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      The library is empty at this hour, just the way I like it. Closing time always brings a specific kind of peace—the smell of old books, the soft echo of my footsteps against the polished floor, the gentle click of lights switching off one by one. I run my finger along the spines of the classics section, savoring the moment before I have to step outside into the real world. If I'd known what waited for me in the darkness tonight, I would have barricaded myself among these shelves until morning.

      "Goodnight, Ms. West," calls the security guard as I slip through the staff exit.

      "Goodnight," I respond softly, tugging my oversized cardigan closer around my body.

      The night air hits me with a chill that makes me quicken my pace. The streetlights cast long shadows on the pavement, and I adjust the strap of my bag, heavy with borrowed books I couldn't resist taking home. My apartment is only fifteen minutes away, but tonight I've stayed later than usual finishing the catalog updates.

      The shortcut through the business district is something I rarely take this late, but exhaustion wins over caution. Empty storefronts and darkened office buildings line the street, their windows like vacant eyes watching me pass. My footsteps sound too loud in the silence, and I find myself holding my breath at odd intervals.

      A crash echoes from somewhere ahead, and I freeze. My heart gives a weird little flutter, the kind that happens when you're startled but trying to convince yourself it's nothing. Just someone dropping something, I tell myself. Or maybe a cat knocking over a trash can.

      But then I hear voices—low, harsh, angry. Male voices.

      I should turn around right now. Walk away. Call someone.

      Instead, curiosity pulls me forward on trembling legs. I've spent nineteen years behind books, imagining other lives, other risks. Something primal in me wants to see, just for a moment, what danger looks like up close.

      I creep toward the sound, staying close to the buildings. There's an alley ahead, and the voices grow louder. I peek around the corner and immediately wish I hadn't.

      Four men in leather jackets stand outside the back door of what I recognize as the high-end jewelry store. The door is open, its alarm system clearly disabled. One man holds a gun. Another is loading something into duffel bags. A third keeps watch. And the fourth...

      My breath catches in my throat.

      The fourth man stands with his back to me, but there's something about him that makes my skin prickle. He's taller than the others, broader in the shoulders, and even from behind, I can tell he's in charge. There's authority in the set of his stance, in the way the others keep glancing at him as if waiting for approval.

      "Hurry the fuck up," he growls, and his voice slides down my spine like ice water.

      I should leave. I need to leave. My body tenses to run, but in my haste, I bump against a metal trashcan. The sound, though slight, might as well be a gunshot in the quiet night.

      Four heads snap in my direction.

      My blood turns to slush. I duck back behind the building, pressing myself flat against the wall, hoping somehow they didn't really see me. My heart pounds so hard I'm sure they can hear it.

      Heavy footsteps approach. I turn to run, but my legs have forgotten how to work.

      "Well, well. What do we have here?" A rough hand grabs my arm, and I'm yanked back toward the alley.

      My captor is a thick-set man with a beard and cold eyes. He drags me into the light spilling from the broken door, and I'm suddenly facing all four men.

      "Found a little mouse," the bearded man announces, shoving me forward.

      I stumble, nearly falling, and look up to find myself staring into the coldest blue eyes I've ever seen. It's him—the leader—and up close, he's terrifying in his beauty. Dark hair, sharp cheekbones, a mouth that's currently pressed into a hard line. He wears his danger like expensive cologne, and I shrink beneath his scrutiny.

      "What were you doing back there?" he asks, his voice deceptively soft.

      I can't speak. My throat has closed up, and my vision starts to blur at the edges.

      He steps closer, and I catch his scent—leather, smoke, and something darker. "I asked you a question."

      "I-I was just walking home," I manage to whisper. "From the l-library."

      His gaze flickers to my bag, noticing the edges of books poking out. One dark eyebrow rises slightly.

      "Kill her," says one of the other men. "She saw our faces."

      My knees nearly buckle.

      "Shut up," the leader snaps without looking away from me. He studies me for a moment longer, and I swear I see something shift in those ice-blue eyes. Interest, maybe. Or calculation.

      "What's your name?" he demands.

      "Emilia," I whisper. "Emilia West."

      He nods once, as if confirming something to himself. "Emilia West, the librarian. Well, Emilia, you've created quite a problem for yourself tonight."

      "I won't tell anyone," I promise quickly. "I didn't see anything. I don't⁠—"

      "You're a terrible liar." His mouth quirks up at one corner, not quite a smile. "But that's not necessarily a bad thing."

