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ONE

 

 

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”

Flick shouldn’t have bothered getting out of bed that day. The alarm hadn’t gone off and her shower went on the fritz. With no other choice, she’d washed in the trickle of cold water that greeted her.

When she got into work, late, her colleague, Tamara, delighted in pointing out the run in her pantyhose. That meant a quick trip to the washroom to take them off. On her return to the front desk, her boss had been waiting. Though he was pissed off she wasn’t at her post, he hadn’t hesitated to commandeer her in his office. 

Geoffrey loved the sound of his own voice. What should have been a quick chat took up almost an hour. His berating her for not completing a delegated assignment took up more of her day than completing the task actually did.

From there, the day had gone from bad to worse. The cherry on her cake was the cab breaking down on the way to a date she hadn’t even wanted to go on in the first place. Her phone battery was dead. Of course. Because she had forgotten, for maybe the first time ever, to charge it overnight. 

The cab driver was lost or taking the scenic route. Whatever the reason, when the vehicle sputtered and stopped, all she could do was roll her eyes to the heavens.

The driver shouted in some unknown language and got out to pop the hood, though it was clear he didn’t have a clue what he was doing. After five minutes of him babbling in her face like it was her fault, she’d turned on her heels and started to walk. 

In the cab, miles had passed since she’d seen anything familiar. So there she was traipsing through a crappy area in the dark, searching for salvation. Her four-inch spikes were nipping at her toes. If it hadn’t been raining, she’d have taken them off. Though her feet screamed, the pair she’d elected to wear weren’t her most painful. Small mercies. Topping out at five three she needed the height boost. All her shoes were heels, even those she wore to work.

The first sign of life she’d seen for six blocks was the lights in a corner bar. Oddly, there were no windows. A sign hung above the door calling the place “Dell’s” and the beer bottle beneath revealed it was a bar. 

Hoping they would have a phone, and a number for the nearest cab company, she reached for the long brass handle. She didn’t get a chance to push before a deep masculine voice came from seemingly nowhere.

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”

She hadn’t been aware of anyone but peered into the black of the alleyway to her left where it seemed the voice had come from. 

“Excuse me?” she asked, though she still didn’t see anyone.

“Keep walking, Red,” he grumbled. 

His casual impatience grated. “Last time I checked, this was a free country.”

“Check again.”

“Do you own this establishment?”

“No,” he said. 

“Then what right do you have to prohibit my entry?”

“Trust me,” he said. “You want to keep walking.”

“I don’t actually. I really don’t,” Flick said. “Who are you?”

“A good Samaritan.”

“Somehow, I doubt that,” she said. “Excuse me.”

“No—” 

His impatience was gone in that exclamation, but she ignored him and swung open the door to stride inside.

Immediately she regretted it. Six men sat around one table in the center of the room. Two more stood at the bar, two more were positioned behind it. A group of eight loitered around the pool table. The space was small, dim, and reeked of cigarette smoke. With bare floorboards, no decoration, and a single lazy ceiling fan, this wasn’t her usual locale. The unexpected entrance drew the attention of every man in the room.

Her parched throat wouldn’t allow words to pass. While three of the men at the center table wore suits, it was possible the others hadn’t bathed for weeks judging by the look of them.

“What the hell is this?” one of the suited men exclaimed. “I thought you had a guy on look out.”

“She don’t look like a cop to me,” one of the men from the pool table said. He discarded his cue to move in her direction with half a dozen others in his wake. “We’ll take care of her.”

It took time for her feet to register what that glint in his eye meant. As soon as they did, she turned to flee, except the pack of hungry wolves closed in around her.

Three of them grabbed her, ignoring her scream to lift her off her feet. 

“No!” she shouted, fighting to free herself as they dragged her past the table of seated men. “No! Please! I’m sorry! I’ll leave!”

“Not now you won’t,” one of her assailants said.

The gang wrestled her past the pool table, following the two that scurried over to open a door in a shadowy corner. Her screams, her pleading, her kicking and fighting, none of it meant anything to these attackers. They hoisted her through the door into a dark room. 

No lights, no windows, no sense of anything tangible until she was tossed down onto what felt like a thin mattress. The blackness was disorienting. Where should she go? Where was out? How could she run when she didn’t know where the men were? Where was the exit? How many of them were there now? 

Someone snatched her arm and jerked it against a metal bar. With a grating snick, a cuff locked around her wrist. She yanked and objected, metal rattled against metal, but her arm couldn’t get free. 

It had to be a bed. They’d secured her to a bed. 

The men grumbled and laughed with delight at their apparent good fortune.

“No, please, I’m sorry. There’s been a mistake,” Flick said, still tugging at the cuff. “I want to leave. I need to go.”

“We’ve got uses for a chick like you,” someone snarled.

“No, you don’t want to do this.” 

When her other arm was grabbed, she fought as best she could. These goddamn men were stronger than her. They forced her onto her back and another cuff clamped around her other wrist. No! Goddamn! They were cuffing her to the bedframe!

“Who’s first?” they asked each other.

Tears burned in her eyes, her muscles screamed while adrenaline surged. She had to fight, to shout and kick. What chance was there for rescue? No one passed her on her walk. Even if someone heard her, would they come to her aid? Would they have a hope of saving her given the number of assailants? 

“Shut it! You’ll piss off the boss. He’ll make us kill you before we get our fun!”

Doing nothing wasn’t an option. The hope of rescue was slim, but she wouldn’t surrender without a fight. Death would be preferable to letting these men assault her. How had her life changed so fast? She didn’t want to die, didn’t want to lose her life. Yet there she was, trapped and terrified, contemplating the end.

The mattress shifted and a hot, moist hand squeezed her breast. “Big melons for such a little thing, you think she’s legal?”

“You care?”

“No,” the one who fondled her breast said. “She’ll do.”

“Or we’ll do… her!” one of them exclaimed to the laughter of the others.

The assaulting hand moved, but relief was premature. It landed on her thigh and went up under her skirt to touch the lace of her underwear. Clamping her legs closed, she forced her thighs to bar his entry. 

He snorted a laugh. “I think she’s gonna fight it,” he said, taking hold of her underwear band.

“I love it when they fight,” another said. 

The fabric was pulled, yanked apart and torn from her skin. Tears slipped from her eyes, their heat trailing down her temples to her ears. Her thighs stayed together; it was all she could do to protect her virtue. What were her options? There had to be a way out. A something. Anything. She needed a miracle, salvation, her desperation grew. This couldn’t be it. It couldn’t be happening.

The bed shifted again. A heavy body landed on hers, squashing her down so hard, the springs from beneath dug into her back. 

A wet tongue lapped at her neck. “You’re gonna love what we have in store,” the slobberer said. 

Keeping his weight on her, he wrestled with the skirt of her dress, forcing it up to her waist. He tried to get his hand between the clamp of her thighs, but she thrashed around, using all her strength, striving to buck him off. It didn’t work. Damn, the bastard just stayed right there, the slick moisture of his rancid breath flooding her skin. 

“Open up for me, little thing, you’ll love it. I’m gonna take good care of you.”

“Please,” she whimpered. “Please let me go.”

“Can’t do that,” he said, trying to wiggle a finger downward, “you’ve seen us.”

Licking from her chin to her cleavage, he bit her breast. 

She screamed again. Screamed until her throat burned in agony.

“It’s not your turn!” one of the others said. 

By the way the body on top of her rocked, she guessed he’d been shoved by one of his cohorts. 

“Yeah! You went first last time!”

Her body vibrated in trembling terror. Her head swam like she could pass out at any second. Still, she cried, trying to keep her wits about her while her body sought to shut down. 

The disgusting weight of this lump on top of her was bigger and stronger. Her attempt to free herself was fruitless, but she couldn’t give in. She just couldn’t. 

Three men sniped at each other until a door opened. There wasn’t much more light from the outer room. A tall, broad silhouette blocked a lot of it out, it stayed there, looming on the threshold. 

The illumination was just enough to see that yes, she was cuffed to the bed, and there wasn’t another stick of furniture in the room. 

With the men distracted, she tried to battle her bonds. They were secure, she had no hope of escape, yet she fought anyway.

“What the hell you doing in here?” one of the guys shouted. “You’re meant to be outside.”

“Your turn on watch,” the silhouette said.

“Hey no! We got fun here, man!”

“Don’t worry,” the silhouette grumbled. “I’ll take over.”

“You?” a second said. 

The foul-smelling lump on top of her shifted to roll off and speak to the silhouette too. “You never have a go.”

“This one got past me,” the silhouette said. “Gotta teach her a lesson.”

The man above her mumbled, fumbling each of her breasts again before getting up and stomping out of the room past the silhouette.

“You can go first but you’ve got five minutes—”

“Out,” the silhouette said. “Both of you.”

“Wait a fuck—”

“Make me say it twice, and it’ll be the last thing you hear.”

“Okay, but I’m next, and I—”

“I don’t share,” the silhouette said to the men who tramped past him. 

Though both stopped, evidently ready to say more, the silhouette stepped into the room and closed the door in their faces.

Silence unnerved her. In the darkness, she had no idea where he was, or what he was doing. Was he about to attack? Loosening his jeans so he could… The man was bigger, wider, and far more terrifying than the other three. 

The other three had been scared of this man. They’d followed his orders. Would it be worse to have the three of them taking turns or this one man taking until there was nothing left of her? 

“Please,” she whispered. “I won’t tell a soul anything I’ve seen. I promise if you let me go—”

“I told you to keep walking, Red,” he muttered.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t understand. If I’d known, I… please let me go.”

“Can’t do that. It’s impossible… Do you want to know what these men do to women?”

“No.”

“Whatever the hell they want,” he said, carrying on regardless. “Women don’t make it out alive. They take turns. They’ll beat you. They’ll rape you. They’ll make you do every painful and demeaning thing they can think of, and then they’ll torture you. They won’t just kill you. They’ll make sure you know about it. A while back a lucky one was asphyxiated by Skeeve’s cock. He liked that one. He still tells the story of fucking her windpipe. Skeeve’s the small guy with the creepy eyes. The one on top of you we call Shiv. He likes to cut. He tells the story of one, he amputated her breasts and fucked her with a pocketknife. She bled out for an age before she died.”

She didn’t want to hear it. Any thought of freedom dissolved with his words. Her throat wanted to close. As much as she didn’t want these men to touch her, she didn’t want them to kill her either. The sobbing became unbearable, and she screamed again. Helpless, chained up there like an animal, she could hardly move. 

“What about you?” she wept. “What are you going to do with me?”

“Boss is diversifying into trafficking. We’d get a good price for a little thing like you. I’d get a nod for that, ‘specially if you were untouched.”

“You don’t have to do this,” she said. “Please.”

“We’ll be out of here in minutes, business is nearly done.”

“You’re going to kill me? Now?”

“I told you it’s not quick,” he said. “Shooting you now would be a mercy.”

“So… what are you going to do?” she asked. A surge of adrenaline boosted her heartrate. “My family will notice I’m gone! My boyfriend will call the police! They know where I am! They’ll find you!”

“No, they won’t,” he said, humor in his voice.

“Do you think this is funny?”

“No,” he said. “But maybe next time you’ll think twice about doing what you’re told.”

“If you had… I didn’t know what was in here. If you’d told me outside—”

“I tried. If it wasn’t so fucking tragic, I’d say it serves you right.”

“You think I deserve this?” she asked, pulling against her restraints. “You think any woman—”

“No,” he said, suddenly solemn. 

“Let me go,” she whispered. “Please.”

“What’s your name?”

“My name?” 

Her impulse was to scream, to shout. His benign question took her off guard. Maybe if she could put a human face on the situation, he’d show some mercy. Like naming the stray who comes to your stoop, you choose to keep and care for him after he has a name. 

“Felicity,” she said. “Felicity Hughes. Everyone calls me Flick.”

“Flick,” he said. 

The mattress moved.

She tensed ready to scream again, but he didn’t touch her. “What’s your name?”

“They call me Rushe,” he said. “What are you doing in this neighborhood?”

“Cab broke down,” she said. “I was looking for a phone.”

“You don’t carry a cellphone?”

“Battery is dead. I thought it was a hellish day before this…”

“I’ll say. Chances of you getting out of this alive are slim.”

Fresh tears burned her eyes. “You can let me go.” Her wobbling chin tried to contain another scream. “Right now. Please, just let me go.”

“To what?” he asked. “You’ll have to walk back through that room. If they think I’m not… they’ll finish what I haven’t started yet.”

“Yet?”

Three heavy thumps shook on the door startling her again. The bed moved then he was off it. 

“I’ll uncuff you, but you’ve got to stay close to me,” he said. “Do as you’re told.”

“You’re going to let me go?”

“No. I haven’t had my fun with you yet.”

“Please!” she screeched in the desperation from her heart. 

Any thought this man might be better than the others disappeared with those words. The cuffs were loosened, and she was pulled to her feet. Her weak, wobbling legs didn’t hold out, so she snatched for an anchor, only to come up against him. 

Solid didn’t begin to describe this man. Every part of him was hard muscle. His huge hand curled all the way around her upper arm. He tugged her body away from his, keeping hold of her with a vice grip. 

Her torn underwear slid downwards, so she grabbed for it. 

Rushe pulled her up, probably thinking she was about to pass out. “Am I gonna have to carry you?”

“No, my… my underwear, your friend tore it and…” 

If it got tangled up and she fell over, smashing her face somewhere, these men would have free rein over her unconscious body.

“Get it,” Rushe demanded and tossed her back to the bed again.

Hooking it off her bare feet, her shoes had been lost somewhere, sometime. That was the least of her worries.


 

 

TWO

 

 

As if he could see in the dark, Rushe snatched the thong and grabbed her again to haul her back to her feet.

It took him two strides to get to the door while she needed twice as many. He didn’t slow down. Jerking the door from its frame, he marched out. Anger emanated from him; she could feel it in the way he moved. 

She hadn’t seen his face, but in the gloom of the bar she got a better look at his frame. Being small she was used to people, men especially, being bigger than her. This Rushe was a clear foot taller, if not more, with wide shoulders, narrow hips, and long strong legs wrapped in faded jeans.

“You got our toy?” the man Rushe had identified as Skeeve asked practically buzzing with excitement. 

There were fewer men around, only five left including Rushe. Shiv was holding open the door she’d used to enter. One door. How could opening one door change your whole life?

“Glen’s first,” Shiv said. “Then I’m up.”

Rushe said nothing. He dragged her out onto the wet street, and any distant dream of freedom disappeared when she was thrown headfirst into the back of a truck idling by the curb. Still on her face, Rushe got in behind her and shunted her against the far door. The cold glass of the window came up harshly on her cheek.

“Put your seatbelt on,” he grumbled at her.

Rushe didn’t look at her when he said it, but his diligence surprised her, and she did as told. Three others piled in the front and the truck got moving. The speed would have concerned her if she wasn’t desperately in need of a cop to stop them. Soon they were out of the street, the town, and on the highway.

“If you’re not having your go, I’m going now,” Skeeve said from Rushe’s other side.

“You’ll keep it in your pants,” Rushe said. “I ain’t watching that.”

The three up front laughed. 

“Yeah!” Shiv exclaimed. “You’ll embarrass yourself.”

Panic gripped her again. This wasn’t a quick trip around the corner. They were traveling somewhere. The further they went, the greater her urge to jump out became. Except on the interstate, traveling at what felt like ninety, she couldn’t leap from the car and hope to survive.

The reality of her situation clawed at her. Unlike she’d claimed, her family wouldn’t miss her. She hadn’t seen her parents or sisters for almost a year. None of them kept in touch. That was as much on her as it was on them. 

She didn’t have a boyfriend either. The date that put her in the cab and set her on this path was a first date, and he’d likely just think she stood him up. Hayden and she had met in a coffeeshop, so he wouldn’t notice she was missing from work.

And work, Tamara couldn’t stand her, and Geoffrey had been prickly since she’d refused to go on a date with him. Plus, this was a long weekend, and being Friday night, she wasn’t due back into work until Wednesday. They’d let her miss a few days without thinking anything other than she was being unreliable. Then the weekend would come, so it would be more than a week before anyone thought about reporting her missing.

“You’re gonna be right at home little girl,” Skeeve drawled. “Right at home.”

Sitting in the back of this truck, Flick stared blindly at her knees. Rushe took up most of the space, but she was glad that he sat next to Skeeve instead of her.

When she did glance up Shiv was peering over his shoulder at her. Skeeve was creepy and eager, but Shiv was evil. With that leering smile and those narrow eyes she could believe he’d killed a woman for no reason other than his own entertainment. Killing someone in the way Rushe had described was not out of necessity. The man at Shiv’s side stole glances too but he seemed younger, jumpier, a bit twitchy, and nervous.

Skeeve shifted his hips forward and began to fumble with his belt. “I say the girl’s gotta earn her keep,” he said. 

“Hey, yeah!” Shiv said from the front. “Give her something to eat! A taste of what’s to come.”

The men guffawed. Her fingernails bit into her thighs. Her body was so tightly coiled she wanted to scream and self-combust.

“You don’t touch my property,” Rushe rumbled. “None of you. You not clear on the rules?”

When he spoke, she was never aware of his lips moving, or eyes, or anything. And they weren’t words as much as a bassy variety of vibrations from his chest. The third man was nervous. She had no read on the driver. And Rushe…? He was unreadable.

Keeping her attention on her knees, she tried to forget her surroundings, the men, and what lay ahead.

