. I dabbed lightly at my eye and flinched. I could only imagine the color it was. It felt swollen.

      I looked down—I wore a brown T-shirt and gray sweats. The blue nail polish was gone from my fingernails, and my beautiful stiletto nails had been cut.

      “Gordon, what is going on?” I needed a straight answer.

      “Nothing, sweetheart. You mean the road? It looks like they have some potholes that didn’t get fixed after last winter.” He chattered as if nothing was amiss.

      “Why aren’t we on the freeway?” I had gotten distracted by the pothole talk.

      “We always take this highway to cross over from seventy when we head this way.”

      I nodded my head. “Okay. Which way are we going?”

      “North, and then west. Like we always do after visiting the family.” He returned to humming.

      I didn’t say anything for a long time. I watched trees, and rocks, and ranches pass by outside my window. Eventually, we merged with a freeway, our speed increased, and the occasional road sign let me know we were in Wyoming. I know Gordon had been pretty secretive about our little trip, but Wyoming was never mentioned as being a destination.

      “Hey, there’s a rest stop coming up, can we pull over? I have to pee.”

      Gordon swerved the car and slammed on the brakes. “You will go pee when I tell you and not before.” He reached across the seat and smacked me in the mouth.

      The cars behind us blared their horns as they sped past. A knot of terror formed in my gut. Some truck was going to come by and eat us for dinner if he didn’t start the car back up. I also really needed to go even more now. Another fright like that and I’d pee all over myself and the car.

      “Okay Gordon, can you move the car?”

      “I’m going to drive the way I want to drive. Don’t tell me what to do.” His face was pretty frightening at that moment. I nodded and closed my eyes, and prayed to any nearby gods that might be listening to get me through this moment, and if they could, to provide a toilet soon.

      He finally got the car moving again. About twenty minutes later, he took pity on me and pulled over. Without any shoes, I had no idea when he took them, I didn’t want to wander too far, so I was content for the moment with being able to squat and pee by the roadside.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Doggo’s nose was in my face, and he was licking my tears.

      “Are you all right?” the handsome man I was leaning against asked. “Bad dream?”

      “Bad memory,” I slurred. “Car? Go where?” I couldn’t focus, words were so hard.

      “We’re taking you to the hospital. You were in pretty bad shape when we found you. And then it took a couple of days to get you down the mountain and out to our lodge.”

      I liked his voice. His words sort of made sense. I understood hospital, and that I was safe. Oh, and there was a group of them. Doggo had done well, he got multiple people.

      “Good.” The hospital would be good.

      It could’ve been better.

      Strong arms carried me into the ER. I didn’t open my eyes, and I didn’t want to talk. Fortunately, the rumbly bass voices did most of the talking for me. They got me a bed, and Doggo was there.

      “Can you tell me your name?”

      “Bailey Icecreams,” I think I said.

      “So, your name is Bailey?”

      “Hmm, yes. Bailey. Don’t believe Gordon it’s not Hanson, and I’m only twenty-four.”

      “You’re twenty-four? And your name is Bailey Hasteen?”

      “With an -ing. Hastings.” I knew I was whispering, but talking was hard. I don’t know if they gave me anything or not, but I felt pretty dopey.

      At some point, there was an argument around me regarding Doggo.

      “Get that animal out of here!” A low menacing growl answered.

      “We can’t treat her if he won’t let anyone near her. And I’m not taking that dirty mutt back into my clean ER.”

      “He won’t leave her side.”

      “Get him groomed and he can come back once we have her in a room.”

      “He’s dirty, and she’s got an infection.”

      I finally managed to join the conversation. “Get clean, Doggo, they’ll bring you back.”

      “Come on, Max, you heard the lady.”

      Doggo licked my fingers before he jumped off the bed.

      There was a sharp poke in my arm. I blacked out.
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      The third night of my romantic epic road trip didn’t follow in the footsteps of nights one or two. Night three sucked. We slept in the back of the car in one of those truck pullouts—not a rest stop, just an off-again, on-again pull over for truckers.

      Gordon slept wrapped around me. I didn’t sleep. Between the abuse and the discomfort, I didn’t feel safe. I was tempted, more than once, to get out of the car and wave another down. Problem was, there really weren’t any other cars out on this stretch of road in the middle of the night. And there weren’t any semis pulled in with us.

