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“Sweet the snaring is; but this is sweeter still, to be ensnared.”

Heinrich Heine.
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Prologue
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Rasmie

Standing astride the rocks, I gazed out at the ferocious waves. Wild and untamed, the sea had been my mistress since I was a boy, but these days, I needed something more than her growled caress. I used to have it all, a soft, pliant woman who yielded to my command, but I lost her. The pain of that grief clawed at my insides, forcing my gaze back to land.

My island stretched on for miles, unforgiving rocks yielding to rich forests and habitation. Its strength and rugged beauty fueled me when my wife disappeared. Unspoiled and untouched, the island’s splendor was raw, but it moved me, and I knew categorically, like my father before me, I would give my life to protect her.

Maybe one day, I would find another woman I could say the same about, one worthy of my devotion. Only the gods knew for sure.

“Maighstir.”

I turned at my brother’s voice, irritated to have been disturbed, yet relieved to find Jeemie climbing toward me.

“De th ‘ann?”

Blowing out a breath, I fought for composure. Being in charge meant showing leadership, even when my heart was breaking. It meant being strong, even when I was drowning in sadness.

“I’m sorry.” I used the modern tongue, conscious if my people were to thrive, the old and the new must marry. “What is it?”

“Maighstir.” Jeemie paused as if readying himself. Though in truth, I knew already what he had to report, what they always reported.

“We have scoured the shoreline, and there’s no trace of her.” Jeemie’s brow furrowed. “Not even a trace of a shipwreck...” His words trailed away, lost to the breeze whipping past the headland. “I’m sorry.”

“It is not your fault.”

I glanced away, ignoring the tears burning my eyes. Vaila had been gone a while. Several full moons had passed, yet still, I insisted on this ritual, making my men walk the periphery of the island week after week in search of a sign—any sign—my pregnant wife was still alive.

“Leig dhuinn till!” I shouted the order to those men assembled. “Let us return home.”

“Are you sure, brother?” Jeemie countered, his brow creasing. “I could double back on the southern shore. We might have missed something.”

“We haven’t missed anything.”

As the words escaped my mouth, the thought cemented. We had searched and searched. Whatever had happened to Vaila, we had not missed it. She was gone, and however much it hurt, she was not coming back.

“It’s time to move on.”

“Maighstir.” Jeemie shook his head, his dark blond hair catching in the wind as he fell to one knee. “I cannot imagine the pain of losing not only your beloved lady but your unborn son. I...” He hesitated, pulling in a breath. “I would do anything to relieve you of such a burden.”

“I know you would.”

Reaching for Jeemie, I patted his arm. Jeemie was younger than me in years, but he carried a wise head on his shoulders, and I appreciated his show of support. He was wiser than our sibling, Alban.

“Each burden makes us braver. Each wound rebuilds us stronger. She would not have wanted me to mourn her for all eternity.”

Once more, I glanced out at the merciless sea, knowing in my heart that was where she had gone. There was nowhere else. If she’d fallen foul of man or beast, we would have found her. Would have been able to lay her to rest with our ancestors. The sea had taken Vaila, her relentless waves snatching away my wife as many a jealous mistress had dreamed of doing before her.

“I shall lead the men back, Maighstir.” Jeemie rose, waiting for my approval. “If you need some more time to reflect.”

“No.” My tone was resolute. “My grieving is done, and I shall lead the men.”

“As you wish, Maighstir.”

Striding past him, I made my way down the rocks to meet the throng.

“Maighstir.”

They lowered their heads in deference as I paced past, each aware of their place on the island. I was the leader, and they were my men. I owed them a debt. I had been painfully absent of late, but that was going to change.

The past was the past, and there was nothing for it. I could no more change its realities than I could tame my wild lover beyond the shore. The only thing I could influence was the future. Making my way into the trees, my jaw tightened. Whatever I did from now on was for the good of my people.
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Desiree

“You’ll love it!” Charlie beamed from the other side of the table.

“Will I?” I shook my head. “A week stuck on some godforsaken rock in the middle of nowhere doesn’t sound like my idea of fun.”

“You’re so overdramatic.” He rolled his eyes, sending blond hair tumbling into his face.

Not for the first time, I wondered at how handsome he was, how into me he was, and tried to decide why I wasn’t interested. Charlie was young, fit, and gorgeous—I should be crazy about him—but somehow, he didn’t do it for me. It was as demoralizing as it was ridiculous.