The length of the journey offered a reprieve. Whatever her future held, she didn’t want to think about potential details. 

All the men muttered, but none of them stood up to Rushe. If he claimed her the others would respect that. Maybe respect wasn’t the word, but they wouldn’t refute it. 

Rushe was broad but lean, and the heat of his rock-hard thigh against her made her physically quiver. This man was athletic but agile, and while he might not say much an awareness shimmered around him that spoke of a quick mind.

But these men feared him. His position had to be superior to theirs, or he’d asserted his authority somehow. The muttering continued, but Rushe was unaffected. 

The air was thick, humid, and the tension apparent. In this vehicle, there was no honor among thieves.

Life went on. How many people were going about their oblivious business while people like her were traumatized and assaulted? No one thought about it. Her included. What it would be like to be a victim of a crime… until it happened to them.

Hayden would’ve left the restaurant assuming she was rude or callous. No one would miss her. He’d be in a cab, on his way home, cursing her name. Flick was alone.

When her family cast her out a year ago, she’d learned the hard way what being alone meant. She’d staggered like Bambi on ice, unable to find her feet. After having her purse snatched on two separate occasions, she’d thought herself independent and bad ass. Boy did this scenario put that into perspective. 

The black of night stretched into the souls of the men in this vehicle, and when it left the highway, they drove for more than twenty minutes into more gloom. Streetlights and civilization were a long-forgotten dream; darkness and trees were the only things outside now.

The trees thickened, and their vehicle swung around a narrow bend into a side lane. From the bumping and bouncing Flick knew they were off-road. This wasn’t a concrete thoroughfare. They dodged trees and the bumping increased. Cresting a ridge, they fell into a dip and Flick came out of her seat, landing on top of Rushe.

Skeeve whooped and took the chance to grab for her breast. Rushe shoved her aside as an inconvenience but that took her out of Skeeve’s reach. Thank God.

Then after a series of mounds the whole vehicle lurched to a stop. All the men piled out. Rushe reached over her to open the door, then shoved her out. 

Any thought Flick had about running vanished when mud seeped between her toes and over her feet. Trees barred her view from every angle. All she could see was the truck and a shack.

Calling it a shack was polite. A rickety old porch seemed to hold the walls in place like a belt holding in the beer gut of a darts player. 

As she was still stuttering at the view that didn’t even allow moonlight through the canopy, Rushe grabbed her arm and regardless of her unstable footing, dragged her toward the shack in the wake of the rowdy men leading the way.

Going up the creaking wooden stairs, it hit her that walking in there was final. Taking the chance, she dug in her heels and tried to liberate her arm. Rushe wasn’t deterred. In spite of her struggling and screaming, he hoisted her off her feet and stomped into the shack to cross the width of the room. 

Without thought for the others, he shoved open a door, carried her in, and threw her down onto the floor with a thud. Before she could scramble away, he caught her hands to tie them to the pipe that ran along the wall. 

The room was small, little more than a cell, ten-foot square with a single bed, and a short set of drawers at its side. Rushe yanked open the top one and pulled out a folded pair of socks, which he held up to her.

“You gonna keep your mouth shut?” he said. 

Rushe hadn’t put a light on, so she still didn’t get a good look at him. But the angles of his face told her he wasn’t to be messed with.

“I—”

“There’s no one around here for thirty miles,” he said. “Scream yourself raw and you’ll only piss me off. You want this in your mouth?”

“I got something she can put in there.”

Rushe spun on the man she hadn’t noticed either. “You get the fuck out of here.”

After he hurled the door into its frame, he came back to her. 

“Please let me go.”

“I’m not letting you go,” he said. “If you keep your mouth shut and stay put, we won’t have a problem… Are you gonna do what you’re told this time?”

Argument died on her lips; reason wouldn’t get her anywhere. In fairness, the last time she hadn’t heeded his word she’d got herself into this mess, so she nodded.

“Good girl.”

With that he left her alone in the darkness. The finality of that closing door sent tears skittering down her cheeks. She’d never leave this house again, or at least she wouldn’t leave it alive, of that she was absolutely sure.


 

 

THREE

 

 

She’d given up her attempts to hear what was going on beyond the room. Voices came and went. They got louder then dimmed. Voices laughed then growled, jeered and joked. It went on for hours.

At least she assumed it was hours. With her hands restrained against the pipe, she couldn’t see her watch. Not that it would matter, because there was no light but for the slither glowing under the door.

Everything had happened so fast. She replayed events over in her mind. How had she gotten into this mess? From being on the street dwelling on her crappy day, to there, alone in this small room, waiting for her jailer to return. 

Rushe hadn’t harmed her physically, but she couldn’t be sure that would last. For all she knew they were out there getting drunk, waiting to attack her when they got up the courage. But men like those in that back room at Dell’s didn’t need an excuse to assault a woman. They’d been willing to do it since they set eyes on her. Rushe hadn’t. He had tried to warn her against going into that bar. 

She’d never been known for toeing any line. Perhaps she entered Dell’s in defiance of Rushe’s request. That did sound like something she’d do. Once again, her stubbornness had gotten her into trouble. 

But the how didn’t matter, she was there now. In that isolated shack, with at least five men. The only thing standing between her and further harm was Rushe. His motivation was unclear, and he hadn’t clued her in on his intentions. All she could do was wait. 

Hope didn’t linger. If she had believed that kicking and screaming and raising bloody hell would liberate her, she would do it. But Rushe had warned her against it. Pissing him off could lead to him stepping aside, leaving her at the mercy of the depraved animals who had tethered her to the bed in Dell’s.

Her body grew heavy. Her feet were cold, and her legs had fallen asleep from the hardness of the bare boards beneath her rear. Her hands had long since gone numb. The weight of the night settled on her, so her eyes began to drift closed. 

Just when the exhaustion was about to overcome her, footfalls came closer, and the door opened. She squinted into the burst of light that died when the door closed again. There was one step, then a squeak of the bed. 

Unexpectedly, light flooded the space dazzling her. But she couldn’t raise her hand to shield her eyes, so she blinked into it. The light came from a lamp on top of the drawers. Rushe sat there on the bed with his elbows on his knees and his hands clasped, just looking at her.

The harsh line of his brow intimidated, but his mid-length thick dark brown hair was wild, finger-combed and curled over his ears. Though it needed a wash it looked butter soft. The stubble on his jaw was more than a couple of days of growth. But his coloring and rough look was nothing to the ferocity of his black-as-night eyes. The longer he sat there looking at her the more self-conscious she became.

“What are you looking at?” she asked. 

“How old are you?” Again, his lips never moved.

“Fifteen if it makes a difference.”

“It doesn’t.”

“I’m twenty-seven. Are you going to let me go now?”

“No,” he said, still studying her.

“Where are we?”

“Far away from everything.”

Noise from elsewhere in the shack had died down. Had the others left? No. Luck certainly wasn’t shining on her.

“What are you going to do with me?” she asked. “You told me what the others were into. Are you going to turn me out to them when you’ve had your way?”

“Are you going to behave?”

“I’ve been quiet, just like I said I would be. Please tell me what you’re going to do.” 

When she blinked, hot moisture rolled over her lashes.

“Don’t do that,” he said, almost wincing.

“Do what?” she asked as another sob shook her throat. “Please, I want to go home!”

With blurred vision and a gasping sob, she dropped her face to her knees. Reality had become unbearable. Each hair on her skin shuddered with fear and exhaustion.

Reflecting on past decisions led to regret. Things she hadn’t considered for years, she rethought, wishing things went differently. Now she wouldn’t have a chance to fix her mistakes.

She didn’t hear him move. The clench around her heart was all-consuming. The weight in her chest came with the knowledge her life was going to be brutally cut short.

Someone touched the back of her head. Raising her face from her knees, she found him seated on the floor right in front of her. As more tears escaped, he tucked her hair away, and shifted closer to gather her into his arms.

Much as she knew this man was to be feared, the strength in his hold and the stability of his chest gave her a security that she needed to lean on in that minute. He held her body against his, offering comfort without taking advantage, or copping a feel.

Her tears dried. Falling apart in the embrace of a stranger wasn’t typical behavior. But the shock of his gentle, unfamiliar act wasn’t the reason for her upset vanishing. For some reason, he actually made her feel better. These arms, if used for good, would be formidable.

“Are you going to have sex with me?” she asked, resting her weight against him.

“No,” he said. The vibration of bass in his chest rumbled through her. “But it will be in your interest to let Skeeve and the others think otherwise.”

“Why?” 

“Because if they think I’m doing you they’ll leave you alone… Do you want them to touch you?”

“Of course not,” she said, shaking her head. “Why can’t you let me go?”

“I was serious, there’s nothing around here for miles. You wouldn’t get far. These men are into serious shit you don’t want to get mixed up in. I can’t guarantee that you’re going to get out of this.”

“You’re not like them, are you?”

In an instant, he let her go and got back onto his feet. “You better not get comfortable, Red,” he said. “You walked right into the snake pit. Don’t trust anyone. Everyone here has an agenda.”

“What’s your agenda?”

Producing a pocketknife, he cut through her bonds. “Are you hungry?”

“No,” she said. 

The socks he’d threatened her with earlier lay on the bed until he grabbed them up and lobbed them at her.

“Put those on, it gets cold in here.”

“Where are we?” she asked, rubbing the blood back into her legs.

“Get up and walk,” he said. “You’ll cramp.”

While this sounded like a suggestion, he snatched her, and yanked her up to her feet. “You haven’t spent much time around people, have you?”

She shouldn’t sass the man who held her captive, but it didn’t matter because just as he’d ignored her questions, he ignored her statement. Rushe retrieved a dark red and black flannel shirt, which he threw at her. 

“Put that on.”

Her extremities were still tingling with the cramp he’d warned her about, but she managed to catch the items. “I…”

“Take off the dress,” he said, dropping onto the bed to unlace his boots.

“What? But you… you said—”

“Take it off,” he said, kicking his boots off.

When he stood up, he turned his back on her. It took her a second to figure out he was giving her privacy, respecting her modesty.

Not wanting to miss the window she unzipped her dress and let it drop while stuffing her arms into the soft material of his shirt. 

It smelled clean, and masculine, something in it gave her refuge. The sleeves hung down well past her hands and the length reached her knees. Despite not wearing underwear, this garment actually gave her more cover than her own clothes had. 

At the same time she bent to pick up her dress he turned and snatched it away from her. His reason for doing so was no clearer to her when he ripped the silk and flung it aside.

“Why did you…?”

“Do you want to have sex?”

“No!”

“Then you weren’t going to strip down willingly for me.”

Tearing the dress as he would have to if he was going to force himself on her. “You want them to think… why would you want them to think that you’re a rapist?”

“Street cred,” he grumbled and whipped off his tee-shirt.

She froze at the sight of his torso, his broad chest and washboard abs. In all her experience with men, she’d never seen such a perfect specimen. Every sinewy inch of him was toned, his muscular stance was lean but powerful. Her temptation to touch, to see if he was real, had her transfixed.

“Get on the bed.”

“What?” she asked, snapping out of her trance.

“Get on the bed,” he said, retrieving some twine from a drawer. 

“But I don’t—”

“There are two other rooms like this one,” Rushe said. “The other guys sleep out there. If you run, you’ll meet them on your way out.”

Grabbing her arm, he began to bind her wrist. “What are you doing?”

“If you fight against this it will cut you, and you don’t want an open wound out here. Infection’s a certainty,” he said, tying the twine. “Come.” 

Using the twine leash on her wrist, Rushe led her to the bed. When he leaned to the far corner, she fell on the bed, and he tied the other end of the twine to the metal bedpost.

“Why are you binding me?”

“I don’t want to look for you in the woods when you do something stupid. If those guys get hold of you, you’re on your own.”

“What?”

“Don’t get any big ideas,” he said. “If you’re a nuisance, I’ll let them have you.”

“Why did you stop them?”

Rushe gave her a shove toward the far corner, and she scrambled out of the way when he dropped onto the bed. On his side, he turned off the lamp and kept his back to her. Briefly, he punched at the wafer-thin pillow, before he folded his arms with a grunt.

“Get some sleep.”

She slithered down onto her side on the bed at his back. She didn’t have much space but keeping herself tucked away against the wall, she managed to prevent them from touching. Tears burned her sinuses again. 

The more that was revealed of her savior, the more questions she had. Her tears receded as she pondered the perplexity. He’d comforted her, then he’d bound her. He’d given her privacy, then demanded her submission. Rushe was a contradiction in so many ways. 

She wondered if he’d let her understand where they were, and what was happening… and what her fate might be. But he hadn’t answered questions. That may not change.

Being bound to the metal bedpost was awkward on her wrist; sleep would be elusive. At least for now she was out of harm’s way, and in this situation that was the most she could hope for.
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With there being no windows in the room, morning couldn’t intrude upon them. But the shack must have awoken because something made her stir. The woodsy smell mingled with a musky something she couldn’t identify.

In the mumbling of her dream-soaked mind, she wriggled into the warmth that encircled her. This fog was comfy and cozy. She’d be happy to stay in it for a while.

Except on another sigh, something vibrated against her chest. The hard bed that heated her seemed to be grumbling. Opening her eyes, her bed was breathing. Hot, humid breath clouded her hair and the memory of last night smashed into her. 

Trying to shove upward, her arm stalled against the post he’d tied her to. Flattening her palm on his naked pectoral, she pushed up, taking her head out from beneath his chin, snagging her hair on his stubble.

She was on top of him, their bodies chest to chest. Rushe’s eyes were closed still in sleep, she guessed. With him on his back, taking up all the bed space, and her tethered, there was nowhere to go. His arms were heavy and strong around her. One of his hands twined through her hair on the back of her skull. 

The other hand was under the shirt she was wearing. His shirt. The apparel had been shoved out of the way to allow his large hand to palm her buttock. It rested there with complete entitlement. 

If she was offended, she got over it fast with the distraction of what was under her, pressing into her abdomen. Thick and long… and hard. The daunting lump could only be one thing, and it made her eyes water. If he forced that on her, or any woman, she’d be split in two.

Trying desperately to stay still, she became hyperaware of every breath. The deeper she inhaled the farther that intruding, pulsing wood beneath her became. Her experience with men was limited. She wouldn’t for a second consider herself worldly. In her first life, the life she’d left when her parents cast her out, men were careful. Or maybe they weren’t that worldly themselves.

Having two older sisters meant she was used to being in shadow. Both of her sisters were gregarious and got the attention of the playboys who came to the Country Club. Her parents turned a blind eye to dalliances in their younger days, and both women fell into line when their father deemed it time.

Lucia married Roger Willis three years ago. When Flick last saw them, Vivian had been engaged to Martin Schifford. Both men were now executives in their father’s firm. 

Despite how they’d left things, she thought about her family every day. The disappointment she’d caused them hung like a lead weight around her neck.

Reliving past pain wouldn’t help. Thinking about what had happened was difficult enough without acknowledging she’d likely never see any of them again. She wouldn’t have the chance to air her grievances or make amends. 

Thus far a truce had been impossible because her family refused to accept their own fault in the situation. The only concession they’d been interested in was hers. It was only when she refused for a final time that all ties between them had been cut.

Her shack mattress grumbled and sucked in a breath, raising her up, digging that lump further into her. Thinking about family relaxed her, considering the issue, she stroked her hand up and down his muscled flesh. 

On another mutter, she was thrown aside, and he sprang out of bed, stretched, and strode out of the room without a word.

The cold he’d warned her about seeped in, and the twine nipped at her wrist. Using her one free hand, she tried to shift it out of the furrow it had created in her skin. But she couldn’t move it so went to work on the bedpost. No luck loosening it from there either. 

After at least ten minutes of trying, she gave up… until the nightstand caught her eye. In the top drawer, she shoved aside socks and tee-shirts and other useless items like gum and deodorant trying to find something that could cut the twine.

She grazed cold metal and paused. Pushing a tee-shirt aside, she identified it… a gun. Letting her fingers slide over the textured surface of the grip, she picked it up to be surprised by the weight.

The door opened, startling her. Rushe noticed the gun in her grip and lowered the towel he’d been using to dry his hair, shoving the door closed at his back.

“What you gonna do with that?” he asked. 

He threw the towel to the corner, on top of her discarded dress. 

“Let me go,” she said, trying to stop the weapon shaking in her hand.

“‘kay,” he said, producing a knife from his pocket.

The line of hair that descended from his navel disappeared into his unbuttoned jeans. She hadn’t seen any underwear in the drawer, which meant he couldn’t be wearing any. 

Rushe came toward her with the knife. Her clarity stuck in a mental groove. With a swift knock on her wrist, the gun was gone and somehow in his grip.

The speed of his maneuver left her head spinning. She sat back on her haunches, somehow not surprised by his surprising action.

“What’s your boyfriend’s name?” Rushe asked, stashing the gun back in the drawer then buttoning his jeans.

“What?” she asked. “I threaten you with a gun, and that’s your question?”

“You didn’t threaten me, Red,” he said. “You didn’t do much of anything. What’s his name?”

“Why?” she asked. “Why would you ask me that?”

“‘Cause when we’re through here, I’m gonna pay him a visit.”

“A visit? Why would—”

“He’s got no sense sending his woman out into the world—”

“His woman?” she asked. 

“You could’ve helped yourself,” he said. “That, with the gun, what was that?”

“I—”

“You’ve been threatened with sexual and physical harm,” he said, opening the drawer and pulling out the gun again. 

He thrust it into her hands and fell to his knees at the side of the bed.