      I don't understand what's happening. Why isn't he more worried? Why is he looking at me like I'm a puzzle he's trying to solve?

      "Boss," the bearded man says urgently. "We need to move."

      The leader—the boss—nods without taking his eyes off me. "Finish loading the van. I'll handle this."

      My heart sinks. Handle this. I know what that means.

      "Please," I whisper. "I have a family. My mom is sick, and my sister⁠—"

      "Do you always talk this much when you're scared?" he interrupts, and there's a hint of amusement in his voice that makes me want to scream. How can he be entertained when I'm about to die?

      "Only when I'm about to be murdered," I retort before I can stop myself.

      Something flashes in his eyes—surprise, maybe even respect. Then he laughs, a sound so unexpected and rich it momentarily stuns me.

      "I'm not going to kill you, little librarian," he says, reaching out to tuck a strand of hair behind my ear. The casual intimacy of the gesture makes me flinch. "That would be a waste."

      Behind him, the others have finished loading whatever they stole. The van's engine rumbles to life.

      "Clark," one of them calls. "Now."

      Clark. The leader's name is Clark. It seems too ordinary for someone like him.

      Clark nods without looking away from me. "Change of plans. She's coming with us."

      "What?" The word bursts out of me. "No, I can't⁠—"

      His hand clamps over my mouth, and he pulls me against him with an arm around my waist. I'm crushed against his chest, feeling the hard planes of muscle beneath his jacket.

      "Listen carefully," he murmurs, his lips close to my ear. "You have two options. Come quietly, or I'll knock you out and carry you. Either way, you're coming with me."

      Terror floods me, but beneath it is something else—a traitorous heat that flares where our bodies touch. What is wrong with me?

      "I promise you'll be safe," he continues, so quietly I barely hear him. "But you're a liability I can't leave behind. Do you understand?"

      I can't nod with his hand over my mouth, but something in my eyes must answer him because he slowly removes his hand.

      "Why not just let me go?" I ask, my voice shaking. "I swear I won't⁠—"

      "Because I don't believe you," he cuts me off. "And because I don't want to."

      That last part hangs in the air between us, strange and heavy with meaning I can't decipher. Then his arm tightens around me, and he's leading me toward the van.

      "Get in," he orders, opening the side door.

      Inside, the other three men stare at me with varying expressions of disbelief and annoyance.

      "Boss, you can't be serious," the bearded one starts.

      "Did I ask for your opinion?" Clark's voice has turned to steel, and the man immediately falls silent.

      Clark guides me into the van with a firm hand on my lower back, the heat of his palm burning through my cardigan. He follows me in, sliding the door shut with a sound of finality that makes my stomach drop.

      As the van lurches into motion, I sit rigidly between Clark and the wall, trying to make myself as small as possible. The other men eye me suspiciously, but no one speaks. The weight of Clark's presence beside me is overwhelming—he's not touching me anymore, but I feel him like a physical force, pulling at something deep inside me.

      "Where are you taking me?" I whisper.

      Clark turns those ice-blue eyes on me again. In the dim light of the van, they seem to glow.

      "Somewhere safe," he says. "For now."

      "For how long?"

      His gaze travels over my face, lingering on my mouth in a way that makes my cheeks heat. "That depends."

      "On what?"

      One corner of his mouth lifts in that not-quite-smile. "On how long it takes me to figure out what to do with you."

      The way he says it—low, almost intimate—sends a shiver through me that has nothing to do with fear. And that terrifies me more than anything else. Because whatever this feeling is—this strange, unwelcome pull toward this dangerous man—it's not something I understand.

      And as the van carries me deeper into the night, away from everything familiar and safe, I have the sinking feeling that nothing in my life will ever be the same again.
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      I slam the compound door behind us, my hand still wrapped around the librarian's delicate wrist. She's trembling, this fragile thing I've dragged into my world, but she hasn't cried or begged since that first moment in the alley. Something about that makes my blood run hotter. The boys are watching me, waiting to see how I'll handle this complication. They think I've lost my mind, bringing a witness back to our headquarters. Maybe I have. My thumb traces the pulse point at her wrist—rapid, like a trapped bird. I shouldn't notice how soft her skin is. I shouldn't be thinking about how those wide hazel eyes would look clouded with pleasure instead of fear.

