
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Floodgates

        

        
        
          Rising Tide, Volume 2

        

        
        
          N.A. Carson

        

        
          Published by N.A. Carson, 2023.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      FLOODGATES

    

    
      First edition. September 1, 2023.

      Copyright © 2023 N.A. Carson.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8223423522

    

    
    
      Written by N.A. Carson.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter 1: I’m Back
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My heartbeat, mixed with the rhythm of the bag, had its own melody—one of anger but also an emotionless burst of energy. It left my mind in a numb state of simply repeating the same action over and over. It was a sweet haven that I wish I could continuously maintain. 

I slammed my fist into the bag and dropped to my knees. My breath was ragged as I gasped for air. I overdid it. Placing my arms on top of my head, I tried to slow my breathing. It felt good, though. There was probably one more round left in me.

Crawling across the floor to the bench, I fell against it and squirted water on my face. The hum of the engine room beneath me vibrated up from the floor. I hated this godforsaken metal death trap. 

The door banged open. I glanced at the two figures standing in the doorway and rolled my eyes before pouring water into my mouth. 

“You should leave it open.” Steel glanced around the interior. “Air out the smell.”

I didn’t move from my spot on the ground. He walked closer, with Hank hovering in the hall. 

“Look at you. The last few months have served you well.” He sat on the metal bench. “Most people get fat when they go on cruises.”

I scoffed. “This isn’t some damn vacation.” With a groan, I picked myself up. 

“I think you’re done for the day.”

“I think you need to get back on whatever piece of shit brought you here and leave.”

Steel snatched my arm and jerked me onto the ground between his legs. “Don’t mouth off to me. I have a lot of control over you and whether or not that door remains unlocked.” He nodded toward Hank. 

“Why are you here?” I asked.

“It’s my boat.” He smiled. “And I came to check on my property.”

I jerked back. “I can’t go anywhere.”

“I wasn’t talking about you. I know Hank wouldn’t let anything happen to one of my dogs.”

I took a swipe at him, but Steel caught my wrist with one hand and my neck with the other. He slammed me onto the floor and knelt above me. 

“Hmm... I expect that to be a bit harder. Maybe you’ve lost your touch.”

“Fuck you,” I breathed. “I’ve been down here so long; I’m lucky to be able to lift my arms.”

Steel gave me a smirk. “How about your ass?”

I rolled to the side. 

Laughing, Steel let go of me and stood. “Get up. Let’s go visit the boys.”

Undoing my gloves, I yanked them off and tossed them aside. I rubbed my throat as I stood.

“Did I hurt you?” Steel arched a brow.

“Don’t flatter yourself.” I bumped him as I passed.

“I think we need to spray him down,” said Steel to Hank. “The smell is worse than a rotting corpse.” He examined his hand in disgust. 

“Then don’t touch me,” I muttered, continuing toward the elevator. 

Steel stood close behind me as we waited for it to arrive.

“Go away.” I pressed against the wall. “You just said I smell.”

“Worth admiring in proper lighting.” He lifted my chin as his eyes ran over my bare chest. “If they wouldn’t ruin your pretty face, I’d sign you up for a few boxing matches. It would be fun to see whether you won or lost.”

The bell chimed, and I hurried inside. I sank into the corner as the two men stood in front of me. 

“You grew out your hair,” I muttered.

Steel glanced at me. “Do you like it?”

I rolled my eyes. “And here I thought you were going bald.”

“No. I keep it shorter for appearance. It looks less flamboyant, like you.”

I glared at him. “You’re ugly either way.”

He laughed. “Oh god, I think the sea air has made you more bitter. I’d teach you some manners, but again, the smell.” The doors parted.

I glared at their backs as they stepped out. Why did he have to come? The last month or so hadn’t been that bad. I got to do whatever the hell I wanted, and Hank left me alone. 

“Zale, now.”

I breathed out through my nose as I stomped out. I was just reminded how much I hated the way Steel said my name. Stepping in line behind him, I kept my head down. We went to one of the banquet halls that had been transformed into another whore hotel. The guards opened the doors, and the fluttering of the boys and girls inside made it hard for me even to stand there.

“It looks like you’ve all been taken care of.” Steel wrapped his arms around the closest whores. 

I stood in the hallway as they went inside. 

“No messing around with the girls, correct?” He clasped the face of a younger boy I hadn’t seen before he was brought onto the boat. 

He shook his head. “No, sir.”

“We all know what happens to boys that wander.”

I shifted my weight. I was sure every man in earshot was suddenly conscious of their dicks. No one would ever be worth putting mine at risk. 

The boy peered up at Steel with a look of fear. “No, sir. I—I wouldn’t.”

“I know.” Steel smoothed out the boy’s hair. “I only brought along the gay boys for a reason.” He slapped him on the ass and went to look around. 

Hank was watching me. I stared right back.

He scoffed. “Go shower. He wasn’t kidding about the smell.”

That sounded good to me. I didn’t want to be around these perverts anyway. Turning around, I went back the way we had come to the suites. I slipped into my room and spotted Gabriel watching TV with the dogs on the bed. 

“The devil is on board.”

He sat up. “Who?”

“Steel.”

The color drained from his face as he jumped to his feet. He darted into the bathroom.

“Wait—” I lifted a hand but heard the lock slide into place. Cursing under my breath, I sank into the chair by the wall. It wasn’t like we were at risk of running out of water. I could wait. 

Boe came over and laid on my feet. 

“Your perverted master came to visit. Let’s hope he doesn’t stay long.”

The dog rolled onto his side.

“I’m hoping one of these days he gets shot, so I don’t have to worry about him showing up.” I leaned over my knees and scratched the top of Boe’s head. “Then again, if Steel dies, Hank will be in charge, and he’ll put a bullet in my head the first chance he gets.”

I watched TV until I finally heard the bathroom door open. Gabriel came out in a fresh set of clothes while combing his hair. It was getting long, but so was mine. It seemed to be a theme and made me want to cut my hair even more. 

Gab noticed me. “Oh, I’m sorry. You probably needed to shower. I panicked.”

“Don’t worry about it. Steel has everyone on edge. You should see how the others are acting with him being here.”

“I should go.” Gabriel headed for the door. 

“You’re fine.” I grabbed his wrist. “Sit down and watch TV. You don’t need to be a part of that.”

He did so, and the dogs hurried over to curl up beside him. I was starting to doubt their loyalty. I had been the one who had snuck them treats for years. Stepping into the bathroom, I closed the door and dropped my shorts along with my underwear. I kicked them next to the hamper and entered the stone shower. The water poured over my head and ran along my spine. My arms were starting to ache. I was going to hurt myself one of these days if I didn’t calm down. 