“What are you—”

Rushe grabbed the barrel and brought it to his forehead. “Shoot,” he said. “Shoot me, take the guys out there by surprise, kill them, find the truck keys, and get the hell out of here.”

“You want me to kill you?”

“When I came through that door, you should’ve shot first and asked questions later.”

“But… but I…” 

Rushe still held the barrel but the shaking in her hands increased. “You can’t do it,” he said, shoving the gun aside with disgust. “If your life is in danger, you pull the trigger. Don’t think about it. Shoot. Do you know how dangerous the knowledge you’ve just given me is? You can’t defend yourself. I can do whatever the hell I want with you.”

Snagging a tee-shirt from the drawer, he tossed the gun back to its place. When Rushe put on his shirt, she was hit with a barb of disappointment that his body was no longer on show for her.

“You’ve been nice to me,” she whispered.

He immediately stopped. “What?” 

“You haven’t threatened me,” she said. “If I shot you, I’d lose my only ally here.”

“I’m not your ally,” he said. “I told you not to be a nuisance.”

When he began to move her hand shot out to catch his jeans pocket, stalling him. “I won’t hurt you,” she said. “You haven’t hurt me.”

“I tied you up.” 

“For my own good,” she said. “You said it yourself that your colleagues are out there.”

“If I had stopped you going into that bar—”

“You blame yourself. That’s why you’ve been looking after me.”

“I told you not to trust anyone.”

“You’ve given me no reason not to trust you,” she said.

“I woke up molesting you.”

“Is that why you stormed out of here?” she asked. “You were asleep. There was no harm done. I was the one on top of you. Do you want me to apologize?”

Rushe lunged down, grabbing her chin to force her face up to within an inch of his. The maneuver stretched her imprisoned arm, sending a stinging pain through it. 

“What the fuck do I have to do to you? I’m dangerous. You’re in a lot of trouble here, Red. You better watch yourself, or I’ll throw you out there.”

“But you wouldn’t hurt me yourself,” she said. “If you were going to let them have me, you’d have done it already… that’s why I trust you.” He said nothing. “Do you know how dangerous the knowledge you’ve just given me is?” 

“You’re coming out of here to get some food,” he said, choosing not to respond to her statement.

“Out?” she said, tensing and regretting her sass. “I’m sorry, I didn’t—”

“You’re not being punished,” he said. “You can’t stay in here. You need to eat… unless you want to starve?”

“Couldn’t you bring something in?”

“I’m no waiter and this is no hotel.”

Rushe leaned in to slash her restraints. As soon as she was free, he hauled her to her feet and unwound the twine. 

“It hurts,” she said. 

“I told you not to fight it,” he said, tossing the twine to the floor. “Why don’t you do what you’re told?”

“I was sleeping.”

With her in his grip, Rushe yanked her to the door. “Do not talk to anyone,” he ordered. “You speak only to me and only when spoken to.”

“But—”

“Consider this free advice that will keep you alive. All of them will touch and taunt. As far as they’re concerned, we’ve been in here all night fucking. You are my bitch.”

“Touch?” she asked.

“You’re going to eat, sit quietly, and do exactly what you’re told, understand?”

That might have been a question, but Rushe didn’t wait for a response. He dragged her out of the closest thing she’d had to a safe space in this shack and straight into the lion’s den.
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Starvation was preferable over what was outside that bedroom. The living space stretched the full width of the structure. A couch and a pull out bed were at the far end. Closest to their room, a TV occupied a cardboard box table with a few other chairs next to an empty fireplace. 

Another door stood next to their bedroom. Rushe took her to the ramshackle kitchen, jutting away from the middle of the living room forming the lower part of a T shape. Two doors on the other side, she guessed, were bedrooms too. 

“Breakfast and a show,” Skeeve said when Rushe nudged her down into a chair at the central table. “Come sit over here.” Skeeve pushed away from the table and rubbed his lap.

Shiv sat at another side of the table with the twitchy kid and the driver in another two places. In the harsh light of day, all four of them appeared pathetic but no less sinister. Her estimations of them didn’t change though the Kid seemed more interested in her today.

“You had your fill yet?” Shiv asked the room while leering at her chest, though it was covered by Rushe’s shirt.

“It’s hot in here little girl,” Skeeve smirked. “Why don’t you undo a few of those buttons?”

Shiv snickered, and the Kid’s eyes flared in hope. Skeeve leaned forward and took hold of her knee. Pulling it aside his other hand groped up her thigh.

Rushe stood at the kitchen counter with his back to proceedings. Just like he’d said, she was on her own. 

Trying to free herself she pulled away, but Shiv lunged forward to grab her shoulders.

“Glen get the shirt!” Shiv exclaimed and the driver pounced to his feet.

Without escape, options were bleak, but she wouldn’t surrender without a fight. Everyone froze when a deep, rumbling punch of a single unamused laugh came from the corner. The men all poised to attack her desisted to slink back and find the source of the single flat note.

Slowly Rushe turned and flung a jelly sandwich to the table. “You’re some kind of pathetic. All of you. Have you never seen a woman in your lives?”

The men slunk back to their seats at the same time Rushe returned to whatever he’d been doing.

“Eat,” Rushe commanded.

Her? She snatched up the sandwich he’d tossed down and began to gobble. Her desire to leave the safe bedroom wouldn’t increase, so she might stay put for her next meal… or the next five.

“We need our fun,” Skeeve said. “It’s our turn with the bitch.”

“You don’t touch my stuff and you know it,” Rushe said. “Don’t want your dirty paws on her; God knows what diseases you vermin have.”

“You think she’s lily white?” Shiv exclaimed. “Bet she’s a dirty, little slut.”

“You’re not gonna find out,” Rushe said.

Having practically inhaled the food, she only had a few bites left when Rushe stormed over to yank her up out of the seat he’d not long ago dumped her in.

“Move,” Rushe said. 

She lost her footing, but his grip kept her upright. By the time he got her back to the bedroom, he was practically carrying her.

He threw the door aside and flung her down on the bed. The shirt bunched at her waist in her fall; she tugged it down while trying to regain her composure. When she turned, a damp towel landed in her face.

“You’ve got three minutes,” Rushe stated.

“Three… for what?”

“Move.”

But she didn’t. “Rushe—”

“If I’ve been fucking you all night you need a shower. Move.”

“You’re annoyed,” she said, casting the towel aside.

“Get up,” he demanded and reached for her.

She slanted away from him. “You’re really irritated, what upset you?”

“I’m not upset. Men like me don’t get upset. I’m not one of your pretty boys, Red!”

“You’re shouting at me,” she said, crawling to the edge of the bed, hooking her hand into his jeans pocket to draw him closer. “Why are you shouting?”

“Damn you,” he growled, snatching her arm to jerk her off the bed. 

She didn’t have her balance so collapsed to the floor. Rushe wrenched her up, and holding the damp towel in one hand, he dragged her out of the bedroom and into the room next to theirs. He hurled her forward into a dirty shower stall with a black mildew covered shower curtain. Seconds later, a slew of icy water cascaded over her. She shrieked, trying to scramble out, but his legs got in her way.

“Do you want me to strip you down and scrub you myself?” he hollered and shoved her back under the water using his knee.

Fumbling her way up the wall, she pushed the wet curtains of her hair from her eyes. Against the wall, she shivered and blinked her webbed lashes at the broad, invincible form of Rushe. A foot higher than her, he blocked her only exit with a hand on either side of the stall.

The ferocity in his manner was anger. As she stared up into those growling bullet eyes, she realized this was the first time they were making direct eye contact. Everything about him screamed danger. Intimidation radiated from him. She should be terrified given the circumstances and his stance, but she wasn’t. Everything about him was brutish; from the way he handled her and spoke to her, to everything in his mood. But whatever anger he had inside him, it wasn’t aimed at her.

“Thank you,” she murmured.

His rigidity faltered.

She reached through the water and drew the curtain across in front of him, blocking him out. She took off the soaked shirt and hung it up over the curtain rail only for it to be whipped away. The water heated slightly while she sorted through various bottles on the narrow shelf of the frosted window ledge seeking the one that smelled like Rushe.

When she found it, she lathered up, washing her body, and her hair. Rinsing quickly, she shut off the water and a towel appeared over the curtain rail.

Despite being naked, she hadn’t been in much of a hurry to finish her shower. Rushe was in the room. He wouldn’t intrude and stood sentry. No one would get through him, of that, she was sure. 

Slipping the towel down from the rail, she wrapped it around herself and pulled the curtain aside. Sure enough, Rushe stood next to the door, arms folded and ankles crossed, the growl hadn’t left his expression. If anything, more clouds had gathered above him.

She tiptoed toward him. Rushe yanked open the door and didn’t touch her when she passed. Skeeve and Glen were loitering, clearly hoping for a peek, but she went straight into Rushe’s room.

The door closed and he barged her aside to yank a tee-shirt from his drawer, which he threw backwards at her, then stormed into the corner keeping his back to her.

Quickly drying off, she trusted him not to look. But this was his space, and it wouldn’t be right to take liberties. She put on the tee-shirt, then tossed the towel to the floor at his feet to show she was finished. 

Rushe turned and kicked it across to her crumpled dress. “Get on the bed,” he grumbled.

She sat down on the edge and watched him retrieve a length of twine from the ball he had in the bottom drawer. Grabbing her, he pulled her the width of the bed like she weighed the same as the pillow. 

“Please don’t bind me,” she said, but he wound it around her wrist. “Please, Rushe.”

When she rested her hand on his corded forearm, he stopped to examine the contact like he was a puzzled dog. Remaining static for more than a few seconds, he shook off his confusion and carried on with the twine.

“I’m heading into town.”

“You’re leaving?” she asked. Her newly found confidence in her guardian faltered. “For how long?”

“Don’t know,” he responded without moving his lips while he finished attaching her to the bedpost.

“Please, please don’t do this, Rushe,” she begged. “You can’t leave me here. If you leave me with them…”

“No one will touch you.” 

“But this morning—”

“You belong to me,” he said, grabbing her chin to haul her up onto her knees. “As long as you are here, you’re my property. You do what you’re told, and we won’t have any issues.”

“They scare me,” she said. “The minute you walk out that door, they’ll…” 

She didn’t want to give voice to her concerns. Vivid images of what might be flashed in her mind’s eye.

“You’re learning.” 

“I can’t trust them. Please don’t leave me here with them, Rushe.”

The mild pain caused by his fingers curled tightly around her chin was nothing to what was behind his anger. Something in Rushe hurt, the brutality was a mask, but she didn’t know what for.

“Will you defend yourself?” he asked her with his jaw set. “If you see that handle move you shoot.”

“Rushe,” she whispered. “Please don’t leave me here with them.”

His jaw tick and nasal inhale betrayed his impatience. “Fine,” he barked.

With his concession, she expected to be released from the restraint. Instead, he backed away, abandoning her in the middle of the bed. 

Very slowly, his gaze slid down her body and paused at her chest. Of their own volition, her nipples hardened. Cool air cascaded over them; the wetness of her hair must’ve soaked through the material. She didn’t check, in fact she didn’t move.

The important thing was showing she wouldn’t cower under his scrutiny. While interest from the other lodgers repulsed her, being studied by Rushe stimulated her center to swell with a potency she’d never known before. 

Her body’s response to him was instant instinct. She couldn’t explain it because she’d never known a man like him. So strong. So savage. So masculine.

“No one touches what’s mine,” he growled to himself more than to her.

The ache in her breasts grew. Being bound to the bed felt more restrictive than ever. “Rushe,” she whispered. 

“We’ll all clear out.”

She desperately wanted him to come to her, though she didn’t know why. His height, his strength, and his machismo made him a force to be reckoned with. From the second their eyes met in the shower, she’d seen something else, a vulnerability he’d never admit to.

Rushe didn’t come to her. He went straight past her, out the door, and corralled the others despite their audible complaints. The main door eventually closed and then they were gone.

She settled onto her back, contemplating the events of the last twenty-four hours. The experience was surreal. The previous night, she’d been so terrified. The only thing that saved her from the horror of the letches was Rushe.

He’d stepped in and protected her, clothed her, fed her, bathed her. Gave her tips for survival, lied to his colleagues for her, and compromised for her fear.

Rushe wasn’t like the others, but that didn’t mean she had any better handle on him. She didn’t know what was going to happen, or if she would get out of this. The only thing she could be sure of, as long as Rushe was on her side, she would be okay.
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Being stuck in one place meant there was little to do. She had no range of movement. All she could do was lie and stare at the ceiling. She thought more about her family, and their estrangement. About her life in general.

At work, she often got bored with the banality of some tasks. Who didn’t? But working with books, with information, was the only thing she’d ever loved. No one was at work that weekend, but she imagined when her colleagues got back to the library they worked at, and she didn’t show up, gossip would start. Foot traffic at the library was regular. Some of the same faces popped up often, but she wasn’t particularly close to anyone. 

Since she and her family parted ways, she hadn’t been close to anyone. Something was always missing. She was personable enough and could shoot the breeze with the best of them, but none of that meant anything. She was a reactor, she reacted to situations rather than being proactive about shaping them. She would coast along from task to task at work thankful for the variety of researching different subjects. 

One week she could be gathering information about a gruesome crime, or a starlet’s biography. The next week she might be researching wars, mysteries, or epic historical romances. Sure, sometimes she was stuck with the history of a gnat, but other times she’d get swept along with the words and see herself there, in the ancient world, or on the distant planet or… Imagining another time and another place was easy, but picturing her own future was more difficult. 

She liked to believe that if something felt right, she’d go out and get it, fight for what she wanted. The trouble was that she hadn’t found that something. It was difficult to shape your future, your environment, when you didn’t know what you wanted it to look like. So she coasted along hoping to stumble upon it. 

Except now she found herself there, tied to a bed, in a remote location, with no certainty of any future at all. At some point after that haunting thought, she must have drifted off to sleep.

With no way to measure time, because her watch had been destroyed in the shower, when rowdy noises jarred her awake, she had no idea if she’d been alone ten minutes or ten hours.

Not long after the initial racket disturbed her the bedroom door opened. Rushe’s silhouette filled the doorway, just like in Dell’s. She’d never been so glad to see a person. Now he was there, it didn’t matter how rowdy the others got.

He closed the door and came straight to her. Clicking on the lamp, he took a seat on the bed at her side. She recoiled and mewed in protest at the illumination, but at least she had one free hand to shade her eyes.

A large paper bag was dumped on her stomach, and he leaned over again to free her from the twine.

“What’s this?” she asked on a yawn.

Rushe left her to rifle through a paper bag of his own. She sat up and opened the bag he’d given her. Underwear and jeans, clothes that would cover her up and provide a denim barrier for the others.

Beyond the clothes were toiletries like soap and a toothbrush. She found bacitracin, and two bottles, antibiotics and…

“This is the morning after pill,” she said of the other bottle.

“Yeah,” he said, dropping his bag to the floor and kicking it under the bed. “There’s water in that bag down there and food enough to last you a few days. I also got…” Reaching behind himself, he took something from his back pocket and held it up. Handcuffs. “These won’t cut you. There’s meds in the bag, and bandages, a first aid kit—”

“You’re going to leave me,” she said. Her earlier panic paled into insignificance to the new feeling. “You’re going to leave me here to them. Why? Why Rushe? What did I do? Where are you going?”

“Nowhere,” he responded. “These are dangerous people, Red. We don’t know what’s going to happen.”

“You think they’ll hurt you? But they fear you.”

“These are scumbags who’d shoot a man in the back. If they kill me, you’re on your own.”

He’d got her a plan B. Apparently Rushe was a planner, he thought ahead. Hopefully, she wouldn’t need his contingency plan. Despite whatever reason he’d gone into town, he had taken time out for her, to get her clothes and comforts, and prepared her for what could be the worst-case scenario.

“I need to pee.”

“Come,” he said with a sideways nod.

She scurried quickly from their bedroom into the bathroom, not taking the time to look at anyone. Rushe closed the door behind her and would stand guard again. She knew it even without him telling her. Quickly finishing up her business, she stayed behind Rushe when going back to the bedroom as the noise level had increased.

Rushe kept her sheltered and followed her into the bedroom. 

“It’s rowdy out there,” she said, sitting on the bed.

“They’ve been drinking. It’s after midnight.”

“Have you been drinking?”

“Implying?” he asked, taking off his tee-shirt. “Lie down.”

She complied, scooting into her corner. Rushe brought the cuffs to her and fastened her wrist to the bedframe. 

“I stayed here,” she said, objecting to the restraint. “All day I stayed. You told me to. I did what I was told.”

“The cuffs are for your protection,” he said, flopping down onto the bed and turning off the lamp.

The men were getting louder. She appreciated Rushe staying with her. Though, it was as likely he was just tired than actually there to comfort her.

His breathing evened out but wasn’t asleep yet. 

“Rushe,” she exhaled.

He rolled to his back, perhaps to talk to her, or not. Last night she’d kept them apart, ensuring not to touch him. But tonight, she set her head on his shoulder. 

With considerable hesitation on his part, Rushe eventually curved his arm around her. She snuggled closer to his body heat. Much as Rushe might have claimed not to be her ally, she was safe there, curled in close to his solid body. Despite the situation, she’d never felt safer, and with that awareness, she descended into slumber again.


 

 

SEVEN

 

 

She awoke on top of him just like the previous day, except her body was much lower on his. Her legs were between his, her feet under his calves. She hadn’t put socks on, undoubtedly her extremities had been seeking out heat.