      "Boss," Mick approaches, keeping his voice low. "The fuck are we doing with her?"

      I fix him with a stare that has made grown men wet themselves. "We're keeping her where she can't run to the cops."

      "And then what?"

      Good question. The job went sideways the moment this woman stumbled across our path. Three million in diamonds, the perfect score, and now a complication wearing a cardigan two sizes too big for her slim frame.

      "Let me worry about that," I say, voice clipped.

      The librarian—Emilia—hasn't said a word since we arrived. She stands perfectly still beside me, eyes darting around the main room of our clubhouse. Taking in the worn leather couches, the pool table, the bar along the back wall. The MC insignia painted across the concrete. The weapons placed strategically throughout. I watch her catalog it all, those intelligent eyes missing nothing.

      Dangerous, that mind of hers.

      I jerk my chin toward the hallway. "Dex, take her to the room at the end. Lock her in."

      Dex moves to grab her arm, but I tighten my grip instinctively. He stops, eyebrows raising slightly.

      "I'll do it," I say, annoyed at my own reaction.

      Mick exchanges a glance with Dex. I ignore them both, pulling Emilia down the dimly lit hallway. She stumbles once, and I catch her against me, her body momentarily pressed to mine. The contact sends an electric current down my spine.

      "Please," she whispers, the first word she's spoken since the van. "I won't tell anyone what I saw."

      Her voice is soft, educated. Nothing like the rough voices of the women who typically pass through here.

      "You're not in a position to make promises," I tell her, unlocking the door to our most secure room.

      It's bare-bones—a bed, a small bathroom attached, a single window too small to climb through and reinforced with steel bars. We've held rivals here before negotiations. Never a woman. Never someone like her.

      I push her gently inside, surprised at my own restraint. "You'll stay here until I decide what to do with you."

      She turns to face me, chin lifted slightly despite her fear. "And how long will that be?"

      I study her for a moment. She's younger than I initially thought, maybe nineteen or twenty. Not a child, but not hardened by the world either. Her chestnut hair falls in waves past her shoulders, slightly mussed from the night's events. Her skin is pale, perfect, unmarked by the harsh realities that have shaped my own life.

      "That depends," I say, letting my gaze trail over her deliberately. "On a lot of things."

      Her cheeks flush, and there it is—a reaction that drives a spike of satisfaction through me. I want to see more of that blush, want to discover how far down her neck it travels, whether it spreads across her chest.

      "What things?" she asks, her voice steadier than I expected.

      I take a step closer, invading her space, watching as she forces herself not to back away.

      "Whether I can trust you," I say, though that's only part of the truth. The other part is darker, hungrier. Whether I can have you. Whether one taste will be enough.

      Her eyes widen slightly, sensing the unspoken.

      "I need to call my family," she says. "My mother is sick, she'll worry⁠—"

      "No calls," I cut her off. "No contact."

      "But—"

      "This isn't a negotiation, little librarian."

      Her lips press together, frustration briefly overtaking fear. "My name is Emilia."

      I find myself smiling, genuinely amused by her attempt at asserting control. "I know your name."

      "Then use it," she says, surprising me. "If I'm going to be your prisoner, at least give me that much dignity."

      I lean in, close enough to smell her—vanilla and paper and something uniquely female. Not perfume. Just her. "Emilia," I say, dragging out each syllable, watching goosebumps rise on her skin in response.

      Satisfaction blooms hot in my chest. I affect her, this innocent creature. She's afraid, yes, but there's something else in those hazel eyes. Curiosity. Maybe even desire.

      My cock goes rock hard in my jeans, and I hiss in a breath at the sudden urgency of it.

      I step back abruptly, unsettled by my own reaction. "There's a bathroom through that door. Try to sleep. I'll bring you food in the morning."

      Before she can respond, I leave, locking the door behind me. I stand in the hallway for a moment, breathing deeply, trying to regain my equilibrium. What the fuck is wrong with me? She's a witness, a liability, potentially the downfall of everything I've built. I should be concerned with damage control, not with how soft her skin feels or how her eyes darken when I say her name.

      Mick is waiting when I return to the main room. "We need to talk about this, Clark."

      I reach for the bottle of whiskey behind the bar, pouring a generous glass. "She stays here until I decide otherwise."

      "She saw everything. Our faces, the job⁠—"

      "You think I don't know that?" I snap, slamming the glass down hard enough that whiskey sloshes over the rim. "I'm handling it."