Voices came from the bedroom. I grabbed the shampoo, squirted some in my hair, and rubbed more on my body. The bathroom door clicked open. I covered my crotch as Steel stepped inside. 

“What have you done to my dogs?” He looked around the interior and picked up some of the bottles on the counter.

I scrubbed my body and hair to get out the soap. “They like Gab.”

“Everyone likes Gab.” He read the label. “Even you, which is rare.” He pushed the bottle back into line. “I’m assuming some of this is his.”

I finished up and turned off the water. “You keep adding to your collection down the hall. It was getting crowded.”

“I’m not stupid. I know he’s been staying with you long before that.”

Trying to maintain some modesty, I reached for a towel.

Steel stopped me. “I have simple rules.”

“Yeah, and you haven't been here.”

He put the hair remover in my hand. “Take care of it.”

“Why?” I groaned. “You're only going to be here for one damn day. You don’t have to deal with it growing back in.”

“Then don’t let it grow back in.”

“Fuck you.” I shuffled into the shower.

“I’d happily fuck you,” Steel said with a smirk. “Thanks for the offer. Get cleaned up. I’ll be waiting in the bedroom.”

Glaring at the bottle, I wiped my forehead. Why did he have to come back? I squirted some in my hand and wiped it across my legs, shaking my head. Steel was a sex-crazed, perverted motherfucker; that was why he kept coming back.
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​Chapter 2: Going Fishing
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I opened the bathroom door and saw Gabriel standing in front of Steel.

“This sea air looks to be doing you some good. You have more color in your face.”

Gab smiled slightly. “Thank you, sir.”

“Take care of yourself. You’re not as young as the others anymore.”

He nodded. “I will. Um... Boss, when do you think I can go up for sale? I know it won’t be for a while and not until after everything is settled, but I was wondering how much time I have left since I am getting older.”

I leaned against the doorframe. Gab played with the bottom of his shirt to keep his hands busy. He was so jittering in front of Steel. 

Steel lifted Gab’s chin. “I don’t see anything serious. Cosmetic surgery has progressed so much lately that fifty-year-old women are walking around looking like teenagers. It’s how I keep the women working past their prime.” He laughed. “We can fix anything that becomes a problem.”

Gab swallowed hard before bowing his head. “Because I can’t be easily replaced?”

Steel patted his shoulder. “I’ll let you go if I ever find another albino.” He gave him a closed-mouth smile. “But that’s probably unlikely.”

Taking a deep breath, Gabriel stood up straight. “I understand.”

“I brought gifts. Go to the banquet hall for a bit.”

“Thank you, sir.” He hurried for the exit. The dogs followed. Gab stopped at the door. “Do you want me to—”

“Take them. We don’t need an audience.” Steel unbuttoned his shirt.

After waving the dogs into the hall, Gab closed the door behind him.

“Way to crush his hopes and dreams, asshole,” I muttered.

Steel’s eyes landed on me. “I told him the truth. You’d be surprised by the amount I can ask for a single night with him.”

“You let Eddie go.” I folded my arms. “Wasn’t he a rare commodity?”

“I got my hands on another. He’s mixed—dark chocolate skin with pretty blue eyes. Not as pretty as yours, though.”

I scoffed. 

Steel walked to me and grabbed my hips. “You smell better.”

“Really?” I rolled my eyes. “I wonder why.”

“Knock it off.” He turned my face to him and kissed me. “I came here to relax for a moment. You’re not helping.” He kissed me again and slipped his tongue into my mouth while keeping a hold on my neck. 

We parted, and he gave me a peck.

“It must be hard blowing up a city,” I said softly. “I’m surprised you’re not desperate to go back.”

“Have you been watching the news?” His free arm slipped around my waist and untucked the towel. 

“It’s Bruce’s fault,” I replied. “Every time he jumps on the bed, the damn dog lands on the remote.”

“Is that so?” His breath warmed my skin. 

I nodded. “Don’t lie; it’s one of your rules.”

“Yes, it is,” he said with humor in his voice. “So, tell me, Zale, how bad have you missed me?”

“Bad enough that I wish you’d stop coming. It’s messing with my mental health,” I said with an approving nod.

He laughed and hugged me. “You lost weight.”

“No, I haven’t,” I stated. “I lost fat and gained muscle.”

“Are you sure about that?” He bit my ear. “I think you’ve lost some weight, so your muscles show up more. Not that I’m going to complain. If you got fat on me, I’d have Hank start starving you.”

“Fuck you.”  

He jerked my head back by my hair. “I plan to fuck you. So close your mouth and spread your legs.”

I could feel my anger building but wouldn’t let it get the best of me. 

Steel patted my thigh. “The bed, or would you rather I turn you around and fuck you right here?” He pressed my hand to his crotch. 

I glared at the floor. “Does it matter? You’ll do whatever you want.”

“True.” Grabbing my wrist, he twirled me around and pushed me against the wall. “Did you think ahead?”

I nodded. “I put the pill in already. I didn’t feel like hearing you bitch about it.”

He wrapped his arms around my waist and rested his chin on my shoulders. “If you want to make Gabriel feel better, you can let him know you’re not going anywhere either.”

I glanced at him. “I only have sex with you. I don’t have a lover waiting for me.”

Steel smiled slightly. “Let’s keep it that way.”

***
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“WAIT,” I GASPED. “STEEL, no more.” I gritted my teeth. “You’re going to break me.”

He lifted me onto my knees and wrapped an arm around my neck as he slammed his cock into my ass from behind. “I didn’t know you could break.”

“It’s starting to hurt.” I gripped his arm. 

My legs were shaking. I overdid it earlier in the gym, and my body couldn’t take this man’s sex drive. 

Steel let go, and I fell forward. “Arch your back.” He pushed into the middle of it. 

My stomach dropped down, and I gripped the blankets. My limp cock swung between my legs. It didn’t feel good anymore. Steel slammed my hips into him as he continued to fuck me. I was caught off guard when he pulled out and flipped me over. He jerked off onto my stomach. 

I stared at it in disgust. With a deep breath, Steel slapped my leg and climbed off the bed. I sprawled out to the sound of the shower turning on. My eyes slowly closed. Please, god, all I wanted was to go to bed, so make Steel want the same.

“Zale!”

I didn’t move.

“Zale, now.”

Muttering to myself, I swung my feet onto the floor. I took one step and hit the ground. “Oh, shit. Fucking bastard.” 

“Zale!”