Shuffling down, she pressed her cheek to his abdomen. The warmth of him gave her comfort. The skin-to-skin human contact made her feel safe. This was a man who wouldn’t be beaten no matter the odds.

Letting her eyes close again, she sighed out and felt that lump was there again. The solid line that had been against her abdomen yesterday was now nestled between her breasts.

Rushe slept in his jeans just as before. That day, they were loose. The hot ember of his ore gave her body a heat that didn’t stop at temperature. He was thick, as bold in size as the man was virile. There could be no mistaking his length as anything other than monstrous. 

In her life, she’d only been penetrated by one man. She’d got somewhat intimate with others, though none as massive as the one beneath her. While his length was formidable, it was the girth that left her with doubts he could ever fit inside an average woman. She didn’t fear the man but did fear the organ. 

When he sucked in a long breath, she was lifted, and the appendage seemed to expand further. 

Her eyes still closed, she braced to be cast aside again. A score of seconds went by, and it hadn’t happened. She got the shock of her life when his hand settled on her head and slid down her hair, stroking her. Though her hair carried on almost to her waist, his hand stopped on her shoulder. He spread his fingers, letting her locks slip between them. 

Something in his touch was tentative. From such a strong man, that seemed foreign, which reinforced the glimmer of vulnerability she’d spied so briefly yesterday.

If she stayed still, he might reveal more of himself, but letting him know she was safe for him was important. If he learned she was aware of his softer side and welcomed his gentle curiosity, maybe he’d open up more. Being tough was his job, but he’d protected her, didn’t that mean she was different, that he felt something for her? It definitely meant he at least had honor somewhere inside.

She lifted her head to prop her chin on his abs. Their eyes met and his hand stayed put. A good sign. He pulsed in her cleavage and swelled further. 

A man like him didn’t feel fear and wouldn’t back down. Nerves of steel were a requirement around the type of scum he had in his life. The others in the shack feared him, but she didn’t, even while under the scrutiny of his penetrating eye contact. 

Nothing in his expression flinched; his stare was practiced. Still locked in his gaze, her free hand drifted up, seeking his empty one. When she linked her fingers between his, he didn’t respond or pull away. They could stay there for hours. Given who lay beyond their room, that idea wasn’t so bad. 

His hand left her shoulder, moving slowly to the top of her head to stroke her again. Tears pricked her eyes. The conquering act meant something. Was it something in himself he wanted to vanquish?

The throbbing between her breasts intensified, speeding her heart. She considered fulfilling her curiosity about the hard flesh in her cleavage. Would that be biting off more than she could chew…? Figuratively speaking. 

Without warning, the door flew open. Instantly, Rushe was on his feet. Somehow, he shifted her back to the top corner of the bed and put himself between her and potential danger.

Skeeve and Shiv in the doorway couldn’t have cared less about her right then.

“Boss is on the phone,” Skeeve announced, then he and Shiv shuffled out.

Rushe turned on her long enough to unlock her manacles. “Get washed,” he grumbled and departed.

He left the bedroom door open. As she unlocked the cuff, she caught sight of him crossing the living room and going straight out of the front door.

These men had to be in this location for a reason. Certainly, Rushe couldn’t consider them friends. Being subjected to men like Skeeve and his cohorts was a punishment, not a reward.

But being there, so out of the way, they had to be waiting for something… it couldn’t be something good.

Following Rushe’s instructions was in her best interests. He hadn’t steered her wrong and was the only reason she still had her life. Skeeve and Shiv hadn’t shown any interest that morning, Thank God. While they were distracted with the boss and whatever, she snuck out of the bedroom and into the bathroom. 

Just because she hadn’t seen anyone didn’t mean that they weren’t there. She went through her routine quickly, getting into the shower in record time. Knowing her guard wasn’t there washed away yesterday’s ease in the ice-cold water that flowed over her.

In fairness, the water was probably warmer that day, marginally, but her shivering wouldn’t stop. She turned off the spray and reached for the towel only to see it slide away to the other side of the curtain. Rushe wouldn’t do that. He wouldn’t leave her there vulnerable and naked… but the alternative didn’t bear thinking about. 

“Problem, little girl?” A snicker confirmed her worst fear. “You can’t stay in there all day.” 

Naked, cold, and with no way out, when the curtain was snatched and rattled aside, she could do nothing but stand there while Skeeve, Shiv, Glen, and the Kid examined her. All of them crowded into the small bathroom to ogle her. 

Her skin prickled with revulsion that turned her stomach too. She wanted to close her eyes, to scream and run. But the thought of touching any of these men, even in the interest of self-preservation, repulsed her.

“Lookie, lookie,” Skeeve said, clucking his tongue. “You must be a good little girl.”

“There’s not a mark on her,” Shiv said. 

There were bruises on her arms, but if Rushe truly had been raping her, she would have far more injuries. She didn’t care about that. Couldn’t focus on anything. Not with Skeeve moving in closer. 

“Glen’s first,” Shiv drawled.

“That’s right,” Glen said, shuffling past Shiv. 

Glen was the heaviest of the four with a big potbelly. From his baldhead to his worn-out boots, every inch of him disgusted her.

“You don’t have to do this,” she murmured, hoping they would think twice. 

Except while they had this gang mentality, showing fear would only spur them on. 

Skeeve’s hand came up and squeezed around her breast. His hard, dirty fingers made her gag, bile leaped up into her throat. He snickered again and increased his grip only to grab at her nipple with his other hand.

Closing her eyes against the intrusion, it didn’t matter that fighting wouldn’t help. She couldn’t do nothing. Snatching the showerhead from its holder, she swung it at Skeeve’s skull, and by catching him off-guard, she sent him to the floor. She jumped over him and barged through Shiv and Glen, which was an easier escape than she’d imagined. The Kid stepped out of her way, and she came up against the immovable object.

Tipping her chin higher, she looked into the man blocking the doorway. Rushe. But he wasn’t looking at her, he was looking over her head at the men she’d run from.

“Get to bed,” Rushe rumbled without his lips moving. 

Those terrifying eyes should remind the slime of their place. If they regretted their actions, maybe she’d be saved from ever reliving it. 

She didn’t need to be told twice and slunk around Rushe to get back into the bedroom and snagged a tee-shirt from the drawer. A clatter preceded at thud. Shouting ensued, though she couldn’t pick out individual voices. None of them were Rushe’s, she knew that. After a few more shouts and bangs, an eerie silence descended.

Tears soaked her cheeks, she climbed onto the bed, gathering the pillow in an embrace as she brought her knees up to her chin. In that corner, where Rushe restrained her, she wasn’t scared. Silence dragged, provoking concern for her protector, out there with the pack of hyenas.

Just as she was about to move, the door flew open. It ricocheted off the wall and careened back into its frame with a bang. The whole room shuddered with the heat of his fury exploding around them.

“What the fuck was that?” he seethed, clenching and unclenching his fists at his sides.

“I—”

“Never get naked unless I’m in the room! The only man allowed to see you bare is me! You belong to me!”

“You told me to wash—”

“In the sink! Get up!”

“Wha—”

“Get up!” 

So often he told her to get on the bed, he’d never told her to get off it before. But she stumbled to her feet nonetheless.

“Do you like it rough? Is that what gets you off?” With one stride, he got hold of her, lifting her off her feet to thrust her against the wall. “You enjoy it? You want me to force you? Is that it?”

Her tears were in free flow. “No,” she squeaked.

After another jolt, he backed off, leaving her to fall to the floor. “Get up!”

Walking her hands up the wall, she used the support of it to get her shuddering body upright.

“Take off the tee-shirt,” he said, baring his teeth.

“Wha… What?”

“Take. It. Off.”

Until then, Rushe always turned his back to give her privacy when she was changing. But the huffing predator looming over her now was in no mood to be reasonable.

“Bu—”

“Now!”

Refusing him wasn’t an option, she took her arms from the sleeves and pulled it over her head. Rushe snatched it, tossing it aside while dragging his gaze all over her exposed flesh. 

After his perusal, he leaped forward to grab the breast Skeeve had been groping. Rushe’s hand was bigger and stronger. The force of his action pressed her into the wall.

He snatched hold of her chin to force her head up, still gnashing his teeth. His eyes were black as night.

“You like that? Hmm? You want to be violated? You want me to take from you what I want? Anything I want? To use you?”

His hands left her body, offering a moment of relief that was quickly reversed by the thrum of his jeans buttons being torn open. She inhaled but his elbows hooked her knees, and she was hoisted up the wall again, this time he spread her wide, opening her for his anticipated intrusion. 

Her hands leaped to his torso. “No, you’re too big!”

His shoulders dropped. His blind fury receded to become something else. Their position didn’t change. Still, he held her open. Her nipples heated against the fabric covering his chest. She wasn’t sure what to do… so she rested her palm on his rough jaw.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “Thank you. For bailing me out… again.” He didn’t say anything. Amazement relaxed his expression in a way she’d never seen before. “Rushe?”

“Your only problem is…”

He didn’t finish the thought but placed her back on her feet and withdrew. She flattened her hands on the wall while he scanned her figure again. His interest wasn’t as feral, but it was no less heated.

For the first time, it hit her he might be attracted to her. As quickly as she had the thought, she dismissed it. 

A man like Rushe would have no use for her. Her short, skinny stature wasn’t complimented by her disproportionate breasts. A very generous C cup that would be normal on any other woman made her top heavy. 

The weight of her breasts often niggled her back. Except under Rushe’s scrutiny, for the first time, she was proud of them. Maybe the sight could distract him from the trouble in his life and this tense situation.

“What did you do to them?” she whispered.

“They’re unconscious,” he said, lowering his attention from her chest.

“All of them?”

“No one touches what’s mine,” he growled, and took an involuntary step toward her. “You can cover up now.”

“I know.”

Bold wasn’t usually her nature. Her confidence had been knocked so many times growing up that remaining in the shade of her sisters had become habit. There in that room with this man she trusted despite everything, she was happy to be on show for him.

His eyes rose to hers; his feral aura was back. “You don’t cower.”

“Not from you,” she said.

“Do you want it? Do you want me to turn you out to them?”

“No.”

Rushe had been sure in every exchange they’d ever had; he was the most adamant man she’d met. But a question mark hung over his head now. With one more lingering gaze over her figure, he turned on his heels.

“Stay,” he ordered and slammed out of the room.


 

 

EIGHT

 

 

Activity didn’t start for quite a while. Though movement increased, no one out there spoke. The light from the gap under the door faded, still no one came to her, not until it was almost gone.

Rushe pushed open the bedroom door. “Out,” he ordered.

She didn’t want to leave the safety of the room, but he gave her no choice. The jeans he’d bought at least fortified her against prying hands. The black and red shirt he’d given her on day one gave her comfort, so she wore that and his thick socks too.

The television was on in the living room. No other lights, just the glare of the TV screen. Loitering by the bedroom, she wasn’t sure what to do.

“Here,” Rushe barked. 

None of the men took their attention from the football on TV.

She went to him as instructed. He snagged the shirt to pull her down onto his lap. Still, they remained fixated on the TV. 

Rushe fumbled with the fabric. “Undo the bottom four buttons,” he said. The moment she did, his hand slipped inside to stroke her abdomen. “Pizza.” He semi-nodded to the open pizza box on the coffee table, two boxes actually. “Eat.”

As she leaned over, reaching for the box, his hand drifted up, making contact with the underside of her breast. Not that he seemed to notice. She sat back and ate the pizza slice with the heat of his hand heavy on her stomach.

It shifted higher to her ribcage. “Get us a beer,” he said, boosting her to her feet with his knee then smacking her ass.

No man had ever… At a loss, she went to the fridge, hoping the bottles were there. Retrieving one, she went back to him. He twisted it open and tossed the lid to the floor before pulling her into his lap again. 

As he settled in the seat, he took her backward to lean on his chest. One of his hands stayed around his beer on the arm of the chair while the other slipped under her shirt again. Only this time, it went straight to her breast. Her nipple immediately pebbled. If he noticed, he didn’t react.

She’d never watched a football game. The more she watched, the less she understood how it could transfix so many grown men. Rushe slurped the beer then touched the cold bottle to her bare abdomen. It took a second to realize he was offering her the liquid. 

She accepted and drank a long slug, nearly choking when Rushe squeezed her breast. She’d never done this. Never sat in the lap of a man, and certainly never one who’d claimed her as his property.

The other men didn’t look at her or Rushe. From stolen glances she caught their way, it was clear they wore fresh bruises. Rushe must’ve put them there after the altercation this afternoon. 

Someone causing physical harm to protect her honor should shock and disgust her… but it didn’t. It awoke something in her gut, and despite it being against the vulnerable-victim character being held against her will, she turned her face toward Rushe, tucking her head under his chin. Looking at nothing was preferable to watching sport. As surprising as it was, her little nest was more than safe, it was her haven.

 

 

The next thing she was aware of was being shifted from a seated position to a lying one. Blinking open her eyes, she watched Rushe closing the bedroom door then shirking his tee-shirt.

With the door closed, the room was in darkness, he couldn’t have noticed her awareness. He kicked off his boots and tugged open the buttons of his jeans. Before there was a chance to speak, he scooped her up and settled her body on top of his. If they were going to end up in that position anyway, they might as well start that way.

He stroked her hair as he had that morning. That hand eventually settled on her crown as the other snaked under her shirt. No accident this time. When he patted her rump, the denim dampening the contact was frustrating. 

Distraction came with the welcome intrusion of the bulge she’d become familiar with. It flattered her. On a sigh, she closed her eyes and enjoyed the intimacy of their position… He hadn’t cuffed her, she was free. For a man who told her to trust no one, he put his faith in her. With that thought, she fell asleep with a smile on her face. 
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The next day, her protector stood guard while she washed. After, he put her in the kitchen for breakfast and let her sit there for most of the morning. None of the men bothered her. Hopefully that meant they’d learned their lesson.

As soon as the talk between the men turned serious, Rushe ordered her back to the bedroom. Whatever was going on, he didn’t want her to hear any of the details, not in front of the others anyway. Rushe gave commands, and she complied. When she got back to the bedroom, she pushed the door but didn’t let it close all the way.

“Six days he said.” She recognized Skeeve’s voice. 

“It’ll be longer,” Glen said. 

“He’s got a week.”

“We gotta go break some legs tomorrow,” Skeeve tittered.

“You’re not gonna break nothing,” Rushe said. “You’re scared shitless of your own shadow.”

“Fuck off,” Skeeve replied.

“Tomorrow’s when we get answers,” Rushe said. 

“One way or another,” Shiv said, “tomorrow’s gonna include a body count.”

“Who gives a fuck?” Rushe said. “We go in cool and get out. No looking for trouble.”

“You skinned that last guy,” Shiv said. “Who the fuck are you to tell us what to do?”

“He pissed me off,” Rushe said. “Don’t make the same mistake.”

“Who put you in charge?” Skeeve announced.

Chair legs scraped on the floor.

“We let you get away with that shit yesterday,” Shiv said. 

“You think you’re a gang now?” Rushe asked.

“Maybe we get rid of you and take control.”

“Victor won’t deal with any of you,” Rushe said.

“If you’re not here, he’ll have to.”

“You think you can take me with that blade? Don’t make me laugh.”

One thump followed another. Judging by the clatter someone hit the floor. A crash of furniture came as the scuffling increased with the shouting.

They were fighting, the weight of fists met faces. He was out there alone. Rushe versus the four of them.

“Get the blade,” Skeeve shouted. “Hold him!”

Without thinking, she grabbed the gun from the drawer and rushed to the kitchen, weapon raised. Splinters of wood were scattered on the floor, interspersed with shards of broken crockery, but the mess paled in the shade of the gang blocking their victim from her view.

“Let him go!” she shouted, clasping the weapon in both hands.

Skeeve and the Kid were holding Rushe’s torso down while Glen lay on his legs. Shiv was half up, half down on his way to an alarmingly vicious blade on the floor a few feet away.

“Hey, little girl,” Skeeve laughed. “You’re gonna be all ours soon.”

“She’s not gonna shoot no one,” Glen said.

Shiv took a step closer to the blade. On reflex, she shifted aim and pulled the trigger. She’d never shot a gun, and the kick sent her backwards, but the echoing scream of Shiv canceled out her shock.

“What the fuck!” Skeeve hollered.

The Kid fell away and Rushe pounced to his feet. He didn’t waste any time pandering to the bleeding Shiv in a heap on the floor.

Rushe came straight to her, seized her arm, and dragged her back to the bedroom. He slammed the door, snatching the gun out of her hands. Simultaneously, he dropped the weapon into the drawer and threw her down on the bed. 

“What the fuck were you thinking?”

The blood on his head and the bruise forming on his jaw infused her with terrified shock.

Clambering to her knees, she snagged his jeans pocket. “You’re bleeding!” she exclaimed.

Releasing him, she scrambled to the floor to get the bag he’d stashed under the bed. As she rummaged through it for the first aid kit, Rushe got hold of her, dragging her away from the task to dump her back on the bed.

“Answer me!”

“I didn’t want you to get hurt,” she said. 

“You came out there… you could’ve been hurt! You could’ve been killed!”

“They wanted to hurt you!” she said, getting onto her feet on the bed.

“You fired,” he said. “You actually shot him.”

“Yes.”

His arm came around, sweeping her legs from under her, planting her back on the bed to come down on top. With bruising force, his mouth came down on hers. The rasp of his stubble and the taste of his tongue were like nothing she’d ever experienced. 