“We’ll have a blast. All that fresh air and those craggy shorelines. Think of the exploring we can do, the things we’ll see, and it’s totally unique, Des. Hardly anyone goes there.”

He was so animated, but the idea of an uninhabited isolated island stirred little within me except hunger and concerns about how I’d style my hair.

“Can’t we just head to the beach like everyone else?” I shrugged. Charlie was always so worried about being an individual, but I was happy to play along with the crowd.

“Oh, come on!” He grinned, shaking his head as he lifted his milkshake to his lips. “The beach? Seriously? We can do better than that, and anyway, the summer will be over. The beach will be deserted.”

My lips twitched at the irony of his point. Surely the island he suggested would also be empty, but I didn’t argue. Charlie and I had been friends for years, but in the last few, it had become clear his feelings ran deeper than mine. Still, he was a gentleman. He’d never tried anything amorous, and if I was honest, I really liked him. He knew me better than anyone else.

“Maybe.” I blew out a breath as I conceded, watching as he fist-pumped the air.

“Yes!” Putting down his glass, he smiled. “I knew I could persuade you.”

“I didn’t say I was sold on the idea,” I protested, but even I knew that was rubbish. Charlie would already be planning our route and packing our gear, for God’s sake. There would be no stopping him now.

“Sure, sure.” He laughed, his sky-blue eyes shining.

“I mean it,” I insisted. “Some of us have to work as well as play, Charlie. I don’t have the whole year to mess around, and I want some downtime.”

“This will be your downtime,” he promised. “This is the chance we both need to unwind amid true unspoiled beauty.” Reaching across the table, he patted my hand. “I swear, Des, you won’t regret it.”

***
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Three months later.

“ARE YOU SURE THIS IS the right place?”

I glanced around, ignoring the spike of anxiety twisting in my belly. Approaching the tiny quayside and staring out at the rough sea, I was already way out of my comfort zone, and we hadn’t even got to the island he was so excited about yet.

“Yes.” Charlie sounded exasperated as he signaled toward the flimsy-looking boat supposed to carry us to the next rock. “There’s our ferry.”

“Great,” I mumbled, though the reply was lost to the sea breeze.

“Stop worrying,” he added, turning to offer me his hand as I stepped onto the dilapidated decking. “Everything is going to plan.”

“Hmmm,” I groaned. The problem was, I hadn’t exactly been on board with the so-called plan. My and Charlie’s ideas of a relaxing break were not the same thing. While I visualized a week in the sunshine with a good book, he was determined to find barely chartered islands and conquer them.

“We’ve already taken two ferries.” If you could call them that. The ramshackle sea vessels we’d boarded were far from reassuring, and the next one looked even worse. “Aren’t we there yet?”

“Look, we’ve been through this.”

I could tell he was losing his patience, but then, so was I. A day of traveling, plus flight time, meant I was exhausted, and all I had to look forward to were my shiny new tent and sleeping bag.

“Please, stop complaining.”

“Okay.” I snatched my hand away, folding my arms across my chest. “I’m sorry.”

He turned with a sigh, heading toward the ancient-looking man unraveling rope by the boat.

“Hi there.” Charlie grinned, turning on his usual charm. “Can we take a ride with you?”

The white-haired guy glanced up as Charlie neared, his gaze narrowing. “Halo, balach beag.”

“Er...” Charlie glanced back at me with an inane smile. “I’m sorry, I thought you’d speak English. We wanted a ride. On. Your. Boat.”

I shook my head as he used the most ignorant trick in the book. Arms aloft and speaking more slowly, Charlie was practically yelling at the old guy.

“Aye, I speak English,” the stranger replied, though something about his sneer was unsettling. “No need to shout at me, boy.”

“Oh, I’m sorry.” Charlie laughed, oblivious to any offense he’d caused. As per usual. “So, can you take us?”

The sailor’s gaze slid from Charlie to me, his lips curling in the most insidious way. Suddenly, I wanted off the quayside, off this rock, and back in my nice, comfortable bed.

“Aye.” He smiled, revealing a row of crooked teeth. “Come aboard.”

Charlie turned back to me, his gaze sparkling. See, his eyes conveyed. I told you. I told you there was nothing to worry about. I told you everything would be fine.

Letting out a breath, I couldn’t say I agreed. Something about this place was unsettling, and though I couldn’t put my finger on it, I trusted my instincts. Inching forward, I waited as Charlie boarded the dubious vessel, the wind almost whipping me into the waves.