      Mick runs a hand over his beard, his usual stoic demeanor cracking with concern. "This isn't like you, man. You don't make these kinds of calls. Witnesses get silenced."

      "She's not getting 'silenced,'" I growl, the very thought making my stomach turn.

      "Then what? We keep her locked up forever?"

      I take a long swallow of whiskey, letting it burn down my throat. "Go count the take. I'll deal with this."

      Mick hesitates but knows better than to push further. He retreats to the back office with the others, leaving me alone with my thoughts.

      The image of Emilia standing in that alley flashes through my mind. The moment I turned and saw her—wide-eyed, clutching her bag of books, looking so fucking out of place in our world of violence and stolen goods. Any other witness would have been handled immediately, permanently. But something stopped me. Something in those frightened eyes that reached inside me and grabbed hold of something I thought was long dead.

      I drain my glass and pour another. Then, almost against my will, I find myself walking back down the hallway to her room.

      There's a small viewing panel in the door. I slide it open silently and look in.

      She's sitting on the edge of the bed, back straight, hands clasped in her lap like a schoolgirl at prayer. Her face is turned slightly away, toward the barred window where a slice of moonlight falls across the floor. A tear tracks silently down her cheek, but she wipes it away quickly, almost angrily.

      Something twists in my chest.

      She stands suddenly, moving to explore her prison. The moonlight catches her figure as she passes through it, illuminating the curves hidden beneath that oversized cardigan. She's small but perfectly proportioned—subtle breasts, narrow waist, the gentle flare of hips. My hands itch to trace those curves, to peel away the layers hiding her from me.

      She starts removing books from her bag, lining them up on the small table beside the bed. Even in captivity, she creates order. I watch as she gently touches each spine, as if drawing comfort from their familiar presence.

      Has anyone ever touched her with that kind of reverence?

      The thought hits me like a physical blow, followed by a wave of possessiveness so strong it nearly staggers me. I want to be the first. The only. I want to see those careful librarian's hands on my skin, want to watch her face as she discovers pleasure for the first time.

      Because she is untouched—I'd bet my life on it. Everything about her screams innocence, from the modest clothes to the careful way she holds herself, like someone who's never been roughly handled, never been claimed.

      I want to claim her.

      The realization should disturb me. Instead, it settles into my bones with the weight of certainty. She was meant to witness our heist tonight. Meant to be brought here. Meant to be mine.

      She removes her cardigan, draping it carefully over the back of the chair. The t-shirt beneath is simple, worn thin with washing, clinging to the curves I'm already obsessed with. She reaches up to gather her hair, tying it in a loose knot at the nape of her neck, exposing the delicate line of her throat.

      I'm hard instantly, painfully, my cock straining against my jeans at the mere sight of that vulnerable expanse of skin. I imagine pressing my lips there, feeling her pulse against my tongue. Marking her.

      My hand tightens on the door handle, nearly jerking it open before I catch myself. No. Not yet. I need to think this through, need to plan. A woman like Emilia isn't taken. She's seduced, convinced, won over. She needs to come to me willingly.

      The idea of her submitting—not out of fear but out of desire—makes my blood run hot. I'd have her eager, wet, begging. Those intelligent eyes glazed with want, that proper mouth forming my name as she comes apart beneath me.

      One night. That's all I need to get her out of my system. One night to possess her completely, and then I can figure out what to do with her after. Let her go, maybe, once I'm sure she won't run to the cops. Once I've satisfied this unexpected hunger.

      She sits back on the bed, drawing her knees up to her chest, making herself small. Vulnerable. The sight triggers every predatory instinct I possess.

      And it makes my chest ache unfamiliarly.

      No. One night won't be enough. Not with her.

      I close the viewing panel quietly, resting my forehead against the door for a moment. I've built my reputation, my entire empire, on control. On making calculated decisions. On never letting emotion interfere with business.

      Yet here I am, risking everything for a librarian with frightened eyes and a spine of steel. A woman who should mean nothing to me beyond the threat she poses.

      I push away from the door, stalking back to the main room. I need distance. Need to think clearly.

      But as I pour another whiskey, all I can see is Emilia's face. All I can think about is how she'll look when I finally claim her. How she'll feel beneath me, around me. How she'll sound when she breaks.






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/takenbytheoutlaw.jpg
taket

P /

USA Today bestselling author

emma bray