“I’m coming!” I slowly stood and gave my legs a moment to adjust to my weight. “Perverted motherfucker, I can’t even walk straight.” 

I hobbled into the bathroom and went into the shower. Slipping past Steel, I sank to the ground as the water poured over me.

“You overdid it.”

“You overdid it,” I shot back. “I told you it was starting to hurt.”

“Are we still fucking?” He peered down at me. “I could go another round.”

I frowned. “Go to hell.”

“Fucking brat.” He nudged my leg. “Wash up.”

I halfheartedly rubbed my chest. I was out of energy. Something poured over my head. 

“Stop it!” I swatted at the soap bottle. “I can do it myself.”

“Such a whiny bitch. Get off the floor and do it properly.”

“My legs hurt,” I stated. “You made me do all that weird shit. I’m tired.”

“Weird shit?” He grabbed my arm and yanked me to my feet. “Maybe I’ll start tying you  up and beating your ass so you know what actually weird shit is.” Steel scrubbed my hair for me and used the suds to wash my body.

It hurt too much to lift my arms. 

“No more boxing for a while.” Steel examined my hands. “If you ruin these, I’ll lock the equipment up.” He kissed my knuckles. 

“Why? The pianos on the boat sound awful. There’s no point in playing them.”

“You better be practicing.” He tilted my head up and washed my hair. “As soon as this is over, I’m going to have a formal gathering you will be playing at.”

“So sad Canson and Miguel will miss it.”

Steel chuckled and kissed me hard. “Canson wouldn’t be invited, nor would Miguel if he was alive.”

“You’ll have to find other snobby gang bosses to attend your party.”

He looped an arm around my waist. “Or I could have a party for just us.”

“Hmm... sounds dull.”

“Perhaps.” Steel kissed my neck.

“I really can’t go another round.” I was starting to get worried by the way he was touching me. 

“Well, then”—Steel turned off the water—“I better get you to bed before you fall over.”

***

[image: ]


STEEL ADJUSTED HIS tie and fixed his coat. I hadn’t bothered to get out of bed. A blanket lay strung across my lower half as I examined the bruises on my arm. I had some pretty good cuts on my knuckles. Maybe I did take it a bit too far.

“Zale?”

“Hmm....” I bit off a hangnail. 

“Do you plan to get ready for the day?”

“No.”

“Zale, now.”

Groaning, I threw off the blanket. “My god, you get annoying fast.” I trudged into the bathroom to take a shower. “When do you leave?”

I didn’t see the point. I wasn’t allowed to go anywhere. My hands were trashed, so I couldn’t box. I’d rather sleep all day. Steel didn’t need me holding his hands as he reminded people he was the boss on and off the ship. Turning on the water, I did a quick rinse and scrubbed my hair. I finished and dried off. Steel was waiting by the doorway.

“Really? You’ve been lying in bed for an hour. If you need to shower, get up quicker.”

“I’m not on a schedule. I sleep past noon almost daily.” I smoothed my hair.

“You’re getting lazy with personal grooming.”

I rolled my eyes. “Then give me more than a fifteen-minute warning that you’re coming.”

Steel eyed me. “Don’t be a slob. You should always be ready. Just like I taught you.” He gave me a smirk and left. “Maybe you need another lesson.”

I resisted the urge to flip him off. From his tone, I could tell I was pushing him too much. I grabbed some clothes from the stack and went to the bedroom.

With a sigh, Steel rubbed his eyes. “What is that?”

Shrugging, I pulled down my shirt. “What’s wrong with it?”

“Holes, for one.” He motioned to my shirt. “Bloodstains?”

I rubbed the brown marks. “It’s a workout shirt.”

“Change. I’m not looking at that all day.”

“Then leave,” I muttered as I marched to the closet.

“Take off those shorts as well and try jeans for once.”

I breathed out through my nose as my temper rose. I had to dig to the bottom of the pile, but I found something more formal. I pulled on a plain, unstained white shirt and some hole-free jeans. It was the best I had, so it better be good enough for him. 

Going back to the bedroom, I held out my arms. “There.”

“Much better.” Steel held out his hand. “Let’s go.”

“Where?”

“Wherever I feel like. Let’s go.”

Muttering to myself, I marched to the door. “Don’t speak to me like I’m a child.”

“My tone matches your maturity level.” Steel pushed me into the hall and closed the door behind him.

“I don’t get why you come.” I shoved my hands in my pockets. “All we do is fight.”

“I know.” He gave me a smug look. “Don’t you feel alive? It gets the adrenaline pumping.”

Repulsed, I jerked back.

Steel grabbed my chin. “It’s what you live for, Zale. Otherwise, you do as you were told the first time.” He flicked my head back and walked off. 

I glared at him—damn pervert.

“Move it, Zale.”

With a sigh, I jogged after him. I couldn’t wait for him to get off this boat. Better yet, he could stay, and I’d happily return to shore in his stead.

***
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I SAT WITH MY BACK to the window, pushing food around my plate. It looked gross. I didn’t even know what it was supposed to be. It was mushy with weird lumps in it. Placing my fork down, I glanced at Steel, who was scanning a tablet. Hank had wandered off to the liquor cabinet.

With a sigh, I glanced at the exit. “Can I go?”

“No.” Steel didn’t look up. 

Rubbing my face, I sand lower in my hair. “Why do you make me follow you around whenever you’re here?”

“Hank,” called Steel. “I think Zale would like to spend some time on deck. I’m sure something needs to be cleaned.” His eyes flicked up for a moment. “How does that sound?”

“No, thank you,” I mumbled. “I’m okay with staying here.” Standing, I went to the couch.

Boe and Bruce curled up at my feet. I’d let them on the couch, but our master was watching, and Steel would throw a fit.

“Where is the western logbook?” asked Steel.

Mitch stepped out of the shadows to help. He was so creepy. The man needed to talk more or simply quit lurking. 

“We need to harvest soon and check on fertilizer. Arrange the shipment.” He handed Mitch the tablet.

He nodded and returned to his corner. 

I watched him for a moment before turning to Steel. “So, does this mean we are going to shore?”

Steel scoffed. “No. The ship never docks unless it needs repairs.” He smiled at me. “It had been fully renovated right before I dropped your ass on deck. Aren’t you lucky?”

“Fucking bastard,” I groaned, sprawling out. “I’m so sick of this. I hate it here.”

“You’ve been doing fine, from what I’ve heard. No panic attacks or meltdowns. Maybe you’re finally growing up.”

I shot up. “Oh, fuck you. I’ve been through some shit. So you can....”

My voice trailed off as he stood and moved closer to me. 

“So, I can what?” Steel put a knee on the couch and leaned over me. 