“Be careful, lass.” The old sailor chuckled as I righted myself. “Else you’ll become the sea’s bride.” He leered at me.

Charlie thrust out a hand, and grasping it, I climbed up beside him.

“Thanks,” I murmured, glancing around for somewhere to sit, but the boat was tiny and even moored, it was being tossed around the waves like a bath toy. I didn’t like our chances of making it to Charlie’s damn island. “How long is the journey?” I directed the question at the sailor, but whether it was the strength of the wind or just discourtesy, he ignored me.

“How far to the next island?” Charlie tried in a more assertive tone.

The old guy glanced at Charlie in the same unhurried way he’d welcomed him. “Tis as long as it takes.”

“Perfect,” I mouthed when Charlie glanced back at me.

Brow raising, he looked as if he was about to burst out laughing, but I didn’t share his amusement. So far, this trip had been nothing but tiring, and I failed to see the funny side.

“Cheer up,” he encouraged, huddling beside me as the old guy busied himself with the anchor. “We’ll be there soon.”

“Then what?” I asked, peering up at him.

“Then we’ll have an adventure.” Smiling, he reached for the side of my face and tugged my woolly hat down over my ears. “Just you and me.”
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Desiree

––––––––
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IT WAS WORSE THAN I thought. Even after we’d disembarked the ferry crossing from hell, including cleaning up the vomit I’d deposited on deck and hit terra firma, the clouds had gathered, emptying a well of heavy bleak rain on our heads as we headed for the only available cover—a wooded area a mile or so from the craggy shore. I glanced back as the canopy of trees provided shelter, glimpsing the alleged ferry disappearing on the horizon.

“For God’s sake.” My teeth chattered as I huddled in my raincoat beside a huge tree trunk. The rickety boat had afforded me the opportunity to change into it before we left. “This is miserable.”

“An island this far north is bound to get frequent showers.” Charlie shrugged as though the geography lesson would improve my mood. “Let’s hope it passes over.”

“What do we do in the meantime?” I asked, scanning the ground for anywhere that looked even vaguely suitable to pitch our tents. The ground was damp and dirty, punctured by the roots of the ancient trees now offering respite from the rain. I didn’t want to ask how we’d ever get back to the prior island again. The thought of having to return on the old sailor’s boat was even worse than contemplating camping here.

“Why don’t we head deeper into the forest?” he suggested. “It’ll be by far the driest place, and maybe we’ll find a cute little clearing. We can start a small fire and toast some marshmallows.”

I wanted to roll my eyes at his enthusiasm, but as ever, Charlie’s eagerness was infectious—it was the reason I was here. “Okay.”

I didn’t have any better ideas, and avoiding the roots littering the forest floor, I followed after him. It didn’t take long for the backpack crammed with my gear to seem like a bad idea. The thing weighed a ton, and there was no one to lug it around but me. Sighing, I trudged on, unsure how long we’d been walking but already weary. My new boots had seemed like a good idea before we left, but now I wished I’d chosen my faithful old pair. They were worn, but at least they didn’t give me blisters...

“Come on!” Peering over his shoulder, Charlie encouraged me.

“I’m sure the ground is getting steeper,” I complained, struggling to keep up with him.

“It is,” he agreed when I finally neared him. “There’s some kind of hill in the middle of the island.” Pausing, he reached into his pack and took a sip of his water bottle. Thrusting it forward, he offered it to me. “Want some?”

“No, thanks.” Water was the last thing I wanted right now. I’d have taken an aged whiskey, though. Then I might finally have warmed up. “What do you mean, a hill?” I hadn’t been able to make out much of the island as we approached. The impending inclement weather surrounded it in a swirl of mist, making decent analysis impossible, but I didn’t like the sound of such mountainous terrain.

“I mean a hill.” He laughed as if anything about this was hilarious. “Islands often have elevations like this.”

I blew out a breath. “Are you trying to tell me there’s a bloody mountain here, and we’re climbing it?”

“No, Des!” He snorted at my indignation. “Not a mountain, only a hill, and there’s bound to be somewhere up the top. We can settle for the night, plus the views will be spectacular once the weather clears.”

“Right,” I grumbled, moving past him. “That’s just what I was thinking. Spectacular views...”

“Oh, stop complaining,” he chided, lifting his hand toward the canopy of trees. “Listen, the rain is slowing. The sun will be out again in no time. What more do you want?” Turning on his heel, he marched off again, not waiting for my reply.

“A nice warm bed,” I suggested to the back of his head. “Or how about at least some dry ground to camp on?”

