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      This book is the third in a series. Before you read The Sanctuary, you need to read The Cage and The Safehouse or you will be very confused.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            RECAP OF THE CAGE AND THE SAFEHOUSE

          

        

      

    

    
      The Sanctuary is book three in The Captive Series. If it has been a minute since you read The Cage and The Safehouse and can’t quite remember what it’s about, here are the rough points to remember. You are welcome to skip the recap.

      

      RECAP of The Cage

      
        
          	
        Connor runs an illegal “pet” adoption agency, aka a human trafficking ring.
      

      	
        Amanda was tricked into his ring under the promise of a rental unit. A unit she was then locked inside of while Connor prepped her for sale.
      

      	
        Amanda, using her only weapon against Connor—her feminine prowess—must convince him that he loves her so that he won’t sell her off.
      

      	
        In her bid for survival, the line between who Connor is and who he could be is blurred. Her emotions get jumbled. Does she like Connor or is it just survival instincts?
      

      	
        Connor, afraid of his own feelings for one of his “pets” tries to sell her off to a guy named Malcolm. A guy, ironically, Amanda knew from her childhood, under a different name.
      

      	
        Malcolm quickly realizes Amanda is not with Connor of her own free will and takes it upon himself to free Amanda by stealing her away.
      

      	
        Connor finds out that Malcolm has taken his property and goes after him.
      

      	
        The Cage ends with Malcolm and Amanda fleeing with Connor close on their heels.
      

      

      

      

      RECAP of The Safehouse

      
        
          	
        Malcolm drives Amanda across the country, trying to hide their identities from cameras and Connor’s goons who might be on the lookout for them. They both cut their hair. Amanda dyes her hair black and Malcolm shaves his beard.
      

      	
        During their escape to a safehouse across the country, Amanda and Malcolm grow close.
      

      	
        Connor discovers their plan to escape and has his men on the hunt for them. His underground network helps him find out their final destination in New Hampshire.
      

      	
        Sexual tension mounts between Amanda and Malcolm as the forced proximity messes with both of their libidos, but Malcolm won’t have sex with her because he knows she’s been through too much trauma. That doesn’t mean they don’t mess around quite a bit.
      

      	
        Connor catches up with the unknowing duo. Amanda quickly pulls a fast one on Malcolm to keep him safe. She roofies him, hides Malcolm in the panic room, and gives herself over to Connor, coming up with a back story that she hopes he will believe.
      

      	
        Connor takes Amanda back to her original cage, and Malcolm flees.
      

      	
        Back at Connor’s encampment, Amanda learns that Kelli and the other girls are still trapped. She’s done nothing to help anyone. Her only saving grace is that she protected Malcolm from Connor’s wrath.
      

      	
        Malcolm makes his way back and breaks into Connor’s building. While hiding in the basement, he trips the alarms so the fire department will come and investigate. Connor doubles down on Malcolm’s play by setting the place on fire. Connor leaves Amanda in her cage to die in the flames, opting to save himself.
      

      	
        When Malcolm discovers Connor in the parking garage, he has a choice: take Connor down or save Amanda. He chooses the latter.
      

      	
        Together, Malcolm and Amanda run again to a new safehouse, but Amanda feels awful knowing the other girls didn’t make it out alive.
      

      	
        The Safehouse ends from Kelli’s point of view and her savior, Holden, an undercover cop who was working to take down the sex ring.
      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          AMANDA

        

      

    

    
      It had been weeks of traveling to get as far away from Connor as possible, and I still couldn’t get the smell of smoke out of my nose. It lingered everywhere, as though it were embedded in my skin, tattooed on my fingertips, and coated in my hair, despite countless showers. I could never seem to shake the scent.

      My bones were weary. Malcolm said it was no wonder with all the travel we’d done, constantly shifting in planes, cars, and taxis. It had been nothing but non-stop movement to avoid detection. Neither one of us had gotten much rest. Yet, what I felt… was restless. Even when we stopped moving, I wouldn’t be at peace. I’d forever be looking over my shoulder. I hated that I’d damned Malcolm to that same burden. It wouldn’t matter where we went. We’d never be safe.

      Not while Connor was alive.

