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        “Bannister weaved a gripping tale with an original concept making Pulled a very enjoyable read. I was never quite sure where the author would direct her characters, what the outcome would be which I really liked. And the final outcome was certainly not what I expected, so bravo!”

        — Two Nerds with Words

      

        

      
        “Reading books from authors that you have read before and you think you know their style of writing, and then BAM!!! They go and write something that is completely off the wall for them, you end up loving that author just a little bit more.”

        — Kelly’s Nerdy Obsession

      

        

      
        “The ABC’s of Dee was funny and engaging from the first page. I loved being inside Dee’s head as she navigated her hilarious dating adventures. She was honest with herself almost to a fault, but her ongoing inner commentary was refreshing and relatable.”

        — Avid Reader

      

        

      
        “The First 100 Kisses is Bannister’s next standalone. I loved every minute of it! The characters are a great match. Complete opposites. The lessons went from sweet to sinful. It was perfect.”
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      This book is the second in a series. Before you read The Safehouse, you need to read The Cage or you will be very confused.
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      Has it been a minute since you read The Cage and can’t quite remember what it’s about? Here are the rough points to remember.

      
        	Connor runs an illegal ‘pet’ adoption agency, a.k.a. a human trafficking ring.

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

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

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

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

        	Malcolm quickly realizes Amanda is not with Connor of her own free will and takes it upon himself to free Amanda by taking her on a trial adoption run.

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

        	Book one ends with Malcolm and Amanda fleeing, and Connor close on their heels.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

          Amanda

        

      

    

    
      For several hours, Malcolm and I didn’t speak. We sat in the car as the world passed us by. Each mile marker brought me further away from the cage, but closer to uncertainty. Where were we going? And how long could we outrun a madman?

      Then again, maybe I was putting too much weight on Connor’s reaction to Malcolm taking me off his hands. Sure, he’d be pissed he’d been out swindled, but maybe Malcolm was right? Maybe Connor would spend some time searching for us but then give up when it became a burden to his operation. After all, I was one cog in a very big machine. Connor was smart. He wouldn’t jeopardize his whole operation for me. He’d be pissed, but when we weren’t easily discovered, he’d move on and I would finally be safe.

      Everything was in limbo. We didn’t know how long we had before Connor discovered Malcolm had taken me. Connor gave him a two-week ‘trial run’ with me as his pet, so in theory, we had until then to get to our safe location and hunker down until the dust settled. I was trusting that once we got to Malcolm’s safehouse we’d be able to figure out if we were being hunted, and more importantly, how to help the women I’d left behind to save myself.

      Glancing over at my unwitting knight in shining armor, I saw his eyes drooping. His shoulders were slumped low from hours of driving, yet his hands held the wheel with a death grip.

      From the glow of the console, I could make out his strong features. His perfectly squared jaw, a dark beard trimmed close to his skin, and an expensive suit, now wrinkled. His top shirt buttons were undone, and he’d removed his tie a while ago. It was draped against the back seat, the edge of it dangling where I once hid from the threat of being discovered.

      Just then, Malcolm let out a huge yawn.

      “Do you want me to drive?” I asked.

      “No. We’ll stop at the next exit. Grab a hotel. There should be one just past the toll plaza.”

      “Kinky,” I said, then instantly regretted it. “Sorry. Force of habit.”

      “It’s okay. Although, I am going to insist we share a room. Not for that,” he added quickly. “I don’t want you out of my sight until we’re at our final destination. If Connor is as cunning as you say he is, I don’t want to take any chances.”

      “So, what, you’ll sleep on the floor?” I raised an eyebrow.

      He glanced over at me. “I’ll get a room with two beds.”

      “Which the hotel will conveniently be out of,” I said. I leaned my head on the glass.

      “What?”

      I shrugged. “That’s how it always happens in books and movies. An attractive couple, who aren’t technically a couple, try to check into a hotel with separate rooms or separate beds. But, to the shock of no one, there are no doubles available, and they just have to share a bed.”