      In the morning, the car shook with the rumble of a diesel engine. I slid out from under Gordon and high stepped it over broken up asphalt. I managed to knock on the driver’s side door of the truck when Gordon caught me.

      He swept me up like lovers playing. He laughed—I kicked and was loud.

      The trucker ignored us completely.

      Gordon tied me up after I tried that a second time.

      I tried to sleep, or pretend to, most of the time. But there were times I was wide awake, and couldn’t fake it. Those were Gordon’s teaching moments. He tried really hard to convince me that my name was Bailey Hanson, and he was my husband Gordon Hanson.

      “Who is Gordon Dryer?” I asked.

      “I don’t know, who?” He threw the question back at me.

      “Gordon. You told me your name was Dryer, Gordon Dryer.”

      “Are you still going on about that weird dream you had. You were a stupid redhead, and my name was Dryer? Bailey, you have a very active imagination. Maybe you need to cut back on your sleeping pills.”

      “I don’t take sleeping pills.”

      “Sure you do, sweets. Ever since, you know.” He hemmed and hawed a bit.

      “Ever since what, Gordon?”

      “The miscarriage business, Bailey. You’ve taken sleeping pills ever since then.” He glanced over at me with those big brown puppy eyes of his. And that’s when I realized he was a fucking good actor. If he had been playing that scene in front of me, and not with me, I would’ve been convinced he was a man who loved his wife deeply and hurt that she had pain.

      Oh, and he told me we were married. Had been for eight years. When I laughed and said that meant we got married when I was sixteen because I was only twenty-four, he smacked me and then continued on as if he hadn’t. No, I wasn’t twenty-four. We had gotten married when I was twenty-four. I was thirty-two, and when I was twenty-eight we started trying to get pregnant.

      The rest of his convoluted, mixed-up fantasy had me unable to carry to term. There were years of treatments and miscarriages, after about thirteen of them I tried to kill myself. That apparently happened last year. I was better now, and we were returning home after a visit to my family.

      But he wouldn’t tell me where home was. I should know this. Well, asshole had another think coming because I grew up in a theater family, and I knew my fucking Shakespeare.

      Sorry not sorry, I was no damned shrew to be tamed. No lord or husband was going to tell me what was what when he was straight up wrong. He couldn’t gaslight me into thinking I was wacky. Sure, I would play along, because he hit me and it hurt. So, humoring the guy to avoid another bruise seemed reasonable.

      Night number four wasn’t nearly as pleasant as night number three. He got a little rapey. And yes, we had mad monkey sex a few days ago. I was all in at that point. I was not all in after that second morning. I wasn’t all in at all. It was not good, and I did not play along for my own safety. The beating he gave me hurt.

      That’s when I realized he wasn’t merely crazy, he was psychotic. This little act of his was only going to get worse. I was going to end up dead. Better dead by my choice than by his. Of course, that’s not what I thought when I jumped out of the car and ran across four lanes of freeway traffic.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey Bailey, are you awake yet? Can you open your eyes?”

      I opened my eyes and glared at some guy in surgical scrubs.

      “Good job, Bailey. Can you tell me what day it is?”

      “No. It’s hospital day. I don’t know what day it is.” It really hurt to talk.

      “Can you tell me your name and birth date?”

      “Bailey Hastings. September, I’m twenty-four.” I passed out.

      “She should be able to hear you, but she’s not going to be very responsive.” Someone gently rubbed on my arm. “Hey Bailey, your boyfriend is here.”

      I was wide awake, eyes open, and pushing up and out of the hospital bed. “Not Gordon, get him away from me. He’s not my boyfriend. Keep him away.”

      I had a scrubs uniformed nurse on one side of me, and one gorgeous underwear model on the other side. Both were trying to keep me from flying off the back of the bed. I pushed with my legs, oh damn that hurt. There was a menacing growl outside of my door.

      They couldn’t let Gordon near me.

      “Who is Gordon?” the model asked.

      “I thought her dog’s name was Doggo?” asked the nurse.

      I settled. I looked frantically between them. “Doggo is here? I can see him?”

      There was a woof, and then a missile of white fur came toward me.