      Despite that knowledge, I knew I should be grateful. I was alive. I was out of Connor’s cage. And I was with someone who would try his best to keep me safe. I wasn’t burned alive like the woman who had been left caged in the fire. Nor was I damned like Kelli, who was likely being used for sick and twisted mutilation fetishes. I got out… but I was still trapped.

      Was this how I was going to have to live out my days? Always on the move, forever in disguise, never lingering for long in the outside world?

      That wasn’t a life. It was a prison sentence.

      “We should be landing in twenty minutes,” Malcolm said from his seat beside me. He wore a dark baseball hat and glasses with no prescription. His beard was still gone as was the light that used to live in his eyes.

      I didn’t respond to him. He didn’t expect me to. I’d barely spoken since the fire. With so much to process, I was working overtime trying to dodge feeling any of it.

      “This is our last flight,” Malcolm continued. “Just a short drive, and we’ll be at our final destination.”

      It wouldn’t be, though. We’d have to run again, once Connor’s thugs caught wind of us. We might have a respite, but there would be no peace. Not while Connor breathed.

      “Amanda…” Malcolm tried. He looked as drained as I felt. The dark circles under his eyes rivaled my own. The blond wig I wore for this trip made my scalp itch. I wanted nothing more than to rip it off and chuck it at the teenager popping his gum incessantly in the seat in front of us. But I wasn’t stupid. We were flying coach. Private planes would have been too easy to spot. We needed to blend into the scenery. We’d managed to slip under the radar so far. How long could we keep it up?

      Malcolm figured Connor would go underground, especially with the authorities investigating what had been happening inside his apartment building. That might have been well and good, but Connor had hired hands. And they would have orders to take down their target, no matter where Connor was.

      “I know this has been hard on you.” Malcolm ran a hand through his hair. “Once we get you settled, I’ll arrange to have a therapist come and⁠—”

      At that, I snorted. “A therapist? You think a shrink is going to fix all the twisted shit I’ve been through?”

      “I think it’s a start. Therapy is a good tool to use when dealing with huge life events. The woman I spoke to after my mother’s passing was⁠—”

      I clicked my teeth. “No thanks. I don’t want to regurgitate anything from the last few weeks. Okay? I want to forget it all happened.”

      He shook his head. “Suppressing your trauma isn’t healthy.”

      “Yeah, well reliving it certainly isn’t going to be a walk in the park. Drop it. No therapy. If you don’t want to deal with this shit, I totally understand. Just leave me at the airport. I’ll find a way. I always do.” I sighed and pinched my eyes together to hold back the tears threatening to fall.

      “I’m not abandoning you, Amanda.”

      I turned and stared him dead in the eyes. “You should. You should have let me go the first time I tried to run. Now, we’re both fucked.”

      “I would hardly call my situation ‘fucked.’ I quite enjoy spending time with you, in case you didn’t notice.” He shot me a tired grin. “Besides, I’m a recluse. I hate most people. I can happily live out my days outside of the real world, if I get to share that time with you. And it won’t be forever. Just until the police catch Connor. And they will. They’ll find all the evidence of his crimes. They will find him, prosecute him, put him in jail, and throw away the key.”

      “You think a judicial system Connor has bought and paid for is going to lock him up?” I leaned back against the plane’s unforgiving headrest. “You’re delusional.”

      He crossed his arms over his chest. “He hasn’t bought everyone out. Having a few local cops wherever he sets up shop is one thing, but to assume he has every jurisdiction in his pocket is highly unlikely.”

      “Unlikely, but not impossible.” I shifted in my seat, giving him my back and signaling the conversation was over. He was trying to dish out hope, claiming a light at the end of the tunnel. But I knew better. At the end of the tunnel, there was just another tunnel. Darker than the one before it.
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        * * *

      

      “Wake up, Amanda. We’re here.”

      I opened my eyes to discover yet another cab interior. I’d lost track of how many we’d been in and out of the last several days. It was dark outside. I couldn’t see much of anything. Even so, it felt oddly familiar.

      “Where is here?” I asked as I unbuckled my seatbelt. Malcolm didn’t answer until the cab had left us on the curb with the two suitcases we’d been living out of.