      “I’m quite sure the motel will have the accommodations we require.”

      “Let’s bet on it. Loser has to sleep on the floor.”

      He frowned. “Amanda, I’m not going to let you sleep on the floor.”

      “You won’t need to, because I’m going to win.” I stuck out my hand. He sighed, but he took my hand and gave it a small shake. He didn’t let my hand go immediately, and it sent a small shiver through me.

      “We’ll get off at the next exit. Keep your eyes open.”

      I looked down at his hand as it slowly pulled away from mine. “They’re open.”

      After the toll, he pulled off at the next exit and, sure enough, there was a hotel. Well, motel. And a crap one at that. The sign was missing two of its letters, and there was an outdoor pool that looked like it hadn’t been used in years. There was a sheen of grime that peppered the outside walls. It was a place to sleep for the truly desperate or irrationally horny. Of which I was both.

      “Not quite the level of luxury you’re used to?” I guessed when he pulled into a spot. Malcolm frowned before he got out of the car. I followed close behind him as he made his way to the trunk to get the bags.

      “On the contrary,” he said. “This feels like home. Don’t forget I grew up dirt poor. But more importantly, it’s not where Connor would expect me to be, so it’s perfect.” He closed the trunk and locked the car. “Let’s go.”

      Malcolm was probably right. Connor wouldn’t know we’d left the house, let alone the state yet. There was no reason to feel so on edge, and yet, I couldn’t help but look over my shoulder as we walked through the parking lot. There was a yellow school bus that took up nearly half of the lot. Great. Rowdy kids and a crap room. Awesome.

      Malcolm was about two steps ahead of me. I watched as his eyes darted left to right as though he was scanning for danger. I was right there with him. On edge. With each car I passed, I wondered if Connor might jump out, pull me inside, and speed away before Malcolm could do anything about it. I shook my head, trying to ward off the panic.

      Inside, the motel’s lobby was little more than the size of a living room. On one wall, there was a small counter that held large plastic containers of assorted generic-looking cereal and a toaster. At least breakfast would be included. Not that Malcolm couldn’t afford breakfast elsewhere.

      There were two small tables for guests to eat at near a fake fireplace, and a couple of wooden chairs at the window. A small coffee table held heaps of curled-edge magazines. There was no one at the front desk.

      “Hello?” Malcolm asked the empty room.

      I noticed there was a ding bell at the counter, so I gave it a hard hit.

      A moment later, a door opened near the continental breakfast nook. “Oh, hello. I didn’t hear ya come in.”

      An older man with silver hair and a Mr. Roger’s style cardigan shuffled behind the counter. His eyes blinked several times as though we’d woken him.

      “It’s no problem,” I offered. “We’re sorry to be here so late.”

      The man waved my apology away before he grabbed a pencil. “Checking in or do you need to book a room?”

      “We need one room. Double beds. Paying with cash if that’s okay?”

      The man nodded and opened up a large paper ledger. There didn’t seem to be any sort of computer around. “We only take cash, so you’re in luck. We’re a bit old school here. Thought it might lose business at first, but there is an ATM around the corner and for the most part, there seems to be a fair amount of people who don’t like their whereabouts tracked on those fandangled credit card machines. I don’t need Big Brother knowing my business, am I right?” He laughed. His voice was gruff like he smoked a pack a day.

      “Privacy is rare these days,” Malcolm agreed.

      “Indeed, it is. Now, let’s see what we have. Just got in a bus full of basketball kids, so they’ve cleaned me out pretty good. But I think I might have…” He flipped a few pages. Then flipped back one. “Well, looks like the best I can offer you is a single with a king bed. Seventy-five dollars a night. Free breakfast and coffee from five to ten a.m. That work for ya?”

      I looked up at Malcolm and smiled, whispering, “‘I told you ’So” to him.

      Malcolm frowned. “Are the floors carpeted?”

      “They are.”

      “We’ll take it.” He slid a hundred-dollar bill at the man. “You can keep the change.”

      The man’s eyes lit up. “Well, thank you, sir. And a name?”