Parting her thighs, she resented the fabric barriers between them. In her need, she grabbed his hair in her fists and raised her chin, consuming more of him. The rumble of his chest on hers drew a scratching screech from her throat.

“Why would you do that?” he panted, snagging her lower lip in his teeth. “Why did you come out there and put yourself in danger?”

Between swallowed breaths, she managed to speak. “No one touches my stuff.” She couldn’t take her eyes from his mouth. “Kiss me again.”

He didn’t. “You’re telling me this is consensual.”

“Yes.”

“That’s… kind.”

“Kiss me again, Rushe,” she said, her hands descending to each side of his neck. “Please.”

Commotion beyond their door continued but faded away beneath the significance of his mouth devouring hers. As he massaged her breast, her legs coiled around him, hooking her feet around his thighs to urge her center up while pulling him down. 

Wriggling, she massaged her own swollen tissues against his. “Rushe,” she exhaled when he kissed down to her throat. 

He tore open her shirt and sucked on her neck conveying his harsh, unforgiving need. The pain only made her yelp again… and not in fear. She locked her ankles around him as he moved lower covering her breasts in hot, wet kisses. Scraping his teeth over her nipple drove another squeal from her, she arched up into his mouth.

“Rushe,” she panted, running her hands through his hair.

He lifted up to yank off his tee-shirt. “You gonna let me fuck you?” he grumbled.

Every raw nerve ending tingled.

With a rush of blood to her engorged flesh, she shuddered. “Yes.” 

Patience was for other men. Rushe didn’t have any interest in subtlety. His world was black and white, you wanted sex, or you didn’t, and right now she wanted it. On opening her jeans, Rushe rammed them down to her knees and settled over her. His long finger parted her folds and slid through her juices, coating itself with them.

He sampled her neck again. “You’re wet,” he said, nipping her earlobe. When he brought his finger up to her lips, she opened to lap her taste from him. “Good girl.” 

Circling her hard nipples with his still damp digit, he trailed it back down to her wet center. Pushing at her clit, he slid his finger down until it dipped into her. That invasion provoked another whimper and she pushed up, pressing herself against him.

“You’ll get it, Red,” he said, squeezing her nipple hard inside the joint of his thumb. “Don’t you worry, you’re gonna get it good. I’m gonna fuck your sweet little pussy now, right here. You want that? You want me to fuck you, don’t you?” She nodded past her crossing eyes as he plundered her with a second finger. “Say it.” When he shoved a third inside her, she cried out and bucked in response to the climax that blasted her body. “Say it!”

“Fuck me, oh God, Rushe! Please fuck me now!”

The vibration of his sinister laugh only made her writhe against his hand still playing inside her while tickling her clit. The heel of his hand pushed down on her pubis, fixing her in place with his solid weight.

“Jeans off,” he demanded.

She quickly kicked them from her legs, getting herself naked for him while he unbuttoned his jeans with one tug.

“Open your legs,” he said, though she already had them around him. 

She lifted and locked her limbs higher. “You’re big,” she whispered when his fierce eyes met hers. 

“You’re tight,” he said. “But you’re wet. I’m gonna slide in real easy, Red. Your greedy little pussy’s gonna gobble my cock and beg for more.”

He toyed with her clit, rubbing her in long, languorous strokes until her juices seeped from inside her. 

“Want me to eat you first?” he said, wrapping her hair around his fist.

“I want you in me,” she confessed, lifting her mouth to his. 

Rushe dutifully returned her kiss, but his fingers slid away to take hold of her hips. One hand disappeared before she heard the rustle of paper. What was he doing? That question was answered by him opening a condom pack with his teeth. 

“You bought condoms?” she asked, learning why she hadn’t been allowed to look in that second bag.

“I’ve wanted to fuck you since I saw you on that street.”

She wasn’t surprised by his arrogance or his forethought. Those were two things he had in abundance.

“Look at me,” he demanded after rolling on the condom. She complied. “I’m gonna fuck you.”

She nodded. “Yes, Rushe, I want you to.”

“I won’t ask again.”

Her hand was pale and feeble against his face, but she smiled in consent. His gaze stayed locked on her as he pushed inside. 

The consuming fizzle of him forging ahead tensed her to wince and he stopped.

“You don’t get a guy like me to here then back out.”

Maybe he was trying to threaten her, but she didn’t believe it. If she said stop, he’d stop.

“I don’t want you to stop,” she whispered and rocked her hips. 

When she sucked the first two inches of him into her, he growled. He actually bared his teeth and growled down at her. God, he was so… primal. 

“More,” she said, her breathing growing shallower. “I want more.”

He surged forward, she screamed at the stinging pain his intrusion caused. The girth of him wanted to rip her in two, and she was about to beg for mercy when his mouth covered hers in a much more tender, slower sampling of every crevice of her mouth. 

Her whole body sagged into the bed until she was dead weight, incapable of much. Slinging her arms up around his neck, Rushe took his time fondling her breasts, growing rougher as his need increased.

The deep kiss with such slow intention narrowed her world to his two lips, his tongue, and his calloused fingers so coarse yet so gentle.

When his mouth receded, hers tried to follow but he pinched her nipple and she opened her eyes.

Her insides ached. Her slick passage burst with the invasion of his probe, but his gentle kiss had relaxed her enough to push himself in deep.

“Fuck me.”

No sooner had she said the words than he slid out only to plunge back into her.

“You like that?” He snagged her nipple between his fingers and tugged. His lips moved to the shell of her ear. “I’m gonna fuck you so hard right now, and anytime I want, you hear me? You’re for my pleasure now. You’re never gonna say no to me. Your hot little pussy wants more.” He pulled out and drove in again. “Yeah, your tight little cunt feels good, sucking my cock in deep. You want it, don’t you? You want more?”

“Yes,” she breathed, tracing her fingertips over his muscles. “Give it to me, Rushe. Own me. Show me what you want from me.”

He hammered out and into her holding her hips to force himself in deeper than she’d known was possible. While she screamed out his name and panted for more, he took her to climax three more times. With a growl, he propelled into her again, digging his strong fingers into her hips, branding ownership into her skin, into her body and soul.

Rushe paused for barely five seconds. Without looking at her he left the bed, and then left the room.
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She hadn’t seen much of his body. He’d kept his jeans on while she was all but naked. Closing the shirt around herself as she sat up, she wondered what to do next. Shiv could be dead. Maybe the others had taken him to a hospital, or maybe they were mad and wanted revenge. Although if they did, they wouldn’t have let her and Rushe finish, would they? The slimeballs didn’t strike her as the patient types.

Being intimate with Rushe was unplanned, from her side anyway. He’d known it, somehow, why else would he have bought protection? Of all the people in the world, he didn’t seem like her obvious type. That a criminal would be her type at all. A criminal who may have sinister intentions, if not towards her then certainly toward others. Still, she didn’t fear him.

The mattress was thin and her back hurt a little, but when she examined her body, the signs of their union all over her made every second worth it. Deep red welts formed over her hips; the stubble burn on her breasts reddened her. The evidence made her quiver. 

Rushe had been in her. The man had saved her life, she’d assumed he could never want her or fit inside her, but he’d climaxed in her body. Inside little Felicity Hughes, a woman of no consequence to anyone. 

On the other side of the closed bedroom door, frantic voices snagged her attention, but she couldn’t decipher what was being said. It might be important for her to defend herself soon. Lounging around naked wouldn’t be a good spot to be discovered in. She shirked her disbelief and rolled off the bed only to collapse on the floor. 

Her jelly legs wobbled, her knees had given out, and the passage that had welcomed him now ached, her cervix bruised inside. He’d wanted her so badly the need had consumed him, both of them.

The door opened and Rushe came in, back in his jeans with wet hair, he must’ve been in the shower. He literally stepped over her to snag his tee-shirt then crouched at her side. Still no acknowledgement.

He took the bottom drawer off its runners then reached to the back and pulled out a roll of banknotes. He threw them down to her while thumping the drawer shut.

“What’s this?”

“We’re going to get Shiv patched up,” Rushe said, stuffing his feet into his boots. “Get out of here.”

“What?” she asked, picking up the roll of money.

“There’s five hundred bucks there. Out the front go left. In a mile you’ll find a fence, follow it south. Dress warm; take the water and the first-aid stuff.”

“You said I couldn’t go,” she said. “That you wouldn’t let me go.”

“The cash will get you a room and transport when you get back to town. Go home to your boyfriend.”

He finished tying his boots and was about to stand up.

She snatched his forearm. “What about you?” she asked. “They wanted to kill you.”

“I’ve faced worse with longer odds,” he said. “Get out of here.”

“I don’t want to leave you.”

“You’ve served your purpose. I don’t need you around no more.”

“You wanted to have sex with me,” she said. “You kept me here until I… until it was consensual.”

The smirk on his face was enough to confirm her fear. “Wait sixty seconds, then leave,” he said, and this time he did get up.

She scrambled to her feet to grab him again. “You’re in danger here.”

Rushe wrenched his arm from her grip. “You got one use, sweetheart,” he said, palming her breast. “Wasn’t good enough for a replay.”

“So that’s it?”

“Wait sixty seconds.”

With a leer, he scanned her figure. For the first time, he made her feel ugly and used. Then without meeting her gaze he left the room, and the house.

Long after she’d listened to the truck drive away, she still sat on the bed wearing only his open shirt. He’d told her to clear out, yet something didn’t fit. Maybe Rushe wasn’t warm and fuzzy, but he’d never been cruel. She’d seen hints of a vulnerability in him and a gentleness it would be difficult for him to admit. He’d used her for sex, for his own pleasure, although he’d ensured hers too.

Sitting there was wasting time. She had to make a move. Her first aim was to shower. The building was empty. No one could threaten her but that didn’t mean she hung around. Using Rushe’s soap instead of the one he’d bought specifically for her, she washed her body and saved time by not washing her hair. With no way to dry it, she didn’t want to be out in the cold with it wet.

In the bedroom, she hit a snag. None of the clothes Rushe bought for her could be considered warm. Granted, he hadn’t had a lot of time, and probably didn’t want to let the others know he was making purchases on her behalf, he couldn’t have come back with a complete wardrobe.

Choosing the jeans and the two thickest tops, she dressed then grabbed up his shirt and tied it around her hips. The next problem was transport. Filling one of the paper bags with the things she might need stretched its ability to hold. Would a paper bag be strong enough? After searching the shack and finding no alternative, she didn’t have a choice. 

Almost ready to leave, she stalled again. Shoes? Boots? Footwear? She had none. Her own shoes had been missing since Dell’s, and the only thing she’d worn on her feet since getting to the shack was Rushe’s socks. Pulling on two pairs, she snatched up her paper bag and headed out the door to follow Rushe’s instructions. 

The goons could be back at any time. She didn’t know where they were taking Shiv though she doubted it was a hospital. Maybe they had a local contact who could patch him up. In movies, the bad guys always leaned on some doctor somewhere to do what was needed without reporting the injury to authorities.

But this wasn’t a movie. Rushe might not be like the others, but there was no love lost between him and Shiv. It was as likely they were taking the injured Shiv to a deserted place to put him out of his misery. No one could ask questions if they didn’t witness the result of her crime.

The sun was hot, or maybe it was her pace that caused perspiration to quickly spring from her pores. Whatever the reason, she couldn’t let up. Getting distance between herself and the shack was her most important goal. 

Rushe had said civilization was miles away. He’d told her to dress warm and take supplies. That had to mean her escape trek would take a while. The afternoon sun should be past its peak, but her temperature stayed high. Losing water right now could be detrimental later but slowing down wasn’t an option. 

She paused a couple of hours into her hike, long after finding the fence Rushe referred to, and retrieved some water. The bold blue sky she’d caught glimpses of had become decidedly gray. Heat hung in the humid air, dense and oppressive around her. But she got moving again, she had to keep moving.

Her thoughts kept returning to Rushe, to what had happened that day, to his parting words. She’d spent her life trying not to ruffle feathers. The only time she’d asserted herself in the past led to estrangement from her family. She’d stood up for herself then out of necessity. Rushe had stood up for her at Dell’s, and that day she’d stood up for him. 

But the fact remained the goons didn’t like Rushe. He wouldn’t be safe alone. Rushe was the toughest, strongest man she’d ever known. But out there the hyenas could do what they wanted, and they would play dirty. Rushe himself had said these men would shoot a man in the back.

She’d never see Rushe again. He’d never blip on her radar. Why would he? They’d met by accident and walking away meant never knowing what became of him. Rushe was alone, surrounded by men who wished him dead. He had an authority they resented. If he walked away from this criminal plot alive, she’d be surprised. 

More likely was the lowlifes shooting him while he slept. They could dispose of his body, and no one would ever know. She would never know. Walking away, abandoning him, meant her own desertion of him. Wouldn’t that make her partially responsible for his death? He’d been there to defend her when no one could, but now he was alone. 

The heavy plop of rain hitting her wrist shook her from her thoughts. In the moment she registered the moisture, the heavens opened and rain cascaded from the sky. Still following the fence, she pushed on, hoping sanctuary was close. The arduous trip would be worth it if it freed her. Doubts crept in though, three hours must have passed, and she hadn’t seen a glimmer of hope or civilization.

Worrying about Rushe was self-indulgent. A man like him was tough. He was more than capable of looking after himself. Believing she could impact his life, or help him, was flattering herself with little evidence to back it up. In the kitchen, shooting Shiv, had been a fluke. Sure, Rushe got himself in a jam but maybe he would’ve got out of it without her interruption. 

She stopped to untie the shirt from her hips and put it on. Her soaked clothes stuck to her, her jeans heavy, and already her socks were caked in mud. She propped the paper bag on a fencepost to button up the shirt. Before she could grab it again, the bag fell from its perch, scattering its contents. 

The beat of the heavy drops splatted into the mud seeping between her toes. Thunder crashed far above. The longer she stood there, the deeper she sank. What should she do? 

Scrambling to gather the necessities, she lifted the hem of her shirt to make a pouch for them. Not ideal. She’d need the water, and the food that hadn’t been ruined by the mud. Most of the first-aid items were lost. As hope dwindled, a flash of lightening in the darkening air startled her upright. 

Being in the trees wasn’t the safest place in that kind of weather. Though she could see the line of the fence stretched out in front of her, it got lost in the foliage far up ahead. Maybe there could be a clearing nearby, she started into the trees looking for shelter. 

The rumble of an engine inspired optimism. She cast her eyes upward, thankful for this serendipity. If the fence was around someone’s property, it stood to reason that person could be patrolling the perimeter. If the landowner found her, she could get to shelter, to a phone, and be home by the morning. 

Progress was slow going as her sodden feet had to be hauled from the viscous mud one after the other. 

A flash of light lifted her chin. Her hands dropped, sending the items in her shirt pouch to the ground. That wasn’t the lightening, that flare was headlights. Picking up the pace, she raced as fast as she could toward the noise. When those lights became a solid beam, she lifted her hands to wave, begging not to get lost in the shadows. 

The light stayed on, came closer, her cheeks burned with the width of the grin on her face. This was it, the moment she’d be saved. The rumble slowed until the vehicle came to a stop. The glare from the headlights kept her from picking out details beyond. Her hand rose to block it out as she heard a door opening. 

“Lookie, lookie.”

Her blood froze. Her smile fell. Her body screamed in dismay. “Skeeve,” she exhaled.

“In the flesh,” he said, moving closer. “You going somewhere or just on the welcoming committee? You’re pretty far from home. What were you doing? Running away? You’ll pay for that little girl.”

She took a step away but slipped in the mud and fell backwards. Another door opened, producing a familiar silhouette. A silent silhouette. Skeeve sidled closer, like a scavenger creeping up on a carcass, ready to pick it clean. 

Rushe wasn’t so shifty. He strode over to snatch her up, and carried her into the truck, tossing her on the floor rather than giving her a seat. Skeeve’s cackle came back into the truck, and then Glen was driving again. 

Rushe hadn’t said a single word, but she didn’t need him to spell out his mood. He was pissed. Seriously pissed.
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She’d missed her chance. Now she was back with these men, who were capable of anything. Freedom had been brief. Too brief. The rain, the terrain, the loss of her supplies, despite those negatives, there was hope of a chance… or there would’ve been if the goons hadn’t been out there too. 

Rushe and the others were heading back to the hideout. The first night they arrived there, she hadn’t been aware of their surroundings, or known their destination. On her expedition, she’d learned most of the environment looked the same as the rest. It didn’t matter that she’d walked in the opposite direction to the one they’d driven on her first arrival there. Apparently, danger could come from any angle.

They got back to the shack and the men piled out like she was trapped in a recurring nightmare. Rushe seized her before she even got out of the truck and carried her inside to the bedroom without her ever touching the floor. Not until he dropped her down onto it. It was dark. Cold. She was wet and dirty. But it was Rushe’s seething figure that commanded urgent attention.

“Sixty seconds,” he muttered, anger hot in his words. “I said sixty seconds. Can you count?”

“I’m sorry,” she said. “When the rain started… and the lightening… the mud. I didn’t have anything on my feet.”

He grabbed her again, hauling her to the tips of her toes to flatten her against the wall.

She blinked into the darkness and tried to apologize again, but his hand closed over her mouth.

“You like it here?” he snarled. “I told you to take a hike. I was never supposed to see you again.”

With his usual finesse, he released her, and she collapsed to the floor. His brusqueness was almost familiar. The light of the lamp that came on was so harsh, she held up a hand to block the bright intrusion and got back to her feet. Rushe paced the width of the room in front of the door, like a caged wildcat. Like before, he clenched and unclenched his fists.