      “My house. Where Connor first tried to sell you to me.”

      My blood ran cold. “We have been traveling for days only to return to the same place we left. Are you insane?”

      “The travel was to get him off our scent. Think about it, Amanda. It’s the perfect spot. It’s the last place he’d think we’d go. No one in their right mind would return to where it began.”

      “You’re not in your right mind, that’s for sure,” I huffed, searching over my shoulder. This was not a good idea.

      Malcolm, sensing my stress, put his hands on my shoulders to steady me. “We’ll live on the lower level. No windows there. We’ll leave the upper levels as abandoned as they have been. From the outside, it’ll look like the property is vacant.” He picked up the suitcases. “No one will know we’re here. Trust me. Let’s get inside before the sun comes up.”

      I stood my ground. “Malcolm, this is madness. He will be monitoring your place… There could be someone in the bushes right now!”

      “There isn’t. I have security cameras. There has been no trace of anyone. Besides, Connor’s goons will have scattered now that the authorities are sniffing around. Connor is not in a position to be giving orders right now. He will have to go dark. This is the best time to take shelter. And this is my strongest safehouse, Amanda. It’s the perfect spot to lay low until he’s caught.”

      “If he gets caught,” I corrected.

      Malcolm frowned. “I know you think this is crazy, but I do know a thing or two about hiding from people you don’t want to find you.” He dropped one of the suitcases and raised a hand to his chest. “Fellow black-market criminal here, don’t forget. I’ve hidden out in this house dozens of times in my career. It’s well stocked for our needs. Now, let’s go.” He took my hand, and I let him lead me into another cage.
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        * * *

      

      MALCOLM

      Coming back to the Seattle house was a huge gamble. The largest gamble of my life. It wasn’t the first time Connor had tried to reach me at this address. He’d done it with the video of Kelli’s finger and for the picture of Amanda giving Connor head. So, to risk coming back to the place Connor or his thugs had been to multiple times wasn’t wise. What I’d told Amanda, however, was true. This was my safest lockdown location. We could live here for months undetected.

      But there was another reason I wanted to come back.

      In the time we’d been traveling, Darcy informed me of another message arriving on my doorstep. This new message, however, seemed to be from someone named H. Darcy had told me about a cryptic message that was couriered to my house.

      It read: Gwen is safe. Need to talk. Bring A. It had a street address I didn’t know. Of course, I didn’t trust a word of it. The message had to be from Connor or one of his men. But to sniff out anything, I needed access to my network. And my best setup was in the Seattle house. Once I discovered more about the message’s origin, I’d fill Amanda in. Until then, there was no need to get her upset.

      Once Amanda was inside the house, I locked the doors, re-engaged the security system, and directed her straight to the basement. Access to the lower level was via a hidden door on the floor. The couch slid out and the narrow stairway, wide enough for one person, appeared.

      “You have stairs under your couch?” she asked.

      I grinned. “You don’t?”

      She rolled her eyes at my bad attempt to lighten the mood, but she made her way down the stairs. I rolled the couch into place over my head, hiding our descent from view. The darkness overtook the small stairwell once the floor was locked into place.

      I grabbed my burner cell and flicked on the flashlight. I held it up to a locked door at the bottom of the stairs. To the right of the door was the keypad. I typed in my code as Amanda watched me.

      “ALuxx 1005?” She raised a quizzical eyebrow. “What does the ‘A’ stand for? Let me guess? Middle initial?”

      The door unlocked.

      I shrugged. “It’s no secret I’ve had a crush on you for decades. You know what they say, manifest what you want. Well, teenage me wanted you. Your name, combined with mine, is part of just about every password I have.” I realized how much that said about me.

      She looked at me, seemingly unfazed by my ridiculousness. “And the one thousand and five? What’s that mean?”

      “It’s a date. October fifth.”

      “A date marking what?”

      I closed my eyes. “Our wedding day. It’s the perfect temperature for an outdoor fall wedding.”

      “You’ve been manifesting our wedding day in your passwords?”

      “Everyone needs a hobby.”

      Amanda blinked at me. “I don’t know if I should feel flattered or freaked out.”