A sound in the trees diverted my focus. Peering into the foliage, I thought I saw a figure disappear. Brows knitting, I inched in that direction, but frustratingly, I found nothing. Probably only an animal. Though the idea there were animals large enough to garner my attention did little to assuage my anxiety.

“I can’t hear you moaning, you know?”

Charlie’s snigger echoed around the trunks, drawing my gaze back to the aged bark as my fingers grazed over the wood. Heart racing, my eyes settled over an odd carving, and stumbling back, I realized there was a sinister face etched into the stem. I drew away farther, shocked at what I’d seen, and glancing at the other trees, I could make out similar ominous gestures etched into each of them.

“Hey!” I called out after Charlie. “I thought you said this island was uninhabited.”

Brow furrowing, I dropped my pack on the ground and inched closer to the engraving, my fingertips skimming over it. Maybe it had been a person I’d seen hiding in the bush? My gaze flitted back to the spot again, my heart threatening to leap into my throat in terror. There was no doubt the cutting in the wood was man-made. Reaching into my pocket, I pulled my phone free. I know I’d agreed to save the power on the device, but I had to snap a few shots of these impressions to prove I wasn’t going mad and inventing them.

“What?” he hollered.

I glanced up to find him some way ahead.

“What are you doing?”

“Taking pictures,” I shouted back, annoyed he wasn’t taking my find seriously. This was Charlie all over—everything was a game while he was in charge, but as soon as I wanted to lead, he changed tack. “I think I saw someone, and there’s something weird here.”

“Come on!” His hands rose to his hips. “There’s no one here except you and me, and anyway, you said you’d leave that damn thing switched off.”

Clicking the lens a few times, I sighed. He was right about that part. I should preserve the power on my phone, though as I switched the power off again, I noticed there was no signal.

“Fat lot of good that will be in an emergency,” I griped, sliding it into my pack’s pocket.

“What?” he snapped, having apparently climbed back down the hill.

I flushed guiltily. “I was just saying there’s no phone signal up here.”

Charlie shook his head as if I was the most frivolous woman he’d ever met.

“Good!” he exclaimed. “That means no one can contact us.”

“It also means we can’t call for help.” My throat dried at the thought.

“For help?” He balked. “Why would we want help, Des? We’re miles away from all the hustle and bustle and all the assholes who make life complicated. Miles away from the pollution and crime. Up here, there’s only nature to worry about.” He smiled. “Take a look around us. It’s beautiful.”

“You’re right,” I sighed, wishing I was better at simply relishing the moment rather than overanalyzing every one.

“Listen.” He moved closer. “I know this wouldn’t have been your first choice, but I promised you the time of your life—an experience you’d never forget—and I stand by that. Let’s hike until the trees break, then explore. I heard there’s a waterfall around here somewhere which has breathtaking views. We can rest there.”

“Where did you hear that?” I thought he’d said the place was basically unexplored.

“Erm.” His brows knitted. “It must have been an article online, but the point is, this place is incredible. We just have to appreciate it.”

“You’re right.” A pang of guilt swelled in my chest. Charlie had researched and arranged this whole damn trip for me because he was my friend.

He wants to be more than that. I tensed at the snide remark in my head. You know he does.

Meeting his gaze, I forced a smile. Charlie was harmless, and even if he had feelings for me, he was no threat. The least I could do was pretend to be interested in the island, and maybe, if I tried, I might actually grow to like it.

“Let’s see if we can find this waterfall, eh?”

“That’s more like it!” He clapped his hands together. “I thought I heard running water up ahead, so we could be close.”

Running water? I arched a brow as he spun on his heel and hiked away. I didn’t like to mention he probably heard the sea, and there was no waterfall.

“Desiree!” Turning, he signaled for me to join him. “What’s wrong now?”

“Nothing.” I sighed, lowering to collect my obscenely heavy pack. “I’m coming.”

Why had I brought so much stuff? Why didn’t I possess the foresight to realize it would be exhausting having to hike the luggage around with me all day, every day?

I pondered the questions as my feet plodded on, and by the time I’d reached Charlie, I’d completely forgotten about the odd engravings. They, like the horrendous ferry crossing, were only a memory.
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Chapter Three
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Desiree

––––––––
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“IT’S BEAUTIFUL,” I admitted, taking in the scene for the fiftieth time. There had indeed been a waterfall, just as Charlie had said, the view more spectacular than anything I could imagine. Crystal blue waters plunged past luminous emerald vines, the melodic thrum of activity lulling as I gazed upon its magnificence. It was a far cry from life in the city.