      He landed on the bed with a heavy thud, on top of my legs, on top of my… “Ow, what the hell did you people do to me? Get off, get off, get off.” I shoved hard on the dog until he dropped down to the floor with a whimper.

      His nose was back in my hand, and he was whimpering and almost crying along with me.

      “You were in bad shape when they brought you in.”

      “Who brought me in?” I had a hard time remembering anything clearly after Doggo curled up with me in the woods, and I waited to die.

      “We did. My pa—pals and I. We found you out in the deep woods. Or I should say Max here found you. He’s pretty much claimed you as his own,” the gorgeous man in low slung jeans with a fabulous ass said. Hey, I was sick and injured, not blind.

      “You had a transmetatarsal amputation of your left outermost toe,” the nurse answered.

      “You did what? In English.” I was confused. I really didn’t know why I was here, other than basic exposure issues.

      “They had to cut off your left pinky toe.” I recognized that voice from my floating dream. Holy Hecate, the man that voice belonged to was stunning. He made the underwear model look like some average Joe.

      The nurse fussed around my foot, getting it propped back up on a stack of pillows.

      “Who are you?” I asked.

      The nurse nodded at him, patted me on the arm, and said, “Buzz if you need anything,” and then left me with two hot guys and one freaking huge Doggo.

      “You heard that Max? Stay off her left foot. I’m the person to blame for your missing toe. When we found you, we didn’t realize you had frostbite. I had the guys bring you into the lodge and try to get some broth into you instead of coming straight here.”

      “But with the frostbite, your toe was already gone. I don’t think getting food into everyone would have changed that, Gage.”

      The uber hot one named Gage shot a glare at Pretty Boy. Pretty Boy dropped his gaze to the floor. I suddenly recognized him as the one who gave me water.

      I patted the right side of the bed. “Hey Doggo, you can come up here.” He took up as much, if not more, of the bed than I did. But I felt better with him there. I knew he was the reason I was alive.

      Gage picked up one of the room chairs and brought it next to the bed. Pretty Boy posed artfully on the window sill. “I’m Gage Masterson,” he said as he sat. “And to the best of our ability to figure you out, you’re Bailey Hastings, you had a birthday in September, and you’re twenty-four. And you are terrified of someone named Gordon.”

      I dug my fingers into Doggo’s fur. I couldn’t quite figure out how to call him Max. Tears streamed down my face, and I felt the snot start to run too. I didn’t care anymore. I nodded. “Can I call my mother?”

      “Travis, phone.” Gage held his hand out. The other man placed a phone in his palm. He handed me the phone and a tissue.

      I stared at it. Mom’s number was “call mom.” I never had to remember her number before. I stared at the stupid phone and cried some more.

      Gage slowly took the phone from me. “Do your parents still have a house phone?”

      I nodded.

      “Can you tell me?”

      “Keith and Donna Hastings. Thirteen-thirteen, Sweet Briar Road.”

      “I need a phone number, not an address,” he said quietly.

      I could tell he was a little aggravated, but I had to go through the entire routine from kindergarten if I was going to get it. Name, address, telephone. I ran the rest of the routine silently until I got to the phone number. He dialed as I recited.

      He handed me the phone.

      “Mommy?” And then I couldn’t talk I was sobbing so hard.

      Gage took over. He seemed good at that. Doggo nuzzled, he was good at that.

      Gage told her everything he knew, which meant he included that I was terrified of someone named Gordon, but not why. He told her what little country hospital I was in, and, “Yes ma’am, the police are on this.”

      “How are the police on this?” I asked a few minutes after he hung up and I settled down.

      “Gage is a local county sheriff,” Travis said.

      “Are you really?” I sniffed. “That explains why you had authority to lop my toe off?”

      Gage smiled. If I still had that toe, it would have melted right off. Damn.

      “No, the doctors are the ones who made that call. But yeah, I’m with the local sheriff’s department.”

      “Then I should probably report that Gordon raped me before I got away from him, and I should be examined to make sure all my parts are okay. I seriously doubt anyone took a look at those while they were lopping off my toe.”

      Gage cussed.

      Travis dashed from the room.

      Doggo growled.

      Travis returned with the nurse. The look on her face was full of concern. “You need a rape kit?”

      I nodded my head. “I don’t know how long it’s been, but I haven’t had a shower or anything, and I know it’s been a few days. And I don’t know if it’s gonna do me any good.”