      “Probably both is advisable, considering I’m about to lock you in a basement.” I regretted the joke as soon as I said it. “Sorry, that was in poor taste.”

      “But nonetheless true.” Amanda walked inside, and the motion sensor lights came on. She glanced around the space. From her expression, I could tell she was picturing a typical American basement: musty scents, surrounded by cement walls and fluorescent lighting. My hideout was anything but a stereotype.

      “Are these… hardwood floors? In a basement?” She bent to touch it. “Oh, my God, it’s real wood. I thought it must be laminate.” Her eyes caught something across the room. “There’s a bar? You have a bar? And a fireplace?” She went over to the large black fireplace, which ran the entire width of the living room. Touching the space above the fireplace, she gasped. “That’s water. You have a waterfall fireplace?”

      “I do. And there is a projection screen that drops from the ceiling for movies.” I pointed to the slot just above the fireplace.

      “Of course you do.” She peered at the large seating area. “Leather couches? Jesus, Malcolm, this ottoman could double as a bed. It’s massive.”

      “That’s what she said.”

      That earned me a throw-pillow to the chest. Worth it.

      “How many bedrooms?” she asked, looking around to spot them.

      “Just the one, I’m afraid. But if you’d prefer, I could sleep on the ottoman.”

      “Wise ass.” She searched the place a bit more, lifting items and marveling at the opulence.

      I’d spent quite a fortune designing it, but if you had to lock yourself away from society for any amount of time, you didn’t want to feel like you were in a prison.

      When she disappeared into the master bedroom, she shrieked. I ran instantly to her side, fists at the ready, only to see that she’d climbed inside the tub. A huge smile graced her lips.

      “You have a claw foot tub!” she squealed. “I have always wanted a claw foot tub.”

      “I know.”

      She cocked her head. “You know?”

      “You told me about your dream house over lunch at school one day. Don’t you remember?”

      “I did?”

      I nodded. “Yes. You said you loved real hardwood flooring and drooled over your neighbor’s leather sofas⁠—”

      “And that people who owned fireplaces were ‘the shit,’” Amanda whispered. “Malcolm, did you design my dream house?”

      I kicked at the floor sheepishly. “How’d I do?”

      The shock of my borderline-obsessive behavior spread across her face. She shifted in the tub so she was kneeling in front of me. “Take your pants off.”

      “I’m sorry?” I asked, not sure I’d heard her right.

      “I’m going to suck you off.” She grabbed at my pants.

      “Amanda, that’s not necessary. I’ve told you. I’m not going to use you like that.”

      “No, I’m using you. Malcolm, no man has ever listened to what I have wanted. Ever.” Her hands slid down my thighs. “You? You built me a fucking living space based on some random conversation we had when we were seventeen. That means something to me. And I want to show you my appreciation.”

      I put my hands over hers. “Just your being here with me shows me that, Amanda.”

      “Pants. Off. Now.”

      As much as I wanted to object to her demand, my cock had heard her order the first time and was already rising to the occasion. We’d have to have another discussion about her feeling the need to repay my help with sexual favors, but that conversation would need to happen later… when my other brain was at the wheel. For now, all I could focus on was her bee-stung lips soon to be wrapped around my dick.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          KELLI

        

      

    

    
      Holden handed me a lukewarm dish he’d made from the packaged meals stashed in with the supplies. The tap inside the sanctuary never reached anywhere near hot, so the dehydrated “beef stew” didn’t stand a chance at tasting like anything other than the paper it was wrapped in. Still, it was better than the uncertainty of whether I would be fed at all. The running water and a toilet was reason enough to be grateful.

      “What flavor is this supposed to be?” I asked, swishing the cloudy drink he gave me.

      “The wrapper said Lemonade, but it tastes more like aspartame to me.”

      “The orange one wasn’t awful.” I sniffed the pale-yellow drink, trying not to notice how it resembled piss.

      Holden nodded as he forked some of his sad-looking stew into his mouth.

      This was the sort of brief conversation we’d been having. We hadn’t spoken much beyond necessity. Holden kept to himself and constantly walked back and forth in the upstairs rafters, looking through the cracks in the boarded-up windows to scan for signs of danger. Meanwhile, I was sequestered to stay inside one row of pews. On the floor, head hidden. Just in case.