      “Jack—”

      “Gavin. Mr. and Mrs. Gavin. We just got married. She’s still not used to my name,” Malcolm said. He pulled me to him and kissed the top of my head. I realized my blunder immediately.

      “Damn,” I said. “I need to remember that, huh?” I slid my arm around him too and stood on my tiptoes to plant a kiss on him. He froze at first but then relented and allowed the moment to happen. Fuck. He was a great kisser.

      I only pulled away when the man at the desk cleared his throat. Malcolm held onto my bottom lip with his teeth for a second before he finally let me go.

      “Sorry. Newlyweds.” I blushed.

      “You two enjoy your stay now,” he said. I noticed he glanced down at my left hand. There was no wedding band on it. “Here’s your key. First floor, about three doors down from here.” He glanced between us one last time before he shuffled back off to his room.

      With the large gold key on an oversized plastic keychain spouting the hotel’s name, I took one of the bags off the floor and tossed it over my shoulder. It weighed significantly more than I was prepared for.

      “Jesus, what do you have in here, a dead body?” I asked.

      Malcolm grabbed the bag from off my shoulder and easily put it over his, picking the other off the ground as well. “I like to be prepared for anything. Sue me.”

      “Pfft. Like I could afford to sue anyone. I don’t have a dime on me,” I said.

      He paused in the doorway, our bodies nearly touching. “Then you best not leave my side then, Mrs. Gavin.”

      I knew what he was saying. Don’t be stupid. Don’t try to run or be self-sacrificing.

      “Would you spank me if I did, Mr. Gavin?” I couldn’t help the flirtatious tone that escaped my lips. Malcolm didn’t miss it either as he inhaled deeply. I’d made him uncomfortable. Good. Standing tall, I held up my left hand. “If we’re gonna keep up this married act, I’m gonna need a ring. A big one.” I winked.

      “Right. We should come up with a story. Let’s get some rest for now. Long day tomorrow.”

      I bowed my head and let him pass. I couldn’t help but admire the view. The man had an impressive build. I had to give him that. And he was strong. Those bags were not light. It made me curious about what the hell was in there. And how unfazed I’d be if it did turn out to be a dead body. Nothing was going to surprise me anymore. Except maybe what spending the night in the same room with Malcolm would be like.
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        * * *

      

      MALCOLM

      The hotel room was just as horrific as I imagined it would be. The walls were covered in floor-to-ceiling fake wood paneling, on which hung several attempts at art. The lighting was a lovely flickering fluorescent, while the floors looked like puke. The yellow and brown shag rug in front of the door was threadbare at the entrance and likely hadn’t seen a vacuum in months.

      “Yeah, you’re not sleeping on that carpet,” Amanda said.

      She was sitting on the “king” bed that was a queen at best.

      “There’s plenty of room here. And I don’t bite. Well, I do, but I’ll try and keep my hands to myself.” She flashed her perfect smile at me, but I looked away.

      Her flirtation was not directed at me. It was her default setting around men. “Amanda, you don’t need to do that, you know.” I placed the bags on the bed beside her.

      “I’m not letting you sleep on that carpet⁠—”

      “No. Not that. The sexual innuendos. You don’t have to do that with me. You don’t need to flirt with me to ensure your safety. I’m not going to hurt you.”

      I studied her face as she took in my words. She obviously wasn’t used to someone treating her with respect. Given her past relationship with men, it wasn’t hard to understand why. She needed to know, however, that I wasn’t like them. And the only way to convey that was to keep my hands off her. No matter how much I might want to push her down on that bed and— No. Malcolm. She’s not an object. You’re here to help her. Nothing more.

      “I’m sorry,” Amanda said. “Force of habit. I guess I’m just used to men wanting something from me.”

      “The only thing I want is for you to be as far away from Connor Brooks as we can get you.”

      She studied me for a moment as though she was deciding if I could be trusted or not. Gnawing on her lip, she cocked her head. “And once I’m safe, then we’ll talk about how to save the other women?”