“Can I go get cleaned up?”

Rushe stopped pacing. “Take off your clothes.”

“Excuse me?”

“Now,” he rumbled.

Exhaustion waned as she observed him, chin down, his eyes black, his short, shallow breaths. He made demands, yet she felt powerful. This man wanted something he’d only get if she complied. He’d proved he wouldn’t take it by force.

After the disastrous day, this was the comfort she needed, and it was the only way Rushe knew how to give it. She unzipped her jeans and unbuttoned the shirt, letting it drop. One top came off, then the other, peeling back the layers with excruciating diligence.

His fingers began to flex again. He wanted her to move faster. She didn’t. With his eyes on hers, she very slowly pushed her jeans down, and stepped out of them, kicking off the dirty socks in the process. In front of him, completely naked, she let him look his fill.

“Turn around.”

When his voice rumbled and his lips didn’t move, she got chills, but she did as told. Without seeing him, she knew he was examining this new angle of her as intently as the first. 

Rushe made no noise when he moved closer. The first she knew of his proximity was the crushing hold of his hands on her ass. He squeezed and stroked her, then drew his hand down between her cheeks until he reached her clit. His other arm came around to grip her breast.

Two of his fingers slid into her, then a third, in and out. Urging her hard against the wall, his fingers worked in and out of her.

“You want more of this?” he growled into her ear. The humidity of his breath dampened her hair. “You dirty little whore, you’re soaking me. You like this?”

From how she squirmed against him, there could be no denying how amazing he made her feel. Too soon, his hand was gone. 

“Put your hands on the wall,” he said, yanking her hips back until she was bent to ninety degrees.

“Rushe—”

He smacked her ass. “I don’t want to hear you. I’m gonna fuck you good. Fuck some sense into that pretty little head of yours. I don’t want to hear one sound from you, not one single sound.”

Reaching between her legs, he pinched her clit. Her knees tried to buckle but he kicked her feet apart and pulled his buttons open. She heard him access the drawer, and then the rustle of the condom packet being torn. Her vague awareness of his hand landing on the wall above her dissipated the second he plunged into her. This wasn’t slow like the last time; he rammed himself into her right to the hilt with one thrust.

Her insides screamed and he battered her cervix with every advance, but he got faster, harder, propelling himself into her until… he stopped. Deep inside her, he froze. She wanted to ask why, to beg more, but stayed silent, as per his request.

“Do you feel that?” he growled, lowering himself to speak into her hair while his hands groped her breasts. “You feel my dick in you? Does your pussy like that?” He twiddled her nipples between his thumb and forefinger. “Speak.”

“Yes,” she whispered.

“You like my long, fat cock in you? You better get used to it now. You hungry for my dick? Speak!”

“Yes,” she said with the shimmering awareness of orgasm coming from her shoulders to her core.

“That’s okay,” he said, rubbing his face in her hair. “You want to come all over my cock you do it. You better get used to it. Your only purpose in life now is to accommodate my cock in your cunt. Morning, noon, or night, you’re gonna get fucked when I want it. You gonna do as you’re told, Kitten?” He began to slide back and forth so slow it was agonizing. “I’m gonna fuck you any time I want, how I want. If I want it fast and dirty, I’m gonna take it. When I tell you to eat, you’re gonna suck your breakfast from my balls. You gonna do as you’re told? Speak.”

“Yes,” she croaked, pushing back against his invasion.

“Sir,” he said. “Yes, sir.”

“Yes, sir,” she repeated on a whine.

“You want me to fuck you?” he asked, stopping again.

“Yes, sir.” 

“What’s the magic word?” he sneered.

“Please,” she said. “Please, fuck me.”

One hand shot from her breast to her clit, squeezing again. “Don’t think about coming until I tell you to,” he said. “You hear me?”

“Yes, sir.”

He surged in deep, angling her hips for deeper penetration. She cried out and he spanked her again, harder, much harder. 

She wanted more and struggled not to call out for it. “Please!” she begged. “Oh God, Rushe! Please! Yes!”

With one more slap, he grabbed her hips and shoved into her faster until he growled. “Now.”

Just like that, her inner muscles clamped around him, and she shouted for him again. The impact of orgasm was ruthless and all-consuming. She wasn’t sure she could handle it, wasn’t sure she could feel everywhere all at once and it just kept going and going. 

With another thrust into her, Rushe stopped and grabbed a butt cheek in each hand. She shuddered and whimpered when he withdrew without a word. Two beats passed then the door slammed… so much for no replays. 

She righted herself, leaning on the wall, not entirely sure what to do next. 

The door opened again and Rushe returned, buttoned up as though previous events hadn’t happened at all. What should she say? She couldn’t even form words.

“Shiv will be back,” Rushe said. “It’s your blood he’ll want.”

Revenge? This life was supposed to be in her past and suddenly she got it. Rushe had told her to go because Shiv would come back angry.

“I’ll deal with it,” she said.

“Will you?”

“Yeah,” she said. Her confidence was bravado, that was all she had to draw upon.

“You were supposed to be gone,” he said. “You’re in it now. You’re stuck here.”

“You watch my back, I’ll watch yours.”

Implying he might need help from a feeble woman wouldn’t be appreciated by a man like Rushe. Whether or not he wanted a reminder, she had helped him out by shooting Shiv. 

“I’m not gonna fall for you, Kitten,” he said, almost snickering at her. “You’ve got a tight, little pussy that’s good for strangling my cock, that’s it.”

“Yet,” she said, moving across the room. “Earlier you said it wasn’t good enough for a replay… I think that’s what we just had.”

“I don’t see a lot of options around here, do you?”

“I think you like having sex with me,” she said, sliding her hands into his front jeans pockets when she reached him.

“I’m a guy, damn right I like sex.”

“With me,” she said. “I think you like having sex… with me.”

“One pussy’s as good as the next.” 

“We’ll see,” she said, levering up to kiss his jaw. “I like having sex with you.”

Rushe tugged the towel from the end of the bed. “You better get washed.”

“Are you going to join me in the shower?”

“Why would you want to get mixed up with a guy like me?” he asked.

Something in him was softer, though he did his best to disguise it. 

“I’ll let you soap my back,” Flick said. 

“Answer my question.”

“About getting mixed up?”

“There’s no happy ever after. I’m not a bad guy with a good heart, this is no fantasy. If you knew who I was, the things I’ve done, you’d cry and run for your mama.”

She took the towel, wrapped it around her body, and left the bedroom to head for the shower. The answer to his question wasn’t simple. It would mean admitting to him something she struggled with: she cared about him. Movement behind her as she switched on the shower caused her to glance back over her shoulder. Rushe was by the door with his back to her, on sentry duty.

Quickly washing the muck, sweat, and grime from her body, she finished up and wrapped herself in the towel again. As Rushe ushered her out of the bathroom, Skeeve was yelling at the Kid about something in the kitchen.

The toil of the day caught up with her. She cast the towel aside after a quickly swiping away the droplets remaining on her skin and crawled onto the bed to lie out flat on her belly. Something landed on her back, she twisted to figure out what it was: another of Rushe’s shirts. With a question in them, her eyes rose to his.

“I don’t trust those guys not to walk in here,” he said. 

She sat up to untangle the shirt and put her arms in the sleeves without buttoning it. Rushe removed his tee-shirt and kicked off his boots. 

When he came toward her, she held up a hand. “Take off your jeans,” she said. His brow sloped, probably because he was the one who gave orders. “Please.”

“I don’t wear underwear.”

“I know,” she said. “You have nothing to be modest about. I promise I’ll keep him shielded from prying eyes if there are any.”

“Him,” Rushe muttered while complying with her request. 

Though she couldn’t be completely sure, there might have been a whisper of a laugh in his voice.

When he kicked his jeans away, she prepared to be scooped up on top of him as his usual blanket. Instead, he fell down on top of her, bracing his forearms at either side of her head.

“I’m gonna fuck you again,” he said. 

Her fingertips searched his chest. “Okay.”

“And through the night, whenever I want it.”

“I heard you when you said that the first time.” She planted her feet on his calves and drew them up to his thighs. “Ready when you are.”

“Just like that,” he said. “You’re giving me complete access.”

“I know how important it is to you that this be consensual.”

“How do you know that?”

“Because I do,” she said. “I like having sex with you. I want to have sex with you.”

“I really thought I got rid of you today,” he said, in a gentler tone than earlier when making the same point.

“Rushe, fuck me,” she said, letting a smile curl her lips. “Please, sir.”

And without pushing the subject, he pushed into her over and over again all night long.
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By the time her eyes opened the next morning, every single inch of her screamed.

She’d never had so much sex. Every encounter with Rushe outweighed every remotely sexual episode she’d ever had previously in her whole life. Yet when she awoke, with her naked skin sticking to his, the musky smell of man merged with the scent of their joining, and she purred, stretching out her stiff muscles. His own stiffness nudged her thigh. Was he always aroused this often or was it related to her presence?

Sliding her body up, she kissed his jaw, feathering her fingers down his chest and up the muscles of his arm, learning his incredible physique. Still slumbering, he didn’t respond to her exploration. She carried on down his body, taking the time to admire him in a way she wouldn’t be able to when he awoke.

Choosing not to linger over his impressive abs, there was another part of him she wanted to learn. She followed the column of dark hair from his navel down to the length of him.

Her eyes watered at the sight of his penis in all its glory. Had it really been inside her? It had. Deep, deep inside her, invading her stretched passage that now cried in agony. Running her finger from its base to his head, it jumped in response. The silk of his skin begged more attention, and she rubbed her cheek over him, closing her eyes to sink into the luxury of his hide.

The mammoth intruder had given her pleasure, pulsed in and out of her, been used as a weapon to fulfill their desires. She pressed her lips to him, placing kisses the length and width of him. Drawing her hands up his thighs, she cupped his testicles, drumming her fingers around them gently testing their weight. With another kiss on his tip, she flicked her tongue across the glistening liquid seeping from him.

She wasn’t naive enough to think she could ever pleasure him with her mouth. She’d be awkward and inexperienced. Also, given his size, she’d never be able to take him deep in her throat. But while he remained asleep, she let herself believe it was possible. That she was capable of dispensing pleasure. 

A man as virile as Rushe would be difficult to conquer. If a woman could control his pleasure, she’d be formidable. With Rushe in her power she’d be capable of anything.

She sucked his head into her mouth, circling him with her tongue, still fingering his balls she tasted more liquid. Spurred on by her imagination, she closed her eyes and dreamed of delivering Rushe to ecstasy. Sucking more, she took him as deep as she could. Sucking and licking, one hand circled him and began to squeeze, copying the milking action of her vagina he seemed to enjoy so much.

Her lack of experience was nothing in her mind. Her timidity didn’t exist. She had Rushe at her beck and call, utterly devoted to the bliss she supplied. The man in her imagination was drawn to her, with her, proud of her.

Fervor burst in her so hard that she sucked him deep, pressing her own legs together. Her action and imagination had taken her to the brink of her own orgasm. Reveling in the fantasy when a thick liquid spurted in her mouth, she automatically swallowed him down, sucking his hot seed into her belly. 

When his hand landed on her head, she opened her eyes and blinked up to see his head angled on the pillow, her in his sights, the usual flat expression on his face. 

Slowly, her mouth slid away, his head trailed down her chin. Licking her lips, she could still taste him in her throat; every corner of her whole body was tingling.

She kneeled up between his legs. “Sorry,” she whispered.

“Yeah,” he said without moving his lips.

In her curiosity, the one thing she hadn’t considered was consent. So much had been made of her approval that her not offering him the same choice suddenly appalled her. Tipping her head back, she willed tears not to fall. 

She tried to climb over his leg to stand, but he sat up and grabbed her wrist. “Explain,” he demanded. “The tears… explain.”

No actual tears had fallen, he must’ve just sensed them in her. If she didn’t know him better, she’d think concern colored his voice. 

“I took advantage of you,” she said, watching blood route back into his penis. Her efforts had pleased him for only a few seconds. “That wasn’t consensual.”

A bark of his bleak laugh startled her, but by the time she looked up his face was blank again.

“Any time you wanna suck my cock, Kitten, you go right ahead.”

“Really?” 

Though he might consider it crude, she was warmed by his generosity. Not about the act, but about alleviating her upset. Maybe her surprise showed because he gave her a shove.

“Move.”

She clambered over him to stay on the bed as he got up and snagged the towel she’d hung at the end of the bed. When he slammed out of the room, she flopped onto her back. 

If Rushe was going to shower, she’d have a few minutes alone. He’d no doubt let her shower after him. Rather than just projecting the appearance of fucking all night, they actually had been fucking all night. 

With an involuntary blush, she smiled at the memory of the things they’d done. About the things he said that made her come. Those words, his words, could almost bring her to climax on their own. Crude and domineering as it was, being owned by him was enlivening. Freeing. Being united with him made her feel powerful, like his strength transferred to her, wrapping them both in an invincible embrace.

Her thoughts drifting to that morning, about how he tasted in her mouth. Despite not having permission, she’d made him come. Had it been possible? She didn’t think so. Practice taught her something different. He’d given her free rein to pleasure him in that way at any time. For one moment, her distant dream of that formidable woman with Rushe under her power could’ve been her.

Tracing her hand over her breast to her abdomen, her knees rose, and her fingers slid over her clit. Still moist from her own almost climax during her assault on Rushe, she closed her eyes to fall back into her dream.

Rushe was strong and bold, but she imagined falling to her knees in front of him, stopping him in his tracks, unfastening his jeans so gradually it would drive him insane. He liked fast and hard, but she took him down a gear. On a moan, her hips came upward imagining what he would do when she breathed him into her, halting him, controlling him.

“What the fuck do you think you’re doing?”

It seemed every single time he walked into this room he asked her a question with the word “fuck” in it.

Under any other circumstances she might have been embarrassed to be caught playing with herself, but they’d lived in close quarters long enough.

“Shh,” she sighed, hanging on to the fantasy. 

He’d get changed and storm out of the bedroom again. She didn’t want to start over. Rushe had seen her orgasm. Plenty. That was the worst, or the best, outcome that could happen here.

The bed shifted, and her hand was snatched away. She blinked at the fury on his face. 

As angry as his expression was, she sensed some of that vulnerability he hid. “I left you unsatisfied,” he stated.

“No,” she said, using his grip to pull herself up. Though it was out of character for their relationship, she placed a short kiss on his mouth. “I don’t have a lot of experience with… well let’s just say I enjoyed… this morning.”

His expression didn’t change in the three seconds it took him to speak. “Your pussy is my plaything, not yours.”

“Okay,” she said. “Next time I’ll ask permission first.”

His nostrils flared just slightly, in the first direct positive response she’d witnessed from him over something she had said. 

“Would you like me to do that?” she asked, leaning in close. “Ask your permission before I fantasize about pleasuring you. That’s what I was doing, Rushe. I was thinking about you, about how you felt in my mouth, about the taste of you, the thick, hard length of you—”

Grabbing her arms, he pinned her down on the bed, his heavy weight pressing into her. “You’re playing a dangerous game… is that what you think this is? A game?” 

She shook her head wondering if she’d made a misstep. “No.”

“You think you can play with me? Push my buttons? A thing like you has no place on my level. You think you can rough it for a while then run home and tell your Country Club Bitches about being with a bad boy, is that it?”

She shook her head again. His grip bit into her arms. His weight was beginning to suffocate her, but he didn’t move, he just sneered at her.

“You like dirty talk? You think it makes you sexy? Let me tell you a secret, Kitten, every guy that looks at you, do you know what they see? A pair of tits.” His hands left her arms and moved to her breasts. “You got a great rack. Huge and pointy, all high and bouncy, you’ve got great boobs. No guy looks at your face. They sure don’t give a fuck about your mouth. I told you that you can suck me off anytime because you need the practice.”

He caught her lower lip, biting it until she tasted a whisper of blood. Closing his mouth on her throat over an already tender bruise, he pushed her deeper into their mattress. He must have heard her hiss at the pain his suction caused her bruised neck, because he lifted his head and snickered at her. The low, humorless laugh rattled her bones.

He carried on down to bite her breast. “This isn’t a game,” he said, licking her nipple before drawing it between his teeth. “You let your guard down. If you think for a second that this is fun, you’re gonna get hurt. I told you not to trust anyone. We all have an agenda, and you’re not a part of mine. When I’m done with you, do you know what I’m gonna do with you?”

Rushe reached down between them while biting her other nipple. Wedging his knee between her thighs, he opened her to probe his fingers into her, his weight still pinning her down.

“You’re gonna stay here and be my plaything,” he said, nuzzling at her neck. He bit her earlobe and poked another two fingers into her. “I’m gonna fuck you when I need something to do. You’re a pussy to me. Nothing but a walking pair of tits with a sweet, little ass, and I’m gonna own that too, Kitten. Make no mistake, you belong to me. You’re my possession, an object I keep in my room to get me off. A breathing porno, that’s your only use.”

Backing onto his haunches, his fingers came out as his weight receded. 

Poised there at the end of the bed, he glared at her. “Finish.”

“Wha… what?” she stuttered.

“You want to get yourself off in my bed, you’re gonna do it with an audience.”

“But—”

“You want me to call in Skeeve? Glen and the Kid?”

“No,” she said.

“Stick your finger in your pussy.”

Definitely not. If it meant being spared them… She did as told. 

“Fuck yourself with it,” he said, so she slid it in and out. “Like you mean it, Kitten.”