      The first night, I was frozen in fear on the floor. Every creak of the floorboards, every owl screeching outside sent me into a panic. The second night, I slept on one of the pews. They didn’t have cushions, but it was warmer than the floor. We were on our fifth day here and had settled into a pattern.

      We had two meals a day to make the rations last as long as possible. The mornings were spent taking turns in the bathroom. The single bar of soap we shared to wash with was holding strong for now. The stash of items under the floorboards held a small number of toiletries, but if we stayed here much longer, we’d run out of what little luxuries we had. Hell, we’d run out of food soon if nothing changed. Every time I tried to ask about a plan, I was met with a grunt. Either he had no plan or he wasn’t willing to trust me with it. My money was on the latter.

      Holden kept his position at the upper level most of the day to keep watch, only coming down to check the doors, give me medicine for my finger, or deliver food. While I wasn’t in a cage, the cold shoulder and lack of answers started to feel quite similar to when I was trapped by Connor.

      “How’s the hand?” Holden asked. His grip rested on the gun in his holster. It was always at his side.

      “It’s fine. Thanks. The splint you made is helping with the throbbing for sure.” It wasn’t medical grade by any stretch, but the bits of wood and duct tape seemed to help. I wondered if I might be able to keep the finger after all.

      “The penicillin should help with anything funky that might try to latch on, and the Oxi should keep the pain at bay but still, these aren’t the ideal conditions for healing a wound as traumatic as a severed finger. The supplies here were meant to help with things like gun wounds or gashes. It’s not exactly an ER, which is probably where I should have taken you from day one.”

      I couldn’t help but smile.

      “What?” he asked.

      “Nothing. It’s just, that’s the longest stretch of words you’ve said to me in days.”

      Holden frowned. His massive body deflated for a fraction of a second, letting me know my words upset him. “Sorry. I’m not very good with small talk.”

      “Isn’t that part of the gig? Pretending to be someone else?” I raised a brow. “Surely your undercover self must talk.”

      “Hired thugs aren’t paid for their conversational skills.”

      I frowned. “Yeah, but you must talk sometime.”

      “I do. When needed. But that’s easy. I’m playing a part then. It’s not me talking. It’s a character I made up. This guy,” he said, gesturing to himself, “he ain’t got that much to say.”

      “I get it. It’s nice hearing someone else’s voice, though. Well, someone who isn’t screaming in agony in a cage beside me, that is. I’ve heard enough of that to last a lifetime.”

      Holden was quiet, as if trying to choose the right words. “How long were you there?” A tinge of pity laced his tone.

      I tried to recall. “What month is it?”

      “September. Don’t ask me what day, though. I’ve lost track of that myself.”

      September? I did the mental math twice, refusing to believe it had been that long.

      “He took me April first. I should have known better to look at apartments on April Fool’s Day.”

      Holden cocked his head. “Five months? That bastard had you locked up for five months?”

      I stared at the empty nail bed on my better hand. Connor had torn it off when he’d discovered I’d been using it to mark the walls to count the days.

      “Guess so. I thought it was closer to three months. Though, I suppose it does take time to starve someone to the size the client wants. Before all this I actually had boobs, if you can believe it,” I said, glancing at what was left of my breasts. “That and another buyer fell through, so there was a lapse. Even still, I would have sworn it was only two and a half months. Three tops. Five is… a lot.”

      “I can’t believe no one came looking for you in that time.”

      I let slip a soft laugh. “You don’t get it. That’s his whole thing. Connor screens his applicants, searching for the loners. Those new to town or people with no family or friends. I was both. He hit the lottery with my rental application.”

      “No family? No boyfriend?” His voice lifted at the end, almost as though he were hopeful I’d say no. “Or girlfriend. Sorry. I shouldn’t assume.”

      That earned him a smile. “No. No family. No boyfriend. I wish I liked women. Would make my life a lot easier. But even if there was someone, they’d never think I was part of a human trafficking ring.”

      “But what about work? Someone would have noticed you weren’t there?”