      I nodded. “Yes. I promise. I’ll find a way to get them out too. But only once I have you safe. Deal?” I held out my hand to shake hers.

      She looked at my outstretched hand almost as though she were debating with herself if she could take me at my word.

      “Amanda, I know believing I won’t hurt you is a tall order. Not only am I virtually a stranger, but I’m a man. And I know in your life men have not been all that reliable. All I’m asking is for two days to get you to my safehouse.”

      “And then you’ll ask me for sex?” Amanda smirked.

      I frowned at her.

      “I was kidding, calm down.” She laughed, but there was an edge to it. “Seeing as how I don’t have a ton of other options.” She held out her hand for me to shake.

      Our hands met as we shook, and I tried hard to ignore the shiver that went down my spine from her touch. She ran her thumb inside the palm of my hand.

      “You have big hands.”

      “I do.”

      “You know what that means, don’t you?” She smiled as her eyes darted unmistakably to my crotch.

      “No. What does it mean?” I challenged.

      “Big hands, large…gloves.” She pulled her hand away and backed herself over to the bed, grinning the whole time. She had never been more beautiful.

      “So, what’s really in these bags?” She tapped one of them with her foot.

      “See for yourself.” I walked over to her and unzipped the bag she’d kicked, so she could see inside. Her eyes nearly fell out of her head.

      “Holy shit!” She dropped to her knees and pulled out two large wads of money. “Is this all filled with money?”

      “And passports, foreign currency, legal documents, burner phones…that sort of thing.”

      “And what’s in the other one? Gold bricks?” she shrieked.

      “Nothing quite so grand. Clothing, hair dye, scissors, protein bars, medicine, and a first aid kit. Basic vanishing essentials.”

      “Jesus, you are prepared. Do you use these often?”

      I sighed and sat on the edge of the bed. “I use them frequently enough to know what to put in a go-bag.”

      “A ‘go-bag.’” She snickered, then stood up. “That’s oddly hot.” At that, she flinched. “Sorry. Jesus, I can’t stop flirting with you.”

      I wanted to reach out and comfort her but that wasn’t my place. Instead, I offered her the next best thing. “Why don’t you grab the shower first? I’m going to map out our route for tomorrow. I want to throw in some side roads to make sure we aren’t being followed. Might take us a little longer, but we’ve got nothing but time.”

      “You don’t have to ask me twice. A hot shower sounds amazing. With actual soap to boot.”

      “He didn’t give you soap?” I seethed.

      “He barely let us shower. Unless he was the one doing the bathing. He doesn’t trust us with anything that isn’t bolted down. Literally. There is nothing in those cages that could be used to hurt him or ourselves.”

      My hands balled into fists. “Did he hurt you? Physically?”

      Amanda gnawed at the bottom of her lip. “Nothing I couldn’t handle. But the other girls…they got it worse. Especially if I didn’t listen to him.”

      “Why would it be worse for them if you didn’t listen?” I was thoroughly confused. She shrugged.

      “Because instead of hurting me for not obeying, he’d beat them. Fastest way to make us comply. Connor knew we’d be sympathetic. Which is why we need to make sure to save them. When he finds out you stole me… He’ll take it out on them.”

      My blood was boiling, imagining the hell she must have endured. The favors she must have granted to protect herself or the others. “I’ll find a way to make him pay for everything he’s done to you.”

      She ran her fingers up her arm as though holding herself. “Yeah, well now you know why I was willing to go back to him. If I could save even one of them…”

      “Even if it meant risking your own life?”

      “Absolutely,” she said without hesitation. “I’m expendable. No one would miss me if I were gone.”

      “I would,” I said. I was surprised by how honest that answer was. “Which is why you can’t go back now. I’d miss you too much.” I walked over to her and placed a hand on her shoulder. She flinched slightly. “Promise me, Amanda. Promise you won’t try to go back there. I’ll find a way to save those girls, but I refuse to sacrifice you to do it. I need you to trust me.”