      Gage rested a hand on my shoulder. “The sooner you report it, and anything that can be done, the better. It will help.”

      “Do I need any kind of official order, or a police report to go with it?” I asked the nurse.

      “Not at all. I’ll put in the request. I should have one up here in a matter of minutes. And I can do the examination if you’re okay with that. My CRN will be in here with me.” She sighed. “He’s male, but I need a second. He’ll stand by your head and⁠—”

      “It’ll be fine,” I said.

      Doggo didn’t want to leave. But after Gage growled right back, he hopped down and went with the two men.

      I don’t know if fine was the right description. Awkward, definitely.

      “You know you shouldn’t use drug store hair dye on your pubic region,” she said mid-exam.

      “I do. That was done to me while I was unconscious. Can you include that in your notes?” The relief I felt with that one little bit of acknowledgment sent me back to tears.

      Before she left, the nurse injected something into my saline and antibiotic drip. “Rest.”

      “You can go back in, but let her rest. I gave her something, she should be asleep soon,” she said to the two men who had become my self-appointed bodyguards. Doggo sailed from the door to my bed with the grace of a flying squirrel.

      We were going to have to have a talk about flying wolves. I thought those only existed in video games.
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      Everyone left me alone to rest, except for Doggo, and my nurse put in a shower request. Not a sponge bath, but a legit shower.

      Doggo snuggled against me. I don’t know how he could stand it. I reeked. I itched. I was waiting for the doctor’s orders to come through so I could take a shower. Honestly, I thought all I needed was an orderly willing to help get me over to the shower. I knew there was one in my bathroom. There was a seat, and we could prop my foot up on the toilet. I didn’t want to wash my foot, just the rest of me. The hair dye wasn’t helping matters either. My scalp and my privates wanted a serious rinsing.

      Nurse Tracey, who conducted my exam, understood my need to rinse the dye off. When I told her it needed to be included on her report, she acted all cool, but her jaw dropped.

      Travis came back with another man, equally as pretty.

      “Gage is on duty tonight. So, he sent Zeke here with me.” Travis slid into my room as the food was being delivered. Unfortunately, I was more excited about the food than I was over a horde of really good looking men visiting.

      Travis and Zeke were like opposites twins. Travis was pale. Zeke was dark. Travis was messy and rugged. Zeke had a clean cut and dapper look going on. Both were built, and knew how to wear tight jeans. Zeke wore his with a button down and a bow tie, while Travis had some worn T-shirt with a rock climber on the front.

      I made Doggo get down so I could eat. Travis took him outside for dog business.

      I raised my eyes eagerly to the orderly pushing my tray over. “What’s for dinner?”

      The domes were lifted and I was presented with soup, Jell-O, and apple sauce. “You’re kidding me right?”

      My new nurse came in then. “Is there a problem?”

      The orderly shrugged and left me with my liquids.

      “I’m not getting any food,” I complained.

      “Let’s see what the doctor ordered. I’ll be right back.” She left the room for a minute.

      “Okay, it looks like no one knows how long it’s been since you have had solid food. Including you. So this is a precaution. If you do well, then tomorrow you can have soft solids. Look, honey, you came in here dehydrated and banged up pretty bad. We want to take care of you.”

      I nodded in acquiescence and she left.

      “She’s right, we just want to take care of you.” Zeke’s voice was unexpected.

      “How do you know me?”

      “I was with the team that found you. Gage and Max want someone guarding you at all times. They want to know who did this to you, and why.”

      “Who is easy, my ex-boyfriend Gordon. Why? He’s a psychopath.”

      “According to your mother, his name was Gordon Dryer.” Gage strode in with Doggo at his hip. Damn that man was fine. Let’s put it this way, if I had panties on, they’d be gone.

      I honestly don’t know why I reacted to him on such a cellular level, but I did. Let’s get real. I should be completely repelled by men at the moment. I should be terrified of anyone coming near me. I should be skittish and weary. I was bone tired, well with what bones I had left—currently down three—sick, and injured. I shouldn’t be looking at any man and thinking about how soon before I can climb him.

      He wore that khaki uniform as if it were a tuxedo. Meaning, holy crap, he was gorgeous. Who knew khaki could look so damned good on a person. Not me.