“I hate the water,” I muttered with a shrug.

He grabbed my chin. “I know.” He kissed me before shoving me away. “I still don’t care.”

Rising onto my elbows, I peered up at him. “How much longer do I have to wait?”

Steel shrugged. “I enjoy having you out here. It’s like you’re my secret woman I visit on the weekends.”

My mouth fell open. “Damn, perv—”

He wrapped his hand around my throat. “Should I show you how perverted I can be? We could go fishing before I leave.” Steel leaned into my ear. “You can be the bait.” He moved one of my hands above my head. “I’ll tie you to a raft, and we can drag you through the water. I’ve caught a few big fish that way.”

I let my head tilt back as he pushed my chin up. 

“Though, we didn’t use a raft for any of them. Sprinkle in some fish guts. Douse in blood, something else if they’re lucky. Fun, right?” He kissed my cheek. “The bait never survives, so maybe we should watch. That’s a bit safer, and I bet you’d enjoy watching more. Would you like to go on a fishing trip with me?”

“No, thank you,” I quickly replied.

Steel chuckled. “Don’t tempt me, Zale. You were rather obedient after your last dip. I’m not against doing something similar to get you to behave.”

Swallowing hard, I nodded. 

“Play me a song,” he whispered. “Something that will lighten my mood and make me forget about going fishing. I kind of want to go now. I need to get rid of some dead weight.”

“Yeah, okay.” I nodded, swallowing hard.

Smiling, he pressed his lips to mine and deepened it. I could taste the alcohol. We parked, and he moved off me. Slapping my leg, he stood. 

“You’ll be kept at sea until I can trust you on land.” He went to his desk and lifted his glass. “The piano.” He pointed. “I don’t hear anything.”

Sitting up, I smoothed out my clothes before hurrying over to it. Why did he always have to be such a bastard? I lifted my fallboard and flexed my hands. My fingers were trembling. My stomach was also in knots. I hated the water so damn much.

“Problems?” Steel moved to my side. 

Shaking my head, I hid my hands under the keys. “No, I’m thinking.”

He squeezed my shoulder and sat on the bench beside me. “Open.” Steel lifted the glass to my lips. 

I clasped his hand as I drank the harsh liquid. Coughing, I struggled to get it down. Steel slapped my back as I finished it. I took deep breaths and waited for it to settle. That was too strong for my taste.

“Better?”

I nodded. 

Rising from the bench, he went to pour himself more. “Another glass?”

Noticing the bottle, I shook my head. “No, I’m fine now.” I placed my hands on the keys and started to play an easier song.

“Hmm...” Steel dropped onto the couch. “This might be your ticket back to shore, Zale.” His head fell back. “Boxing is not going to get you there, but this....” He smiled to himself and hummed. “It might make me change my mind.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter 3: Dry Land 
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I stood at the exit hatch on the side of the ship and glared at the boat waiting to take Steel to shore. I wanted off this floating death trap. One of these days, something big would happen, and we’d all drown. My eyes lingered on the waves for a moment too long, and I started to feel sick. I need to lock myself in my room and block every window. 

Steel finished his conversation with the captain and turned to me. “Behave.”

I shrugged. “They’ll throw me overboard if I don’t.”

“Hmm....” He grabbed my chin. “No boxing for two weeks.” He kissed me. “Piss off the crew, and it’ll be longer.”

Moving my head away, I glared at him. “Great, I get to be bored out of my mind.”

“Or take up a hobby that’s less destructive.” He lifted my hand and ran his thumb across my cracked knuckles. 

“I have one.” I yanked it free. “I’ve played through all the books on this damn boat multiple times. I’m tired of them. I need something new.”

“You’re good at make-believe, so write some of your own.” He shot me a smirk. “Behave.” Steel walked down the ramp with some of his men to the smaller vessel. 

Clenching my jaw, I tried not to watch. I wanted off this ship so damn bad. A crewman locked the hatch into place. The captain cleared his throat and pointed above his head.

“I know. I didn’t want to come down here in the first place.” I marched to the stairs and started up toward the housing area. 

I needed to get off this ship. It was making me crazy. I needed to feel solid ground under my feet again with no water in sight. Walking outside, I felt my chest tighten at the endless blue. I hated it here. The waves could grow and kill us all. 

It was getting harder to breathe. Darting inside, I kept my eyes pointed at the floor and went straight to my room. I entered to find the dogs had been left there. They watched as I went around and drew all of the curtains. I wanted a room deep inside the ship with not a single window. 

Climbing onto the bed, I curled up by the headboard and rubbed the base of my neck. My chest felt weird. The dogs snuggled in around my legs. Boe put his head in my lap. I scratched his ear as I forced on calming down. It was a huge boat. It had an entire farm on deck. It couldn’t easily sink, and they moved away from major storms.  

I perked up slightly. A floating farm that needed to be harvested and taken to shore—I covered my mouth as I thought over the possibility. If Steel wouldn’t take me, I’d find a way back to land myself because I couldn’t last much longer at sea.

***
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I RANDOMLY PRESSED different keys. Make up my own song—I didn’t have any paper to write down my make-believe song. Was I supposed to memorize it? Did I want to waste time putting effort into something no one would ever hear? I flopped over and sighed. My motivation was low, and my hands hurt. What little I had played had opened one of my scabs. I sucked on the wound until it stopped bleeding. Steel was right on one thing: my hands were a mess. 

Standing, I went to the window and peeled back the curtain. Bins of herbs were being loaded onto a smaller boat. My main focus was on the thin line in the distance. This was the closest we had been to shore in a long time. I’d have to time it right, but I was getting on that boat and off this ship tonight. 

A light tapping on the door drew my attention. I quickly closed the curtains and went to answer it. I already knew who it was. Hank would pound, and the sailors yelled after knocking since they never wanted to stick around. Opening it, I smiled at Gab. 

He lifted a tray with different food options. “I thought you might be hungry.”

I waved him in and went to the sitting area. Gab curled up in the corner of the couch while I looked through what he brought.

“Are you feeling better?”

“Hmm....” I ripped open a package.

“Steel is gone. He usually puts you on edge a bit.”

I nodded. “I’m doing good now that he’s gone. Hopefully, he doesn’t come back for a long time.”

Gab shook his head. “Steel is never gone for more than a few weeks. Like the sailors say, he can’t leave his woman alone for long.”

I scoffed. “They’re still saying that? I thought they'd stop after I punched that guy, and he dented the wall with his oversized head.”

“They say it when you’re not around.”

I reached over and moved his bangs off his forehead. Gab was hiding a bruise.