“Hate to say I told ya so.” Charlie grinned, tilting back his head to absorb the sun’s generous rays. “It’s amazing, isn’t it?”

“Yeah.” Smiling, I gazed down at the drop, my insides clenching as I realized just how fast the water was flowing. “It’s really something. Should we get some pictures?”

“I think we should save the power.” He inhaled with a smile. “We can always come back here on the way to the ferry.”

“Right.”

“Come and sit with me.” He patted the earth beside him, and I moved away from the edge, sitting cross-legged next to both our overloaded packs and rain gear.

“Feeling better now the sun’s out?”

“A little.” I had to confess it was great to feel the light on my face. God only knew I could use the vitamin D. “Thanks.”

Charlie beamed, his attention flitting back to the stunning falls.

“Listen, Charlie, I just want to say thank you for all of this.” I motioned at the natural wonder around us. “You’re right. It is special, and I’ve been nothing but a bitch from the first moment we stepped off the plane.”

He snorted at my admission. “You’re not that bad.”

“I think you’re just being kind. You’re too good to me, Charlie. You always are.”

“What can I say?” He shrugged. “I guess I have a soft spot for you.”

“I know.” My breath hitched at the accuracy of his words. “I just don’t want you to think I’m exploiting you, is all.”

“Exploiting me?” He chuckled harder. “That would be nice.”

“I’m being serious,” I insisted, patting his shoulder playfully. “I know people say I lead you on, but I’m just glad we both know where we stand.”

An image of my sisters, Elodie and Rochelle, appeared in my head, their voices echoing that same sorry warning over and over. A man will only be your friend for so long, then he’ll want more. That’s just the way it is. That wasn’t the way it was between Charlie and me. That was why I was so fond of him. He made me feel safe.

“And where’s that?” His expression darkened. “Where do we stand, Des?”

“We’re friends.” I squirmed awkwardly, wishing the sun would dry my clothes faster. “We’re there for each other.”

“Right.” His jaw tensed. “It’s just sometimes it feels like one of us is there for the other more than the other is for them.”

A ball of anxiety knotted in my tummy. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You know what it means.” He turned away.

“No.” I rose to my knees. “No, I don’t. Tell me.”

“It means I’m crazy about you, Des.” Charlie blew out a breath. “I have been for years, and you know it. You’ve always known.”

“I...” I paused, unsure how to respond. “I adore our relationship, Charlie. You know that. I just don’t want any more, that’s all.”

“Exactly.” He inhaled sharply. “Seems like Elodie was right. There’ll never be a place in your heart for me.”

“Oh, Charlie, I...” I shook my head. How many ways could I say the same thing? “I’ll always care for you, just not like that.”

He wrinkled his nose at me. “It’s never been right for you, has it?”

I watched as the clouds swarmed in his gaze.

“I’ve never been good enough.”

“What?” I sighed. “What’s all this about? You know I love you to pieces, but you’re more like a brother to me.”

“That’s what it’s about!”

He slammed his fist into the earth beside me, my heart racing at the abrupt show of aggression. It wasn’t like Charlie, or at least, it wasn’t like the version of him I knew.

A wave of vulnerability washed over me. I’d trusted him explicitly, let him make all the plans, and followed him blindly, but sitting beside him in the middle of nowhere, it occurred to me—I didn’t really know him, did I? I mean, I knew the guy who met me for walks and bought me the occasional soda. The one who offered to teach me to surf, the blond playboy who my friends all adored, and to me would only ever be just Charlie—but I didn’t truly know him. I didn’t know what made him tick or why he’d wanted to get me on this isolated island alone.

“You’re not my fucking sister, Desiree!”

“Okay.” I edged away from him, my pounding heart sounding a silent alarm. Perhaps Charlie wasn’t as playful as I’d assumed? Maybe that glint in his eyes had a darker meaning. “Calm down.”

“Why?”

He speared me with his gaze, and I paused, not wanting to rile him further. I was literally stuck here without him, clueless and alone. I needed Charlie in a tangible way.

“Why should I?” He leaned toward me. “I’ve never been one for calm, Des.”

“Stop it, Charlie.” Fighting to compose myself, I climbed to my feet, but he caught my wrist.

“Where are you going?”

“I said, stop it.” I yanked my hand free. “Whatever game you’re playing, I don’t like it.”