She closed her eyes to try blocking out his attitude, but he slapped her breast.

“This is no fantasy,” he said. “You’ve got the real thing, eyes open.” Taking her wrist, he pulled out her fingers and took them to her lips. “Clean yourself up.”

Licking her fingers wasn’t enough so he pushed them into her mouth, making her taste every drop.

“Do it again,” he commanded, sitting back at the foot of the bed. “Play with your clit. Put your other hand on your tit.”

The sinister grumble quivered her belly. “I’m coming in here with a camera later. The guys would love seeing this. Put your finger in your pussy again, two of them.”

She rubbed from her clit to her opening. As they slipped into her, she squeezed her breast, her nipple immediately pebbled. He might be demeaning her, but she could see the erection he was ignoring. 

Watching her put on a private show turned him on, and if she stopped… He’d never hurt her, he’d never force her. This was a game whether he admitted it or not. There in that room, in their safe space, he played with her just as she could play with him.

She arched up into her hand at the same moment he took his own erection in hand. Pulling her knees higher, she whimpered at the glory of her revelation. Rushe came forward on his knees, shoving them under her ass. As she increased her stroke, so did he, she played with one of her breasts and his hand snatched the other.

She sighed out his name and pushed up. Bringing her clit to her hand, she fell through the precipice of orgasm. At the same time she cried out, he roared, and blazing jets of his milky semen streamed from her pubis to her cleavage.

Both panted from their own release, he studied his seed on her skin until he found her eyes. She smiled and was about to quip when he spoke.

“You’re mine for as long as I want you,” he said, delivering the line so coldly, she frowned. “But when I’m done with you, they get you. You’re not getting out of this.”

“But yesterday,” she said.

He left the bed. “You missed your chance.” Flick propped up on her elbows. “Stay. I want you exactly where I left you. Consider my spunk your leash. Leave it exactly where it is.”

“Rushe,” she said when he went for the door.

“You’re not the first, Kitten,” he said. “You won’t be the last either.”

He slammed out as he always did, and she lay back down. She hadn’t considered he could’ve played this sequence with other women. 

Rushe got a kick from her giving in to him. That was where his desire for approval came from. The other hooligans wanted the power and control of forcing themselves on a woman. But Rushe wanted a woman to willingly submit.

When he was finished with her, what would he do? Would he let her walk away? Rushe certainly wouldn’t follow her. But would he trust her not to speak to law enforcement about him and the others in the gang?

She trusted Rushe not to hurt her, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t walk away. If he was finished and ready to move on, all he had to do was tell Skeeve he was done and leave. She would be alone.

Trusting Rushe would make or break her; it was the difference between living and dying. Sometimes he was cold, other times she feared his capability, but rough sex and dirty talk did not a criminal make. Until she knew what was going on here, she would have no way to judge the potential outcomes.

So far, she’d been the only one in the shack to commit a serious criminal offence. Other than the guys kidnapping her in the first place. But who was Victor? Why was there going to be a body count? Who had a week, and for what? Who really was Rushe?
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When Rushe came back into the bedroom a while later, his face was just as grumpy; but she was where he’d left her. That was as much because she had nothing better to do than to lounge around and wait for him to return.

“Is Rushe your first name or your last name?” she asked, dropping her hands onto her breasts.

“What?”

“It’s an unusual name and—”

“You writing a book?”

“No, I just wondered if—”

“Don’t,” he said. “Do yourself a favor, don’t try to get into my head. Shower time.”

She stretched and yawned as she got to her feet. “Everyone comes from somewhere,” she said. “Even if a lot of us would rather forget that place.”

Rushe grabbed her arm, halting her progress. Whether he wanted to ask about her past or give out some of his own history was a mystery. There were words on his lips that he didn’t share.

“Get washed,” he said and pushed her toward the door with a towel.

 

 

Rushe didn’t stay in the bathroom that day. When she emerged, he was sitting in one of the armchairs watching the door, though he turned away when she caught him staring. 

In the bedroom, one of the living room’s heavy armchairs occupied the confined space, making it feel much smaller. Why? She had no idea. 

Pulling on a sundress Rushe had bought at the same time as the jeans, she wouldn’t be going outdoors. The storm had raged through the night. All morning she’d heard the rain battering the roof. The ground would be beyond saturated; it would be a swamp out there. How long did these downpours usually last? 

The bedroom door opened, and she flipped her head back to ask. “How—” The question died on her lips. “What’s wrong?”

Rushe might have looked the same by all outward appearances, but she read him in a second.

“We have to leave today,” he said. 

“Where are we going?”

“Not us,” he said. “Me and the guys.”

“Are you coming back?”

“Yes,” he said. “But I don’t know when. We’ve got a meeting and then we’re pairing off, Glen’s with me and Skeeve has the Kid.”

“Okay,” she said, a dozen questions flying through her mind. “Unless you have a pair of rain boots, some waders, and a backpack in those jeans, I’ll have to wait for you to come back.”

“It’s not as easy as that,” Rushe said. “I told you to leave yesterday for a reason.”

“To protect me from Shiv, I know.” He didn’t play with her intelligence by denying it.

“We could be a couple of days, and I don’t know which of us will come back first.”

“So I could be left alone with Skeeve,” she said. “That’s okay, I shot a guy.”

“Except the gun is coming with me.”

“Sure, it would be hard to threaten people without one,” she said, then read from his expression he didn’t appreciate her eavesdropping. “Sorry.”

“Skeeve’s not going to touch you.”

“Yeah, because he’s a coward,” she said. “He talks the talk in front of his buddies but on his own he’s chicken.”

“You’re observant. What do you do when you’re not a prisoner?”

“I’m a kickboxing instructor.”

“Really?” he asked with a disbelieving look.

“No,” she said and grinned. “But I had you there for a second.”

“Half of one maybe, I’ve seen how you defend yourself.”

“I’m a research assistant at the National Library.”

“A book worm,” he said, whether that was meant as a compliment or an insult, she wasn’t sure.

“Can I come with you?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“You don’t want to get yourself mixed up in my world. Skeeve’s already told our boss about you, he’s too curious. I won’t present you on a plate.”

Something about the last statement wasn’t meant for her ears but Rushe hid his carelessness well.

“Stay here until I come back,” he said.

“Okay.”

“The Kid’s a perv but he won’t threaten you. Skeeve talks a good fight but if they get back before I do, don’t wait to feel threatened. Get in here and wedge the armchair between the door and the end of the bed. Skeeve has no strength, and the Kid’s a weed. The barrier will keep you safe. I’ve made sure there’s enough water under the bed to keep you going until I get back.”

“Rushe,” she said. “Whatever it is you’re going to do… is it dangerous?”

“Yes,” he said, again not insulting her intelligence. 

“I know you have an agenda, and you’re using me,” she said because those were his words. Something bubbled beneath his shield. “I don’t know about anything you do but…”

“But…?”

“Wouldn’t you rather stay here and screw me stupid than go out there and possibly get yourself hurt… or worse.”

“I can get pussy anywhere.”

And that shut her up in an instant because he was right. “I didn’t mean to imply that mine was special to you,” she said. “I meant isn’t it preferable to getting hurt… in general.”

“I’m not the one who’ll be getting hurt,” he said, showing that sneer again.

“Have you killed people?”

“What’s the matter, Kitten? You wondering about the guy you’ve had in your bed?”

“I don’t care what you’ve done,” she said. “I don’t care about what you’re going to do. I don’t know anything about you, how can I judge what I don’t know?”

“But you want to know if I’m capable?”

“I know you’re capable,” she said. “I think you’re capable of anything.”

“Is this where you convince yourself that I’m a saint? What I am doesn’t matter,” he said slowly coming toward her. “Neither does what I’m not.”

“What does matter?”

Rushe stopped in front of her. “You’re not getting out of this alive.”

She held eye contact. “I can be wily.”

“I told you this morning this wasn’t a game, you have to take this situation seriously.” 

So that’s what he’d been trying to do, him and his forethought. Rushe did nothing to suit immediate needs; everything he did was in deference to what may come next. Not what was but what would be.

Touching his tee-shirt covered abs, she startled him, but his reaction spurred her on. Her hands slid around him, continuing until her cheek rested on his torso.

“What are you doing?” he asked. 

“I’m holding you.”

“Why?” 

“If I’m going to die soon, do my motives matter?” she said, deliberately keeping the smile out of her voice.

“You have an agenda. If you think sweetening me up—”

“You saved my life already,” she said. “What matters is now, this minute. Someone could walk in and put a bullet in either of us at any second. But right now we have this, doesn’t this feel nice?”

“Nice?” he said as though she’d just asked him to eat shit. He forced her shoulders back to push her body away from his. “You think I’m your sissy little boyfriend? I’m not gonna hold you. I don’t care how you feel about anything, and you sure don’t have anything to offer me.”

She wasn’t discouraged when he pushed her away. After they’d shared something personal, he always did. Not just after physical intimacy, but when a connection began to form between them. When he sensed that she cared, or thought his own care for her was showing, he’d hurry to put up a wall. Moving closer, Flick kept her eyes on his when she began to pop open the buttons of his jeans.

“What do you think you’re doing?”

“What you told me I could do any time I want,” she said, sliding her hand into his jeans to coil her fingers around his cock. Like it sensed her desire, it shot to steel in her grip. “You might not like me very much, but he does. You told me that you don’t know when you’ll be back, and I’m going to miss him.”

“Why do you refer to my dick in the third person?”

“You don’t like it if I’m nice to you, and you don’t like being nice to me. So I’ll be nice to your dick, he seems to like me.”

Three hard knocks vibrated their door. “Move it!”

“Yeah!” Rushe shifted out of her reach while tucking himself away. “She’s sending me out the door with this,” he mumbled to himself.

“We could be quick,” she said, trying to mosey closer but he clasped her shoulders, holding her at arm’s length. 

“I’ve killed men,” he said. “I’ve gutted them and watched them die slow. Why don’t you fear me?”

Obviously, he was getting to the end of his wick. She dipped in to slide her hands into his front jeans pockets. 

“There’s more to you than that,” she said.

“How do you know?”

“Because I do.”

“Whatever,” he said, turning his back on her. “Stay.”

“Rushe,” she said when he got to the door. “Kiss me goodbye.”

“What?”

Their bedroom exploits were passionate, but since their first time together he hadn’t kissed her mouth.

“By your reckoning I’m going to die soon,” she said. “Consider it my last request.”

“Not a chance. I’ll get back to fucking you soon enough, and I’ll fuck that sweet little mouth of yours too.”

This time when he slammed out, she jumped. He’d told her he’d be back but as she listened to the men pile out and the truck trundle away through the slopping mud, something in her prickled. Her sixth sense believed something was about to change. She didn’t know what, or if it would be positive, which was unsettling. If only she’d had the power to see twenty-four hours ahead.
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Actually, slightly more than twenty-four hours had passed when the squelch of tires in mud and the rumble of an engine signaled someone’s return. Closing the mystery novel she’d found with a bunch of others in the box under the television, she craned to hear the vehicle’s progress. 

Since the gang left, the rain hadn’t let up for long. Her one attempt to get out of there was thwarted pretty quickly. Heaving her way through the mud, the rain continued to pour, and after ten minutes outside she was exhausted, soaked, and freezing cold. 

Quickly deciding it was insanity, and quite possibly suicide, she’d made her way back to the shack and searched the property for anything that might aid her escape. But there were no phone lines into the structure. Starting a fire would only lead to more problems; she doubted it was even possible given the wet conditions. Eventually she’d resolved to wait for Rushe, and trust he would get her through this, as he had so far.

Surprisingly, during the night, she’d experienced an unsettling fear. Being out there in the middle of nowhere, in the pitch black, all alone, made her uneasy. For some reason, she felt more comfortable when the criminals were there. Sleeping without Rushe had been impossible, she’d been cold and uncomfortable. It wasn’t until she curled up in the chair that sleep came at all, even then it hadn’t lasted long.

That day she’d spent most of her time reading on the porch, protected from the torrential rain by the overhang. Even with the men gone, she was still a prisoner, to the horrendous weather. Skeeve couldn’t have planned it better himself.

On realizing the vehicle was closing in, she left the porch to retreat into the shack. Eager as she was to see Rushe again, and to make sure he was okay, he wouldn’t be happy with her sitting outside exposed. And it may not be Rushe at all; it could just as easily be somebody else.

Not taking any chances, she went into the bedroom with her book and followed Rushe’s instructions to wedge the chair between the door and the bed. If Rushe was back, she would let him in. Taking risks with the others was unnecessary. At least that was what she initially, in her naivety, thought.

The front door opened, heralding a lot of shouting. Low male voices yammered with excitement. Skeeve’s tone she recognized; the second wasn’t so familiar. Though with the heightened enthusiasm, she suspected it may be the Kid.

To her horror, a third voice rose. An unhappy, feminine voice. As though she’d fallen through thin ice, her body temperature plummeted.

“Please,” the woman pleaded. “Please let me go!”

She must’ve sounded much the same on first meeting Skeeve herself. She’d lived that terror, and her protector wasn’t around to bail this woman out. Still, Rushe hadn’t left her defenseless. She’d seen the pocketknife in the drawer, so hurried over to get it.

Leaving that woman out there alone wasn’t an option; that didn’t mean she relished being the one to break up Skeeve’s party. 

Holding the folded knife in her palm, she dragged the chair from its role as barricade and tried to project confidence as she opened the bedroom door. “What’s going on?” she asked. 

True enough, the Kid was grinning like a Cheshire Cat while Skeeve was equally gleeful. At the sound of her voice, Skeeve turned, opening up the view of a terrified woman on her knees in front of the slimy thug. His fist was balled on the top of his victim’s head, lodged in red hair much the same shade as hers. From the bruises on the woman’s body and the streaks of make-up on her face, the poor soul had already been through an ordeal.

“Hey, little girl,” Skeeve drawled. “Your boyfriend back yet?”

“No,” she said, looking at the woman again. “What are you doing with her?”

“Your boyfriend says your goods are his,” Skeeve said, checking her figure out.

She didn’t care about his leering. Sad, but she was getting used to it. “It’s going to be okay,” she said to the crying woman.

“You might be hands-off, but the rest of us gotta have fun too. Maybe if I screw her enough, she’ll fall goo-goo in love with me like you and your boyfriend.”

“If he comes back to find this, do you think he’ll be happy?” she asked. “It’s not exactly lying low.”

“We’ve been out here a goddamn month!” Skeeve barked, jerking his hand out of the woman’s tangled hair. 

When the victim tried to scramble away the Kid caught hold of her.

“So?”

Skeeve marched over. “Your boyfriend’s told you all about it I’ll bet. We’ve lived here with that superior sonofabitch every day, thinks he’s better, thinks he’s smarter. I’ve worked for Victor for three years; you know how many times I’ve been called to the house? None! Your boyfriend strolls in three months ago and he’s at the house every other week!”

Skeeve stopped and glared at her breasts, she didn’t need him to give his thoughts voice. “Ah, ah, ah,” she said, feeling oddly empowered. “You keep thinking like that and he’ll gut you.” 

Using his name was unnecessary. 

“You get into your room,” he demanded, “leave me to my fun!”

“I can’t do that,” she said as Skeeve was about to turn away. “You have to let her go.”

“I don’t take orders from you! Or your boyfriend!”

“It’s not right.”

“I don’t give a fuck what you think! Shiv’s gonna get back here and rip your arms off for what you did to him!”

“I don’t care,” she said. “I did the right thing.”

“The right thing?” Skeeve spat. “You saved the life of your boyfriend, the life of a guy whose job it is to torture and kill whoever Victor points at! How do you think they feel about what you did? Pah! The right thing…” He moved in closer. “You know how many women he’s fucked? You think you’re something special, don’t you? Last night he took three strippers back to his hotel room, what do you think they did for him all night?”

Hearing Rushe had been intimate with other women stung deeper than it should. He’d told her she needed practice and took the lead in their intimacy. What had she done? Nothing. Rushe was right, he could get pussy anywhere. Hers offered him nothing different than the millions of others on the planet. In fact, with her inexperience, it offered him less.

“Aww, you thought you were something special, didn’t you?” Skeeve laughed. “How many times did he force himself on you before you fell for him? You’re a dumb little bitch; I love it when he does a number on you sluts. I’m gonna try it with my own. Bring her!”

Skeeve started toward another of the bedrooms. The Kid dragged the woman that way and she started screaming.

“No!” she said, shaking off her insecurities. “Let her go, Skeeve!”

“What are you gonna do?” he asked. “You gonna shoot me?”

If wishing made it so. “Maybe.”

Reaching around, Skeeve pulled a gun from his waistband to point at her. “Let’s see who gets to the trigger first.” 

“You’re not going to shoot me,” she said. 

“Nah, your boyfriend wouldn’t like that,” Skeeve said. “Maybe he’d like another hole in you to fuck.”

“You’re scared of him,” she said, poking at Skeeve’s pride. “You cower when he walks into the room.”

In his fuming, Skeeve came back to her. “I’m not scared of nothing!”

“Sure, I’ve seen how he orders you all around. He’s a man in charge… what do you think I see in him?”

With a swift slap, he backhanded her. “You bitches aren’t worth nothing!”

“Neither are you it seems,” she said, continuing to poke. “You’re here for the scut work, to do the jobs below the man in charge. This is beneath him, you’re beneath him… you’re beneath me.”