He moved away from my hand. “I’m fine.”

“Who did it?”

Gab scratched at his ear and ignored me. 

“I’ll find out.” I smiled smugly at him. “And throw him overboard.”

“That’s why I can’t tell you.” He tugged on the sleeves of his jacket. 

I was sure he had other bruises. His skin was like a peach. 

“Thanks for the food.”

“I figured you didn’t want to come and eat with the rest of us.”

“You’re right.” I twisted off the cap of a juice bottle. “I’m tired of getting dirty looks. I didn’t ask to be the person Steel is obsessed with. I’d trade places with anyone if I could.”

“You don’t want to trade places,” breathed Gab. “Sleeping with sailors is nothing like the client we get at headquarters.”

“All you have to do is point them out.” I glanced at Gab. “I’ll handle the rest.”

He smiled slightly. “Thanks.”

“I got your back.” I pushed on his shoulder and tossed the sandwich crust to the dogs. 

“Did Steel lock the boxing room?”

I nodded. “Yeah.”

Gab moved closer and grabbed my wrist. “Hmm... they’re worse than usual.”

“I got carried away.”

With a sigh, he stood. “I better head back before Hank comes looking. I didn’t ask to leave.”

I waved as he walked across the room. “Come and sleep in here tonight if you can.”

Nodding, he opened the door. “I’ll see you later.”

Wiping my face with the bottom of my shirt, I relaxed into the cushions and rested my arm along the back. I glanced at the curtains. I’d have to keep an eye on what was happening on deck. I wouldn’t want to miss my chance. I finished my drink. 

Maybe I should have mentioned something to Gab. He’d never agree to go with me, but he might worry when I go missing. I shook my head. No, the less Gab knew about my plan, the better. Steel would beat that boy if he found out Gab knew anything and didn’t tell Hank. I sighed and laid my head back. I just needed to get to shore and figure out where to go from there. At least I had an idea of where my family was living. If I could get to them, I’d have a chance to escape Steel and his fucked up gang. I had a feeling in my gut that getting to my parents wouldn’t be as easy without getting caught, but it was worth taking a shot at it. 

***
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PARTING THE PLASTIC dividers, I slipped into the back of the greenhouse. Crates filled with herbs were being stacked onto dollies. Somehow, I had to find a way to hide in one of them. I walked around a stack, examining it. The bins were way too small to fit inside. Maybe there was space between them.

“Hey!”

Someone grabbed a handful of my shirt. 

“The whores aren’t allowed in here.”

He shoved me toward the door.

“The what?” I snapped.

“Fucking bitch, you better not of messed—”

I slammed my fist into his jaw, knocking the man flat on his ass. Other workers gathered and pulled him away from me. Rolling my eyes, I hurried out of the greenhouse. I may need to learn to stop lashing out so quickly. I jogged across the deck toward the staircase. It had been a failed attempt at going unnoticed. I opened the door and was slammed into the wall.

Hank tightened his grip on me. “Where’ve you been, Zale?”

“You already know,” I muttered, prying at his hands. “Work travels fast on this damn shithole.” 

Punching Hank would get me placed on lockdown in my room for the next month. I couldn’t risk that.

He leaned in. “Stay the hell out of the greenhouse.”

“I don’t plan on going back,” I replied. “They’ll have a vendetta against me after I knock that guy on his ass.”

“Why were you in there?” Hank clenched his jaw. 

“Trying to see if there was anything worth smoking.” I yanked my shirt free. “It would make this fucking cruise a bit more enjoyable.”

He shoved my head toward the stairs. “Go to your room and stay there while I clean up your mess.”

I glared at him and rubbed my neck. “Good thing the boss won’t be back for a bit. I think you left a bruise.”

Hank reached for me, but I darted up the stairs and raced for the upper levels. I was pushing my luck—I knew that much. Arriving at my room, I entered and slammed the door. I leaned against it and took deep breaths. I had to figure out how to get on that boat and had just made it harder for myself. It wouldn’t stop me, though. I finally had a chance to escape and return to dry land.

***
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I SITUATED THE LIFELESS body in the corner of the room behind some cleaning supplies. He seemed like he’d be out for a bit. I might have hit him too hard. I nudged his legs closer to the wall and grabbed the man’s jacket with a company logo on it.  Zipping it up, I cringed at the smell of body odor. I should have chosen someone who didn’t stink, but he was the only new face on the ship that was around my size. I flipped up the hood and casually left the room. Closing the door, I flipped the lock into place and wandered to the greenhouse. I slipped inside and went to the stacks of crates. Grabbing one, I started wheeling it toward the boat ramp. 

The guy standing beside it wrote down the number written on the side. “Got it. Take it on board.”

My heart was racing. This had to be the best plan I had ever come up with! It was actually working. I forced myself to slow down as I pushed the crate on board. I nestled it into place with the others and searched for a place to hide. I heard the wheels squeak from another dolly being moved onboard. Slipping around the corner, I darted out of sight. 

My search was getting a bit frantic as more voices gathered nearby. I reached the side of the boat and felt my stomach clench—too much water. There was too much water around me. My throat felt tight as I struggled to breathe.

“Look here.”

I froze.

“The boy is seasick.” Two men laughed behind me.

“Still haven’t got your sea legs yet,” one chuckled, slapping me on the back.

Covering my mouth, I shook my head. 

“Lucky for you, the boat is almost full. Head into the cabin. There are some pills in the bathroom; take a few of those.”

Nodding, I stood and kept my head down as I started toward the ship's interior. As long as they didn’t see my face, I might pull this off. I slipped inside and tried to figure out where to go. I spotted a bunk room, and the smell coming from it was terrible. This had to be the guy I knocked out’s bed. It smelt worse than the jacket. Going inside, I lay on the smelliest bed and hoped I had chosen the right one. Facing the wall, I pulled my hood lower and covered my nose. This stench better not stick to me once this was over. It was nauseating all by itself.

“The kid is seasick,” called a man in the hall. Someone walked by. “He’s in his room. My god, you are one smelly bastard. Do everyone a favor and shower every once in a while.”

I flipped him off. The man laughed and left. This was disgusting. I rubbed my eyes. I reminded myself that I was finally getting off that ship. I could manage an hour or so of this, and then I’d be free. I’d finally be back on land. 

***

[image: ]


SOMEONE BANGED ON THE door, startling me.

“Let’s go. We’ve dock. If you’re going to puke, do it, and get to work.” 

Thank god—I sat up and waited for him to leave before facing the door. We had docked. I had done it! Jumping to my feet, I followed the path I had taken earlier and went to get a dolly. The most beautiful sight awaited me. Dingy buildings and dirty paved streets, but all of it was built on solid ground. I pushed a crate toward the platform that was being lowered. 