“Of course, you don’t,” he sneered, shaking his head. “Poor little Desiree isn’t happy now she’s finally being held to account.”

“Held to account?” What the hell was that supposed to mean? “What precisely am I accountable for?” I folded my arms across my chest. “You?”

“How about the way you treat me?” He was on his feet in a heartbeat, his sudden proximity causing me to retreat toward the trees. “The way you bleed me for every penny you can get, the way you take me for granted?”

“It’s not like that,” I countered, but even as I started, I noticed the storm in his eyes, his irises a darker blue than I’d ever seen. “I thought we were friends? Friends treat each other without expectations. I didn’t realize you were only being nice because you wanted something.”

“Something?” His brow rose. “You can’t really be that dense, can you? You know exactly what I want.” Charlie took a step in my direction. “You parade yourself around enough.”

“What?”

I couldn’t suppress the rising spiral of panic swirling inside. I didn’t like that gleam in his eyes and his predatory advance, but I wasn’t about to let it show. This was Charlie, for fuck’s sake—the literal boy next door! There was no way he was turning out to be the villain my mother had warned me about for twenty years.

“I don’t parade myself!”

“Really?” He moved like lightning and was on me in a second, pinning me against one of the huge tree trunks. “You sure about that?”

His gaze devoured my tee, his leer turning my stomach as one of his large palms shifted to capture my wrist.

“Charlie, no!” I tried to wiggle free from his grasp, but his fingers tightened, seizing both hands and pinning them to the tree behind me.

“Yes,” he hissed, running his tongue over his teeth as his face neared. “This is what I deserve, Des. It’s what you owe me.”

“No!” Twisting away from his ugly expression, I tried again to push him away, but it was futile. After years of sport, Charlie was too strong, too heavy, and too damn tall. I had no chance against him.

“Don’t be like that.”

What was that in his voice—glee? Was he fucking enjoying this? Was this the reason he’d invited me here—had it been his insidious plan all along to get me alone and attack me?

“I only want a kiss.”

“I said no!” Panic erupted as I brought my knee up between his legs and smashed it into his nuts. The look on his face as he crumpled to the ground was priceless, but there was little time to relish it.

“I’m going!” Panting, I stumbled to my pack, swinging it onto my back as he cussed behind me.

“You little bitch.”

By the time I spun, intending to make my way back to the shore, he was back on his feet.

“Where do you think you’re going?”

“Home.” I had no idea how, given the unstable vessel that deposited us here had already left, but I didn’t care. All I knew was I wanted to be away from Charlie and off this island. “I don’t know what the hell has come over you, Charlie Webster, but I don’t like it, and neither will your mother.” I started for the trees, aware he was charging after me. The sound of his boots pounding the earth intensified the terror ratcheting inside.

“You’re not going anywhere.”

I picked up my pace at the volume of his voice, conscious he was right behind me. Breaking into a run, I dodged an especially jagged root, but it was no good—Charlie caught the back of my pack, and one shove sent me flying to the ground below.

“Shit!” I muttered, landing face-first on the earth. The impact hurt more than I realized, and as I eased to my knees, I prayed nothing was broken.

“I just told you, you’re not going anywhere.”

Heart hammering, I glanced around to find him looming over my body, one of his hands fisting my hair.

“Get off me!” I pleaded, loathing the terror in my voice. He had no right to treat me this way. I thought he was my friend. “You’re hurting me, Charlie.”

“Hurting you?” He snorted. “That’s rich coming from the bitch who just walloped me in the happy sacks.” His fingers tightened. “It’s about time you put out for once, Des.”

Striding past me, he dragged me toward the nearest tree by my hair, my feet scrambling to minimize the pain as my backpack weighed me down.

“Stop it!” I was close to hysteria, pain firing in my scalp as he threw me against the trunk. “I don’t want this, Charlie. Stop!”

“Tough.” Pinning me on my knees, one of his hands lowered to his zipper. “You’re going to give me some satisfaction for a change.”

“No way.” I spat the rejection at him, lifting my gaze to make sure he’d heard me, but to my horror, he merely slammed my head back into the bark. Pain ricocheted as I tried to think, his digits ruthless in my hair.

“It wasn’t a choice,” he growled. “Either you suck my cock, or I’ll leave you tied up here until you change your mind.”

“Charlie,” I gasped, trying to regain my bearings as he eased his erection from his pants. My belly churned at the idea this was turning him on. “No, I don’t want this. Be reasonable.”
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