      A woman in a similar uniform followed him in. It didn’t do the same for her at all. She carried some note pads. Gage pulled his chair back up and sat down. The woman stood at the end of my bed. Doggo whined and went to sit with my guardians. I still had the food tray across my lap, so there was no room for him.

      At some point, I was going to have to ask Gage about him. I wasn’t dumb, okay maybe I was cuddling up to a wolf, but at the time when I first did it, I was so far gone I didn’t have a frame of reference to realize he was a wolf. Maybe I didn’t care? And now? He proved himself to be cuddly and safe.

      Gage sat, smiled, and hit me with a little wink. Damn.

      “Officer Kelley and I are here on official business. We’re here to take your statement and make a report. We’ll collect the rape kit into evidence.” Hecate help me, his voice.

      Focus Bails, focus. “What if I don’t want to file a police report?” Why was I sassing off to this man? All I wanted to do was climb up into his lap and have him kiss it better.

      “You requested a rape kit in my presence. You are reporting this. I found you.” Doggo barked. “Fine. Max found you. You have too many witnesses to the shape you were in not to file a report.”

      I swear Travis and Zeke were growling right along with Doggo.

      Officer Kelley looked bored. How was she not a quivery pile of female goo around these men? I swear I felt like I was being washed in testosterone. Sexy, sexy, testosterone. Maybe that’s why I needed a shower so badly.

      “Look, Bailey, we want to find the person who hurt you and bring him in.”

      Doggo growled, again. I swear Travis or Zeke said, “Kill him.”

      “Pull up a chair, Officer Kelley. It’s a long story, and you look like you’re gonna be taking notes.” I focused on the other woman in the room. I could think if I looked at her. Gage stole my reasoning.

      I sipped on my soup as if we were having a pleasant afternoon’s conversation, and not me telling them about my kidnapping and subsequent rape and abuse. It was all so very surreal.

      Initially, I only went back a week and told them about the trip.

      I kept my focus on Officer Kelley, it was easier. She was all business, and she didn’t growl when I describe the nastier events. Funny, I felt very detached from past events. More like I had been an observer to the activities, not on the receiving end of certain actions. I told them about everything from Mrs. Fey up until I came to without a toe.

      I’d been raped… twice. The one that caused the most damage, the one that robbed me of part of my identity, the one I couldn’t push away and start forgetting about, was the violation of my hair. Fortunately, I wasn’t looking in mirrors these days, and I kept my hair pulled back. My hair was long enough I’d catch glimpses of it, and it was wrong. I’d see a flash of brown too close to my eyes, and then there were Gordon’s fists.

      “Wait, go back to when you met this guy.”

      So I did.
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      I met Gordon at Yuki’s birthday party, shortly after Easter. There was a small group of us acting like total idiots. I had on blue fuzzy bunny ears and a tiara. And no, I wasn’t even dressed up the most. That would have been Yuki. She was in high Lolita mode. The skirts of her pink plaid dress were practically horizontal; the bow on the back, huge to the point of looking like big black butterfly wings.

      I love that dress, but I’m too big boned for it to not look exceptionally stupid on. Trust me, I tried one on. I didn’t do the Lolita look well. Yuki, on the other hand, owned it. Being half Japanese didn’t hurt her there.

      The wig she wore that night would’ve made a drag queen shiver with envy. It was big and pink. And while the rest of us all wore tiaras, I mean who doesn’t want to wear a tiara? Yuki had on a Russian beauty queen’s crown. I swear that thing was a foot tall. She looked like one of the Munchkins stole Glenda the Good Witch’s crown.

      We be-bopped our way into a honky-tonk, of all places. You could almost smell the pretend manure on all those new cowboy boots and Stetsons that came out of their hat boxes once a week to be shown off at the bar. The lights weren’t as bright as a disco, and the music was loud but not throbbing. An old-time, classic country song was playing when we walked in.

      “Yee-haw, if the party didn’t walk in the door.” He was skinny and already drunk. But we were here to party, so I had no problem letting him drape across my shoulders for a few minutes. “Ladies, you are in the wrong bar,” the cowboy of the evening slurred.

      Charlene scoffed, “Free beer, dance floor, and sexy men, how is this the wrong place?”

      My drunken shoulder wrap transferred himself to her. “Well darlin’, maybe I’m mistaken.”