“Hold up!” said the man with the clipboard. “Let’s get set up first.”

I was about to jump onto the dock myself. I couldn’t wait. I wanted to be back on land for so long.

“Alright, wheel it to the end of the dock.”

Nodding, I pushed it across and jogged toward the buildings. I was tempted to push the herbs into the water and take off. As I reached the end, I unzipped the jacket and tossed it on top of the crates. They could have it back because I had made it. Grinning like a fool, I ran. I didn’t care where the road went as long as it led away from the water. Fuck Steel and Hank, and the rest of Black Water; I was not going to be a prisoner on that floating death trap anymore. 

I weaved about a bit before I had to stop to rest. Breathing heavily, I leaned against the side of the building in an alley and watched the cars drive by. The smell of the exhaust was even a welcome comfort. I used my shirt to wipe my face and cringed. It stunk. It wasn’t as bad as the jacket, but the smell had lingered. Cursing to myself, I search for a puddle or something to wash my shirt in. I’d take any body of water beside the sea. 

I went over my options in my head. First, I needed to figure out where I was even at. Then, I needed to get to Oasis and find the university. Erika should be there, or at least someone who can contact her for me. The gang war might have changed some things since Steel felt it was necessary to blow up a few buildings. 

Finding my family seemed like a lot, but at least I was off the ship. The first step was done. I could pretend to be a minor, and the government would step in. I wasn’t much older than the legal age. If I found a police officer or a soldier, I’d be shipped off straight to my parents. I should probably find a legal institute and turn myself in there. 

Stepping onto the main sidewalk, I stumbled to the side as someone bumped into me. “Sorry, I didn’t see—”

I froze and simply stared. How was it possible?

Steel blew a cloud of smoke in my face while three men stepped behind me. “Didn’t see what?”
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​Chapter 4: Docile
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My eyes grew wide, and I turned to run. A wall of black suits quickly blocked all my escape routes. How did they find out? Fuck this, I was not going back onto that damn ship without a fight. I reared back my fist at the shortest man and charged. I heard a soft puff of air and felt a pinch on my thigh. Instead of the man taking a punch to the face, he caught me as my knees gave out.

Steel handed a small tranquilizer gun to Hank before taking a deep inhale of his cigar. He held it for a moment before breathing out. “I had a feeling you’d be a little shit after my last visit. I locked up your punching bag, and you staged a revolt?” He arched a brow. “What kind of petty bitch are you?”

“Top notch,” I breathed, “and it seems that’s how perverted gang bosses like their men.” I ripped out the dart and tossed it at his feet.

He chuckled. “One tip from this pervert gang boss, do a better job of hiding the body.” Steel flashed me a smirk. “I haven’t been caught yet, but I also make sure the guy’s dead before stuffing them in a closet.”

“Fuck you, I’m not going back,” I stated. My body felt so heavy. “I’ll find a way off again. I’m not staying on that floating piece of shit!”

Steel grabbed a handful of my hair and dragged me closer to him. “I think you should be a bit more worried about how I’m going to punish you for this act of rebellion. Have you forgotten what happened last time you tried to run from me?”

I smiled. “Miguel is dead, but feel free to blow up any building you want.”

Steel laughed and blew more smoke in my face. “I think he forgot the other part, Hank.”

He chuckled and reached for my arm. “Then, let’s remind him.”

Stooping down, Steel smiled. “Take him to the warehouse. Zale needs another swimming lesson.”

My mouth fell open. “No! No!” I thrashed my limbs with minimal movement. My head was starting to feel hazy. “No, you motherfuckers... I’ll kill you. I’ll—” 

“It could be worse. I could take you to the docks.” Steel scratched under his chin. “And we could go fishing at the bottom of the bay. We could see what’s left of your old friend.”

“Go to hell... Go...” I took a deep breath.

Steel and Hank turned into black shapes before the light disappeared from my sight. Damn, this hadn’t turned out as I had hoped.

*** 
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MY BACK WAS ACHING. I rolled over and realized why. I was awkwardly strung out at the button of a metal pit. Sitting up, I scanned the walls and took deep breaths to remain calm. I could handle this. Steel wouldn’t let me drown. Little by little, the strength returned to my limbs. I rubbed the injection pointed on my leg. That was a cheap shot. Steel was too afraid of what I’d do to his men, so he brought a tranquilizer gun—what kind of fucking gang boss was he trying to pretend to be? He couldn’t even handle one of his whores.

I glanced up at the ledge around me and felt sick. I wasn’t going to say that to his face, though. He didn’t need to prove to me that he was actually more than a psychotic nutjob. The approaching footsteps made the hairs on my arms stand on end.

Steel stood above me and flicked the ash off his cigar into the hole. “Go ahead. Now’s your time to fight. Kick and scream all you want. I want to watch you try and get out of this.”

I turned away from him and watched the bottom edge of the floor. The water began to seep in. My anxiety skyrocketed as I struggled to keep it together. I needed to stay calm—but dammit, I wasn’t going to last long.

Steel paced around the opening. “You had a good life. You sat around and did absolutely nothing. I didn’t even make you fuck anyone besides me. I’d stop by every now and then and expect a little compensation for my kindness”—he smirked at me—“but that was it. There are about a million flood urchins who would love to trade places with you.” 

“Sure,” I replied sharply. “Let’s trade.”

Steel chuckled. “What a little shit?” He blew out a stream of smoke. “Let’s see if your time at sea made you a better swimmer.” He snapped his fingers.

My breath caught as the water level rose faster. I climbed to my feet and watched it change the color of the rusted metal along the sides. My mind went black, and I couldn’t move. I was going to drown. The water was coming for me. It was coming to kill me this time. My hand went to my mouth, but it didn’t stop me from vomiting when the water touched my knees.

“Fucking hell.” Steel rubbed his temple. “You’re such an emotional mess.”

I stood there, covering my mouth with tears falling. I couldn’t look away. The water swayed from side to side as it soaked my pants. 

“Zale!”

My body started to shake. It was coming. The waves would be next. The house was going under. The basement was filling. I had to run away, but there was nowhere to go. I was frozen in place.

I was grabbed from behind and gasped as my senses returned. I let out a rush of air as I struggled to breathe. I looked around to see Steel’s men lining the top of the pit. The water wasn’t rising—the floor was. It was only a few inches deep. I blinked hard a couple of times and clung to the arms around my chest. A cigar was floating in the water with bits of puke. 

“You’re such a goddamn disaster,” muttered Steel.