      “There again, I fit Connor’s criteria. I was new to the area. I was a nanny, so I was searching for work since my last family in Oregon had kids that aged out of needing care. Thought I’d have better luck in the city.” I shrugged.  “He told me he and his wife were looking for a nanny. Maybe the unit tour could double as a job interview. I fell for his lies because I was so desperate to find work. I should have trusted my gut.”

      “That doesn’t make this your fault. You know that, right? Connor is a master manipulator. This isn’t on you.”

      “No, I know. I just shouldn’t have let myself trust a man. Burns me every time. Lesson learned.” I held up my splinted hand as evidence.

      “Kelli, you can trust me. Cop, remember?”

      “You say that like it isn’t an oxymoron. Some of Connor’s men are cops, too, are they not?”

      Holden huffed but didn’t refute me. But my comment ended the conversation as he went to check the doors again. Guess the truth was a little too much for him to hear. But I wasn’t going to sugarcoat things. Not after all I’d lived through. I looked down at my body, sat uncomfortably on the hard pew, and lifted my spoon to eat cold stew. As miserable as I was, I would survive. It was the only thing I knew how to do.
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        * * *

      

      HOLDEN

      As much as I hated to admit it, Kelli was right. Cops couldn’t be trusted. Especially here. That’s part of why I was on such high alert in a place that was supposed to be a safe haven for me. For all I knew, Connor might already be on the way to take us down. There wasn’t enough firepower here if he, or his men, attacked. I had about ten rounds on the weapon at my hip, a second Glock stored under the floorboards, and a half dozen magazines. That would be nothing against what Connor might bring. We were sitting ducks, and what was worse… I had no idea who our enemy was.

      That was why I had to lie to Kelli about how long we’d have to hide out earlier. The Feds weren’t coming in two weeks. While this place was set up for stakeouts, no one in the district knew where I was. And if we wanted to stay alive, we needed proof that would get us to the top of the food chain, where the corruption would be harder to breach. So, I made the only play I had. I knew who Malcolm was. His black-market art trades were on our radar, but he was slippery. Covered his tracks well. So far, there was nothing to pin on him. But he was spotted at Connor’s. With the redhead. The redhead I knew was Vincent’s final leverage on Connor. If Malcolm saved Amanda from that hell hole, then he must have some clue of what was going on inside. He was a witness. As was Amanda. If I could get either of them to testify…

      I knew his address from our files. A location I knew well. I grew up nearby, so I made a risky choice after taking Kelli from Carlos. While we were in the cab, I placed a call to a courier.

      I gave Malcolm a time and a place and prayed that someone would find it with all of the security cameras on his property. I knew he’d left the premises, but my only shot of reaching Malcolm and Amanda was that single play. I could only hope Connor’s men weren’t watching too. It was a major risk to leave the address of where we were, but it wasn’t like we could go to them. I had no idea where Malcolm had landed. I had to trust that his team would find the message before Connor’s men did.

      “Holden?” Kelli’s voice from behind me brought me out of my thoughts.

      “What is it? Is something wrong?” My eyes darted down to her hand, half expecting it to be oozing puss or turning black. I was no doctor and had no idea if what I had done for her injury would help or hurt. Her hand, however, appeared fine.

      “I was just wondering if there were any blankets or anything warm under those floorboards. It gets pretty chilly down here at night.”

      While it was still summer, the weather was starting its shift into autumn with brisker nights and shorter hours of daylight. I glanced at the oversized T-shirt she had on. It was the only clothing Connor had given her. Of course she’d be cold.

      “No blankets, but why don’t you sleep upstairs tonight? It’s a hell of a lot warmer up there. I’ll look around and see if I can find anything that might work as a blanket. In the meantime, you can wear this.” I shrugged free of the button-up shirt I was wearing, leaving me in my white tank top and black jeans. The cold didn’t bother me. I ran hot. Handing her the shirt, I felt like an ass for not offering it sooner.

      “Thanks.” She took the shirt and slipped it on. It enveloped her. She hugged the fabric against her skin. “Mmm. It smells like you.”

      “Oh. Sorry.”

      “No. That’s a good thing. You smell nice.”

      “Um… thanks?”

      Kelli approached me then, her eyes intent on something. “What’s the tattoo of?”
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