      She giggled as the two of them went off to drink more beer. The rest of us found a table and ordered an obnoxious quantity of chicken wings. Before the order was even delivered, Yuki had been dragged to the dance floor. Sandy, Jade, and I continued to eat wings and laugh.

      Yuki was quite the sight with her flared out dress, pink wig, and crown in the middle of a wall of cowboy plaid and denim. Actually, she looked like a square dancer who got stuck in Wonderland.

      Gordon slid into one of our empty chairs, smiled, and began talking as if he knew all of us.

      “She’s taking over out there, isn’t she?” He leaned close to Sandy, but his attention directed us all to look at Yuki.

      “She is the star tonight,” Jade answered.

      “Clearly this is her night. Birthday or bridal party?”

      “Birthday.”

      “Finally twenty-one? I mean I can’t believe any of you are old enough to be in here.” Gordon was smooth. A woman, no matter how old, loved to hear she looked young.

      “Yuki is twenty-five. She’s old enough to know what she’s doing.”

      “But young enough not to care,” I finished Jade’s thought.

      Gordon turned his gaze on me at that point. He had dark eyes and sculpted dark scruff. His hair was trimmed neat, with extra length around the front. Slurp. I may have drooled.

      “My name’s Gordon. What’s yours?” I was the first one of us he asked.

      I smirked a little flirty half smile. “Bailey.”

      “Baileys and cream. Come with me.” He held out his hand, and I followed his nice ass out onto the dance floor.

      Okay, at the time I thought it was the best ass ever. But it really wasn’t. It was flat—practically no gluteus muscles what-so-ever.

      Maybe it really wasn’t when Gordon claimed to be fascinated with redheads that I succumbed to his charms. Maybe it’s when he said, “Spank my ass and call me daddy,” after I drained a beer in one gulp.

      In college, I learned a valuable skill for impressing stupid boys, open your throat and let gravity drain a can of beer. It took a little coordination because you had to spike the can on the bottom to let air in. If you didn’t do that, the beer chugged itself out of the can instead of fell. The second half of this skill was not to belch and go puke as soon as humanly possible. I didn’t need a can’s worth of beer in my gut, speeding up the drunken process.

      It impressed and scared. Qualities I found helpful for guiding others to properly form opinions about me.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      At some point, my tray table was pushed aside, and Doggo was back with me.

      “You aren’t underage. But…” Officer Kelly stopped to think. “Did you willingly travel across state lines with this man?”

      “Yes and no. Look, I willingly left on a road trip with him, but after that second night, I was no longer willingly doing anything. At that point I wanted to go home.”

      “Do we need to call in the FBI?” Kelley looked at Gage. I mean she looked at him like she just worked with the man and wasn’t even vaguely interested in peeling his clothes off.

      Yes, even having to review all that I went through, I wanted Gage. Maybe I wanted the security he represented. Maybe I was projecting my fantasies of a rescue hero onto him. Maybe I like the idea of replacing a bad memory with a new memory that was beautiful and wonderful and love, not anger and hate.

      I don’t know what was wrong with me. I seemed to be getting worse the longer I was around him. He had to have some kind of magic pheromone juju. Typically, a freakishly good looking man would have me unsettled for a few minutes until I gathered my cool about me, or accepted that I was just going to dork my way through our interaction. But Gage had me wanting to start humping things, mostly him.

      He needed to go or I was going to seriously embarrass myself. As if he could read my mind, he stood up. I followed his motions and gulped. He approached the bed. Doggo shifted and positioned himself less like a pillow to the side and more like a blanket across me. I couldn’t hear him, but I could feel the low growl in his chest. My protector.

      Gage looked down at me. I couldn’t read his expression, but damn if those green eyes didn’t melt me. Doggo kept me in place.

      “So, you’re coppery orange under that? Huh. I’ve always liked redheads.” His eyes cut to Doggo who was audibly growling. “Get over it, Max.”

      I hated him. I hated him for walking in here for the past two days as if I mattered. I hated him for having someone watch out for me when he had to work. I hated him for saying that as if he knew a man who liked red hair was my kryptonite. I hated him for being so damned hot I couldn’t think straight.

      I grinned like the idiot I was. I ruffled Doggo’s ears and whispered, “I think I’m in love.”
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