I started to sob. I was scared and embarrassed, and the only way I knew how to handle those feelings was to cry.

Steel turned me around. “I ruined a good pair of shoes for you.”

I hid my face in his suit jacket and told myself to breathe. I was fine. The water had stopped.

“Now, what?” He cupped my cheek. “A few tears, and you think you got away with that stunt? No.” Steel forced me to look at him. “You tried to run away. Anyone else would have two broken legs. Should I do that to you?”

Shaking my head, I rubbed my eyes. 

“I would, but it tends to leave permanent marks, and you get into enough fights that we don’t need any more scars.”

Bowing my head, I just stood there, shaking. 

“You’re going to be punished, Zale. If I wasn’t worried that you might’ve actually drowned, I would’ve kept you down here all night with the water up to your nose. Hank was going to blow you up a little kiddy floating. You were going to practice because if you ever try to run from me again, I will throw you into the sea with a life ring and drag you behind a boat. Got it?”

I tried to speak, but the thought of being in the sea set me off again. I covered my eyes and cried.

Steel shook his head. “Get it together and get your ass out of here.”

He moved to the side, and I spotted the ladder. I hurried to it and wasted no time climbing out. Steel followed behind me. I could look at anyone, so I kept my eyes pointed at my feet. I had made a fool of myself, and I didn’t need to see their amused faces. I couldn’t risk hitting someone and having to go back down there.

Putting an arm around my shoulders, Steel led me toward the exit. “It made him a bit more docile, at least,” he laughed.

His men chuckled.

“Sorry, boys,” said Steel with a sigh. “I thought we’d get to have some fun teaching the brat a lesson, but I can’t have him dying on me.” He tightened his hold. “That would be too easy.”
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​Chapter 5: Like Me
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I stumbled into the shower and peered back at Steel.

“Get clean up.”

Wiping my face, I stood there and stared at him.

“Now, Zale,” he stated.

I moved against the wall. 

“Do I need to fucking undress you? Hurry up.”

Swallowing hard, I felt the faucet behind my back. I didn’t want to turn on the water.

Steel cursed and snatched my arm. “I’ve had it with you.” He shoved me into the corner and removed the detachable shower head from its stand. “I’m not putting up with this shit any longer.” Turning on the water, he aimed the spray at my face.

“Stop it!” Dropping to the ground, I blocked the freezing water. “Stop! Leave me alone.” I kicked my leg at him.

Steel stomped on my thigh and grabbed a handful of my hair. I couldn’t breathe as the water pelted me. 

He dropped the sprayer. “We’re done. Got it? The attitude ends now. You’ll do as I tell you because I’m struggling not to beat your ass and then have Hank drag you back to the ship on an inner tube.”

“I don’t want the water.” I gasped as tears started to fall. “Turn it off. Please, turn it off.”

Steel placed the shower head in the corner. “Sit up.”

Doing so, I put my legs in front of me and rubbed my eyes.

He yanked my shirt over my head. “I’m getting drenched because of you, so you better appreciate this.” He tossed it out onto the tile. “I’m not doing it all.”

I undid my pants and sat up so I could remove them. Steel took them and left me naked on the shower floor. I watched the drain as the water ran toward it. Steel returned with his shirt off and waved the wand over my chest. I focused on breathing as my eyes remained fixed on the drain.

“There.” Steel turned it off. “Get up. You’re done.”

I stood as my breath continued to catch. 

“Look at me.” He cupped my cheeks. “You’re a fucking pain in the ass.” He kissed me hard. 

“Stop putting me on boats,” I breathed. “Just stop. Why can’t you get that?” I clasped my forehead. 

“Where else am I supposed to keep you?” He arched a brow. “I blew up a few buildings and pissed off even more people, so now I have to hide my woman so his daddy doesn’t find him. Do you know how hard that is?”

“Don’t be an ass.” I struggled to keep my emotions out of my voice. “There are other places that are on land.”

“Oh, really?” Steel arched a brow. “Mr. Ezekiel Thornton is moving up in the world, and he brings up his long-lost son way more than necessary. You should be so proud of him, but being in government tends to make people think they’re more powerful than they are.” He put his arms around me. “He should have thought twice about giving his son the same name. People might confuse him with you.”

“Stop mocking me!” I pushed on his chest.

Steel sat on the counter and crossed his arms. “Senator Thornton might be more accurate than Mr. when I think about it.”

“What?” I clenched my fists. “What do you mean?”

Steel shrugged. “As I said, he’s doing very well in the polls. I might even vote for him. It would be fun to hear reporters saying your name on the news.”

“Don’t mess with me!” 

The corner of his mouth turned up. “What are you going to do?” He chuckled. “Are you mad at me, Zale, or are you pissed that your family is doing so well without their problematic brat.”

I charged. I didn’t get in a punch before Steel buried a fist into my stomach.

“You are losing your touch.” He shoved me away. “We’ll blame it on stress.”

Slipping on a wet patch of tile, I hit the ground and grimaced when a stinging pain shot up from my elbow. I clasped the spot, but it didn’t appear to be bleeding.

“Maybe you don’t want him to win?” Steel watched me. “Is that it? You want me to put a hit on the old man?”

“I never said that,” I replied sharply. “I want you to stop tormenting me for one goddamn second. I can only take so much. I have a breaking point!”

“Here come the tears.” He rubbed his temple. “If I didn’t want your father to be elected, all I’d have to do is leak a few photos of his adult son constantly crying. Maybe I’ll throw in one of you having sex. You do plenty of crying then.”

I took a swipe at his legs but missed. Clambering to my feet, I backed away from him. “I hate you. I fucking hate you so much.”

“You do?” Steel wandered to where his coat was draped over the bathtub. “You hate me so fucking bad.” Reaching into the pocket, he pulled something out.

The gun nearly sent me spiraling. I pressed against the wall and held my breath.

“You despise me.” He walked toward me. “Wish I was dead. That’s all I’ve heard for years. Then let’s test it. Let’s test your hatred for me, Zale.”

He lifted the gun, and my breath caught. Snatching my hand, Steel wrapped it around the hilt. “Go on then, prove to the world how much you hate me.” He rested his chin on the end of the barrel. “He’s your chance. Shoot me and run home. The long-lost son of an up-and-coming politician is finally home. Think of the celebration as they learn about all the shit you’ve done. But don’t forget about me.” He smiled. “Don’t forget to tell them that you also murdered me. I’m sure that little detail will win your father the election.”

I covered my mouth as a sob broke through. The tears raced down my cheeks. The gun would have fallen to the floor if Steel wasn’t held my shaking hand around it.