By the way he seethed, steam should be streaming from his ears. His short, huffing breaths assaulted her nose. Being this close to him made her nauseous, but she held her ground. 

“You’re nothing.”

The next hit was a punch that sent her to the ground, quickly followed by a kick to her ribs. He spat at the floor only an inch from her face. She pulled herself to her knees, wiping blood from her chin that dribbled from the cut inside her cheek.

He stormed off, but she couldn’t let him win. Couldn’t let him violate that woman. She’d never be able to live with herself if she gave up. With some struggle, she got back to her feet before Skeeve reached the bedroom.

“You’re weak,” she called, halting him in his tracks. “You’ll never be a quarter of the man Rushe is. I don’t care if he fucked a hundred women last night, I’d still suck him off and ask for more. He’s a real man!”

Maybe some of that dirty talk had rubbed off on her. 

“You’re a whore.”

“Yeah,” she said, widening her stance as Skeeve approached. “I’m his whore.”

“Is that right?”

“Yeah,” she said, swallowing down the coppery taste from her tongue. 

“Let’s see,” he barked and grabbed hold of her.

Despite her resistance, he rushed her to the heaviest armchair to bend her over the back.

She kicked out, but he kicked straight back.

“Get over here!” Skeeve shouted at the Kid.

She didn’t see the Kid coming until he jumped onto the armchair and braced her shoulders, holding her in place with his weight.

“You’re gonna get it from a real man now,” Skeeve drawled, pulling up her dress to rip her underwear away.

Thrashing around, she tried to fight but the two of them held her down. Her defiance seemed to spur them on. Flicking open the concealed knife, she’d give him half a second then make sure he’d lose the ability to violate any woman ever again.

Skeeve grabbed at her ass. “Is this what you like? Rushe been up your asshole yet? You like that? Hey!”

She guessed the last word wasn’t for her when Skeeve’s hands vanished. The Kid ran and Skeeve went too. Out the front door. The woman was gone, she must’ve made a break for it. 

What should she do? How could she help? Hope as she did that the woman would get free, running out after her wouldn’t help.

Options were still flickering through her mind when a gunshot cracked outside. Panic burst. Silence followed. Maybe the shooter wasn’t a great shot. Just because she’d heard a shot didn’t mean… two more shots startled her.

Were those point blank?

Half a beat later, clarity snapped her from her daze, and she ran into the bedroom, barricading the door with the chair again. Skeeve would be mad, madder than before and he’d blame her for ruining his fun. 

Crawling into the corner by the pipe she’d been tethered to on her first night, she hugged her knees to her chest as the tears started. That woman was dead, no doubt about it. She’d gone out there to help the stranger and now the stranger was dead. If she’d stayed right there, in the bedroom, the stranger would be alive. Alive and violated, but alive in any form was better than dead. 

The woman’s demise was her fault. Reality numbed her but the tears didn’t stop. It was all her fault.
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The night passed slowly but quietly, considering the circumstances. The men hadn’t stayed outside for long. They came inside, the TV went on, and then from what she could gather they drank themselves to sleep.

She didn’t sit in the chair or use the bed. It seemed wrong she should have any comfort given her role in a woman’s death. From the moment she’d got there, Rushe had looked out for her. If she’d needed a demonstration of what would happen without that protection, the previous day was it. Skeeve was slimy, and clearly short more than a few IQ points, but he’d proved he could pull the trigger. 

Until then, she hadn’t known hate. The coil of it twisted inside her. The foul sense of impotence provoked anger. Looking beyond her shame over how events played out, she couldn’t ignore that Skeeve had a choice. He hadn’t wanted the woman to escape, sure, but it was more than desperation. Pulling that trigger would’ve made him feel powerful. 

The walls closed in around her. During her hours of crying, she tried to hatch escape plans. Each one came to a dead end. She had no survival skills and wouldn’t last a minute in the elements without supplies. For the time being, she was stuck there silently begging Rushe’s return so she could sheath herself in the shelter he provided. 

The specific time eluded her, though she was sure the next day had come when the thud of the front door bounced back against the wall to be followed by heavy footfalls.

“Flick!”

He’d never used her actual name. It was him. Rushe. He was back. Crawling across the floor, she yanked the chair away and got to her feet while opening the door. Instantly, Rushe was upon her; she didn’t even have time to look at him. He wrenched her off her feet, kicked the door shut, and carried her to the bed.

“Look at me,” he said, seating her on the pillow, perching himself at the edge of the bed, stroking her hair away from her face to inspect her wounds. “I’ll kill him. I’m gonna fucking kill him.”

“Rushe,” she sobbed, clawing at him, at his arms and his chest like she could crawl inside him. “They killed her… they killed her…”

“I know,” he said. “I know.” Yanking her against him, his embrace was crushing but exactly what she needed. Crying into his chest, events played in a loop in her mind. “I’m here now. You’re safe. I’m here.” 

She welcomed his comfort even though it was surprising. He let her cry and held her through it all. This was the same man who’d told her he’d turn her out to the others; her doubts about the veracity of that were confirmed.

She pushed away from his chest but stayed in his arms. “It was my fault,” she said. “They came in and I heard her… I went out there but… it was my fault. I provoked him. When the two of them had me pinned over the armchair she ran and… it was my fault.”

Rushe bared his teeth. “They had you pinned? Did they touch you?”

“Rushe,” she said, trying to grab him back when he moved away.

It was too late, he was up and out of the room. All she could do was dart after him. Rushe was already at Skeeve’s chair hauling him up by his throat. He dragged the choking man to the wall and threw him against it from three feet away. 

“No second chances,” Rushe said, producing a gun from his waistband. “You think you can fuck around? Abuse my woman? Was it worth it, big guy?”

“Rushe!” she exclaimed, running to his side when he cocked the gun. “He’s not worth it! He won’t do it again! He’s learned his lesson!”

“Yeah, yeah, boss,” Skeeve said, cowering in the corner with no way out. “You got it! Hands off! You got it, boss.”

Rushe leaned down. “You touch one hair on her head again, a gunshot will be the least of your problems… and you know what that means.”

“Yeah, yeah, boss.”

Sticking his gun back in his waistband, Rushe grabbed hold of her arm, and trailed her across the room to hole them in their bedroom again. After tossing her down on the bed, he began to pace only to stop and rake around in the nightstand drawer.

“What are you looking for?” she asked when he slammed one drawer shut and moved onto the next.

“Take off your clothes,” he mumbled.

“You want to have sex? A woman is dead and you—”

“I warned you I’d fuck you anytime I wanted,” Rushe said, his glare cutting to her. “I want you naked, you get fucking naked.”

After the comfort he’d given on his arrival, she didn’t want to deny him. Sex with him meant less knowing he’d been enjoying strippers and God knew who else. Skulking out of her clothes, she folded them at her side. He smacked the drawer closed and sat on the bed. 

When he reached past her, she tried to see what he was doing. “What are you do—” 

Cold metal closed around her wrist. Alarmed, she tried pulling away, but it was too late, he’d cuffed her to the bedframe.

“What?” she asked, tugging on the restraint. “Why?”

Rushe went to the middle of the room, tucking the key in his pocket. “I left you alone and told you to stay in here if they got back before me. You didn’t do that.”

“You can’t lock me up.”

“I made a mistake thinking you could follow instructions. Every time I tell you to fucking do something, you fail. This proves you’re still not capable of doing what you’re told.”

“So you’re locking me up?”

“Yes,” he said. “You’ll be locked up for your own safety.”

“Why do I have to be naked?”

He scrutinized her figure. “For the art.”

“I thought you were concerned about the others coming in.”

“I can only figure you like being pawed.”

“I didn’t ask him to touch me,” she said. “I couldn’t listen to her screams and do nothing.”

“That’s exactly what you should’ve done.”

“You didn’t,” she said, rising to her knees. “You listened to me scream, and you came to my rescue.”

“You think that’s what I did?”

“I think that’s exactly what you did.”

“Have you seen her body?” he demanded, striding to her. “Did you go out there? She’s been lying face down in the mud, just left there to rot!”

“They left her there?”

“I thought it was you! Driving up here, her body was lying out there and I thought…”

Now his strong reaction made sense. Was this the same guy who’d claimed not to care about her?

She snagged his jeans pocket, Rushe complied to her unspoken request and dipped to smother her mouth with his. He might not kiss her often but when he did, he made it count. 

Pushing her hair away, he tipped up her chin, beckoning her tongue with his. She parted her lips, and the soft, moist motion of his lips wasn’t like the first bruising kiss they’d shared, or the soothing motion of the second. 

Moisture tumbled from her lashes at the feel of his large hands cupping her face without force, urging her to fulfill his will.

“I’m gonna take you home,” he said against her, smudging the tears on her face. “Okay? Don’t worry, Kitten. I’m gonna get you home.”

“What happened to turning me out to them?”

“I thought it was you.” 

Something in the way he said the words stabbed at her heart. He was more open and vulnerable with those five words than she’d ever thought he could be.

Still cuffed to the bed, she used her free hand to tug at the buttons of his jeans.

“Not now,” he said, joining their mouths again.

“Yes, now,” she whispered, surprised he’d ever be reluctant.

That reluctance was short lived. He backed off to put the gun back in the drawer and kick out of his boots. His tee-shirt and socks went next, then he came back toward her. 

“Jeans too,” she said, and he shirked them without argument.

Already fully erect, he swept her body under his to lay over her, bracing his weight on his forearms. 

Linking their mouths, he kissed her for what seemed like hours, his fingertips combing through her hair. Her whole body became liquid, a thick soup of hormones and raging want. She locked her ankles at his back to try tempting him into her but his superior strength kept control. 

“I could be of a lot more use to you if I had both hands.”

“I’m not unlocking you,” he said, kissing her jaw then shifting to kiss her throat, right on her voice-box down to her cleavage, and back up again.

“I want to touch you.”

He spent some time kissing her breasts and took her free hand down to roll her fingers around his cock.

“There,” he said, suckling her nipple.

This wasn’t like any time they’d been intimate before, compared to that he was being positively gentle.

“There’s more to you than him.”

“That’s the only part of me that’s good for you.”

Her smile burst into a laugh, and he froze. Running her free fingers through his hair, her grin made her cheeks ache.

Rushe lifted his head to look down at her. “I’ve told you not to let your guard down,” he said. “Don’t think that this is fun.”

“Okay.”

Rushe cursed and pounced away from her, standing with his back to the bed. “How am I supposed to keep you safe?” he mumbled.

Did he expect an answer? “You’ve done okay so far.”

On spinning to face her, Rushe’s attention scanned down every inch of her spread out figure. 

“When I’m on a job I don’t have women,” he said, stooping to grope each of her breasts before he scooped her clothes from the floor to dump them on her. “Get dressed.”

“I thought I wasn’t the first or the last,” she said. 

“I lied. Get dressed.”

“What about the strippers?”

“What strippers?”

“That you took to bed night before last,” she said. 

“Skeeve told you that?” She nodded. “How did you feel hearing that?”

“Do you care?”

“No,” he said, shaking sense into his head. “No, I don’t care. Get dressed.”

“You do care,” she said, rising to her knees again. “Why can’t you be honest with me?”

“I’m honest.”

“You lied about that, about me not being the first, about turning me out to your gang. What have you been honest about?”

“I don’t argue with women,” he said, snatching up his own jeans to pull them on.

“Funny, I’m sure I’m a woman,” she said, touching her breasts. “Yeah, I am.”

“And I’m not arguing with you, get dressed.”

“No,” she said. “Not until you admit you care.”

“About what?”

“About me.”

Rushe sneered. “I don’t care about nothing.”

“You don’t have women on the job. You just admitted that, but you have me. I’m different.”

“As different as the strippers the other night.”

“You implied that was false,” she said. 

“I lied.”

“But you don’t have women on the job.”

“Sex and women aren’t the same thing,” he said. 

“So you had sex while you were gone from here? While I was here waiting for you?”

“Yes.”

“You’re a good liar. I imagine in your line of work that’s an asset.”

“Here we go,” he said. “You don’t know anything about me.”

“I might not know the physical details of your life, but I know that you keep me at arm’s length to protect me. You tell me not to trust anyone, to always be on guard. You don’t want me to trust you because you don’t want to let me down, and you don’t want me to rely on you. If I do that and things go wrong, you don’t want to be responsible.”

“Put your clothes on,” he growled.

“No,” she said. “You won’t hurt me. Being crude won’t work either because I like it when you talk dirty to me. You can tell me you don’t care and make fun of me for my lack of sexual expertise all you want, but I’ve seen the truth.”

“And what’s that, Kitten?”

“When you thought I was dead, you panicked. The thought hurt you. Just like it hurt me when I thought you were screwing around.”

“You think we run off and get married now?” he snickered in his condescending way. “You gonna take me home to your daddy?”

The notion was ridiculous. “My family don’t want anything to do with me,” she admitted, figuring at least one of them should be honest. “They don’t want me around, so I doubt they’d welcome you.”

“Why don’t they want you around?”

“Because I didn’t do as I was told,” she said, not missing the irony.

“Good to know it’s not just me you ignore … when was the last time you spoke to them?”

“A year ago,” she said. “A little longer maybe.”

“What did they want you to do?”

“Marry a man I felt nothing for.”

“Why?”

“Because it’s what’s done… it was good for business.”

“You high society or something?”

“Not anymore,” she said. “Now it’s just me in my studio apartment…” She picked at the corner of the pillow. “It’s funny how our lives can change so drastically with just one decision.”

“Do you regret it?”

“No,” she immediately answered. “My life might be different than what I’d envisioned, but it’s better… I’m better.”

“Until you walked into Dell’s.”

“I don’t regret that either,” she said, taking her eyes up to his.

“Don’t say that. Think of what you’ve been through.”

“We are the sum total of our experiences,” she said. “You don’t have to worry. No one will shed any tears for me if this experience turns out to be my last.”

She hadn’t realized she’d looked away until he sat on the bed by her.

“Are you hungry?” he asked. “You look tired.”

“I didn’t sleep while you were away. This place is spooky at night, and you weren’t here to keep me warm.”

“You were spooked when all the hired guns were away? That’s backwards, isn’t it?”

“I’ve never thanked you,” she said, “for saving me at Dell’s and for keeping me safe since.”

“My last,” he said, scooping her up, giving himself room to lie down and settle her on top of him.

“What?”

“Rushe is my last name,” he said, stroking her hair away from his face. “Get some sleep.”

“Sex?”

“I’ll wake you up in a while,” he said. “You’re not gonna get out of it.”

“Thank you for coming back.”

“I told you I would.”

“I trust you, Rushe, like it or not, it’s the truth; no argument required.”


 

 

SIXTEEN

 

 

By her tenth night in the shack with Rushe, things had levelled out. She moved freely around Skeeve, Glen, and the Kid, though it was clear they all bristled in her company.

She and Rushe had sex a minimum of five times a day. He’d brought a truckload of condoms back after his trip, and it seemed he was on a mission to use them all. 

She sat on the porch to read, and when the rain stopped, she and Rushe ventured into the trees. The ground was still soft, so she’d gone in her bare feet, wearing a sundress. They came across a lake, and she actually managed to convince Rushe to join her in the water. She’d never skinny-dipped before, not that there was much swimming involved. Just like Rushe to be carrying condoms, even out in the wilderness. At least now she could add sex outside and in water to her list of experiences. 

They didn’t talk much, but his tells were becoming easier to read. She recognized the look in his eye when he was thinking about sex, and that was certainly a place words were welcome.

Alone with him in the kitchen, she took her toast from the toaster to the kitchen table and leaned across it for the butter, except she couldn’t reach it. As she was about to right herself to go around the table, Rushe’s hand landed between her shoulder blades keeping her bent over.

“What are you…” she asked, trailing off when he lifted up her dress and pulled her underwear down to her knees. “Here? Like this? It’s lunchtime.”

“I know,” he rumbled, sliding two fingers into her while rubbing her clit with his thumb.

“Don’t, Rushe,” she whispered. “You know I can’t be quiet. I always fail at that.”

“That your only objection?” he asked, still concerned with her consent.

“Yes.” 

“Good, then I can ignore it.”

His hands slid down her outer thighs, stalling her words. What was he doing? Pressuring her thighs apart, he kissed each of them and closed his lips around her clit, first sucking on her, then flicking her with his tongue.

“Rushe,” she gasped. “Do you want to go to bed?”

“No,” he hummed around her. “It’s lunchtime.”

Her smile spread, but when she tried to push away from the table, he held her hips in place. His tongue circled her then probed inside until her knees almost gave out. He licked at her and sucked her clit between his teeth while his fingers dipped into her again.

No man had ever done this for her. She’d had no idea what she’d been missing. His pace increased. 

She squeaked and wriggled against him. “Rushe,” she groaned.

“I’m gonna take my time,” he mumbled against her, his tongue moving faster.

Less than a minute later, she cried out at the explosion in her womb. Sharing this intimacy brought her closer to him. Rushe might not agree, but he’d given her something selflessly, he got nothing in that orgasm except the knowledge he’d spoiled her.

On his feet again, he pulled up her underwear, then lowered her dress, giving her back her modesty. 

She reached back to steal his wrist. If she said thank you, he’d rebuke her. What could she say to show her gratitude?

“You should stop wearing underwear,” he said.

Her solemnity vanished into a smile. Sandwiched between him and the table, she turned to him More and more he invaded her personal space, and he never apologized for it. Even then she had to lean back a little where her breasts pressed to his torso. There wasn’t quite enough room for her, but he didn’t apologize and didn’t back off.
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