“You can’t do it?” He moved toward my ear. “A tough guy like you?”

“I don’t want to be like you,” I breathed. “I’m not you. I don’t want to be you.”

With a grin, Steel kissed my cheek. “That’s why your tattoo is still white.” He tucked the gun into his waistband. “You can’t do it, Zale. You’re a goddamn good fighter. I knew that from the first day, but I also knew you’d only be good as a whore. You fight to survive. You’re not a killer.” He squeezed my chin and peered into my eyes. “I fight to kill. I fight to win. Ask Miguel.”

Wiping away my tears, he left small kisses across my face. “It’s pretty sad when you think about it. Even sadder that I find someone like you attractive. Maybe I do keep you around for pure entertainment.”

I met his gaze.

“Or maybe I’m a sucker for a pretty face.” He patted my cheek. “Go and get on the bed.” Steel retrieved his coat and took out a cigar case and a lighter. “You’re still being punished.” He lit one and took a couple of puffs to get it going. “You might be cute, but what kind of gang boss would I be if I can’t keep a handle on my woman? The men might commit mutiny against me.”

“Don’t insult women,” I muttered as he blew smoke in my direction.

“Alright then, my whore. Better?”

I glared at him as I crossed the bathroom. “Yeah, it’s better than being called your woman.” I threw open the door. “There’s a reason you’re gay.”

“Zale.”

I stopped and watched him take the bullet cartridge out of his coat.

“I had hoped you learned something on that boat.” He slid it into the gun and let out another stream of smoke. “We might need to freshen those lines up before I ship you out to sea again.”

I covered my tattoo.

“You missed your chance.” He flashed me an exaggerated grin. “But then again, you don’t want to be like me.”
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​Chapter 6: Boat Launch
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“That’s it.” Steel squeezed my ass. “Nice and slow.”

I slowly rocked myself back and forth.

“Deep, Zale. Take it all the way in.”

I groaned as he pushed his cock in, so I sat flush on top of him. Sweat was draining down my spine. “I’m tired.”

“If you want to rest, make me cum.” He slapped my thigh. “You’re not the only one who gets to have some fun.”

Rocking my hips, I gripped the headboard to help me balance. I was exhausted. My cock hurt and was still overly sensitive to touch. 

“You gotta try harder.” Steel looped an arm around my waist and held me in place as he reached for his cigar from the ashtray. “I’m getting bored.”

“Good,” I breathed. “Find someone else to fuck.”

He snatched my face and kissed me hard. I choked on the smoke he blew into my mouth and rolled to the side. 

“My turn.”

“I’m doing it!” I pushed him back.

“Knock it off.” Steel shoved my head into a pillow. “Get your ass up.” Lifting my hips, he eased his dick in. “Tighten up.”

“I’m tired.” I balled a pillow under my head.

“You’re walking on thin ice, kid. Stop arguing with me and do as you’re told.”

Gritting my teeth, I hid my face. Steel pounded into me at his own pace as he puffed on his cigar.

“Stop blowing smoke on me!” I waved away the smoke. “That shit is toxic.”

With a chuckle, Steel threw all his weight into me, making my breath catch. He set the cigar on the ashtray. “Then you better work harder to keep me from getting distracted.”

***
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MY HIPS WERE ACHING. That pervert bastard needed to learn when to stop. I glared at him as he crossed the room. Steel did look better with longer hair. The buzz cut didn’t do much for him but made him look more like a tool.

“Get up.” He picked up his dress shirt from where it was draped across the couch. 

Groaning, I rolled onto my stomach. “I don’t want to move.”

“Now. Shower and get dressed. Your clothes are right there.” He motioned to a stack on the table in the corner.”

“Why?” I muttered. “You’re just going to take me out to sea.”

He snatched my ankle, and my legs were dragged off the bed. I peered up at Steel as he hovered over me. 

“Get ready. You seem to be back to your bitchy self, but if you want, I can hold your hand before I fucking throw you in the shower. Got it?”

I nodded. 

He slapped the side of my ass. “Then go.”

Slowly sitting up, I shuffled to the bathroom while cursing the bastard in my head. He didn’t need to keep making me feel like shit. Steel knew I didn’t like water, yet he kept threatening me with it. I stepped into the shower and took a deep breath as I turned on the facet. I waited to see how I would react, but I felt okay. My heart wasn’t pounding. Taking that as a good sign, I washed my body. It was helping me feel better and eased my sore muscles. 

After finishing, I turned the water off and went to find a towel. I could hear Steel talking in the bedroom. I dried my hair and wiped myself off before getting a dry towel to put around my waist. I entered the room to find Steel on the phone. Ignoring him, I grabbed my clothes and moved further away. Dropping the towel, I pulled on the clean underwear. The jeans were a little small, and I had to jump to help get them up. I was getting annoyed when I found out the shirt was huge. Had he forgotten my sizes? How long had I been forced to live with the bastard? A few months on a boat and he forgot everything. At least the sandals were meant to fit a broad range of people.

Steel ended his call. “Hmm... I’m getting a homeless vibe.”

“That’s pretty accurate.” I adjusted the neck of the shirt.

“I should have gone myself to get your clothes.” He stood and ran his hands down my sides. “I know your measurements.”

I scoffed. “Hmm... Well, anything is better than this.”

Laughing, he kissed my cheek. “It’s sad our time together had to be so short.” He grabbed his suit jacket and put it on. “But disobedience can’t be rewarded.”

Steel looped arms with me on the way to the door. I dragged my feet but knew better than to resist. He was being somewhat pleasant, and with what I had done the day before, that switch could easily be flipped. 

The building was one I didn’t recognize. The men hovering around were a familiar sight, though. Some of them joined us as we stepped into the elevator. Steel looked at the tablet one of them was holding as the man scrolled. It seemed to be business as usual on land. We reached the lobby and headed to the black SUV waiting outside. I glanced up and down the street. This was way nicer than around headquarters. Why didn’t Steel make this the main building?

“Keep up.” Steel snatched my arm and dragged me toward the open car door. “You’re wandering around like a lost child. Get in.”

Hank grinned at me.

I glared at him in return. “What?”

“Oh, just excited to set sail once again.” He lifted a brow. 

“Fuck you,” I muttered as I climbed through the middle aisle to the backseat. 

Steel took the one in front of me, with Hank sitting in the other. Two bodyguards settled into the front. My pants were cutting into my stomach. I hoped they relaxed throughout the day. I peered out the window. The streets were clean, as were the people. Everyone who lived near headquarters looked like flood survivors. It was hard to wash that mud away. 
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