      “Trust?” She raised her eyebrows. “No offense, but that’s the word every man who has ever hurt me has used.”

      Her words gutted me in a way I wasn’t prepared for. While I knew she held no shred of deception when she confessed that, however, convincing her I wasn’t like them would be one of the hardest things I’d ever have to do.

      “You’re right,” I said. “I’m sorry. I can’t ask you to trust me. That needs to be earned. So that’s what I’m going to do, Amanda. From this moment on. I’m going to do whatever I can to earn your trust. However long that takes. Okay?”

      Her eyes met mine for a moment, and I swear tears were there, but she gave me a nod before heading into the bathroom to take her shower.

      Satisfied she wasn’t going to try to escape out the bathroom window, I took that time to go through the bags. Snatching the first one from off the floor, I tossed it onto the bed and pulled out a few paper maps. I didn’t trust using the car’s GPS. I wasn’t sure how sophisticated ’Connor’s tracking skills were. Travel was a big part of my job, so reading maps and road signs was not unfamiliar to me.

      I wasn’t looking for the fastest route, I was searching for the off-the-beaten paths Connor, or his men, might not think to look.

      From my suit jacket pocket, I pulled out a small notepad. I flipped open the metal casing around it that had my initials engraved in it. My real initials. DL. I ran the pad of my thumb over the cursive. My mom gave this to me on my seventeenth birthday. She was a bit of a note-taker herself. She was always jotting things down. She passed that trait onto me. I’ve used this same notepad holder ever since. Every time I take it out, I think of her and how happy she’d been to give me such a fancy gift. Money was always tight, but she’d found the case at a thrift store and paid to have it engraved.

      Looking at the map, there were two choices. After we got off I-90 we’d either take I-94 or I-82. The latter would take about an hour longer.

      In the notebook, I jotted down: I-90 E, I-82 E, I-84 E, I-80 E, then hop onto I-90 E.

      Closing the pad, I slipped it back into my jacket and refolded the map, tossing it back in the bag. The map landed on one of the burner phones. I debated calling to check in but that wasn’t protocol. Twenty-four hours. Minimum. Darcy and Camila needed time to align their alibies. Not to mention their hands would be full closing up the house. So far so good. Even with the extra travel time, everything should be buttoned up within a few days. So far so good.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

          Connor

        

      

    

    
      Kenny met me at the abandoned dry cleaners. Of all the men that I’ve employed over the years, Kenny has been with me the longest. Does that mean I trusted him? Hell no. I don’t trust anyone. But if there was anyone in the crew that I wanted as a second pair of eyes, it was Kenny. He was a hunter. And he had no issues with brutality. Two things I needed to track down Malcolm.

      The sun had gone down, so the cover of night shielded our entrance into the building. We could have had this conversation on the phone, but I wanted to make sure we weren’t being traced. I had no idea what Malcolm’s people might have on their end for hackers. I highly doubted they were as good as mine, but I had to be careful.

      “Who’s the target?” Kenny asked once we were both inside.

      “Amanda Jackson.”

      Kenny raised an eyebrow. “Your new foster? She ran?”

      “No. She was stolen. By Malcolm Luxx. I gave him a trial run with her, and the second I left, he packed her up and skipped town.”

      “Well, that was stupid,” Kenny said. He fingered the gun holstered at his hip.

      Nodding, I ran my hands through my hair. There was a knot in my stomach that almost felt like worry. And I never got worried. “Very stupid. Nobody steals from me.”

      “So, what’s the play? Take them both down? Or bring them both back for torture?”

      “Torture is a thought. I would love nothing more than to give Malcolm a slow and drawn-out death, but an offense like theft demands that he die. Preferably by my hand. If you find him, notify me before you take a shot. If I can’t get to him to deal with him myself, without the window closing, I want to be the one to do it. If not, you have your orders.”

      Kenny nodded. “And the girl.”

      I locked eyes with him. “She lives. I don’t want a single hair on her body harmed. Until I know what went down. I need to know if she’s compromised our setup. Understood?”

      “The girl comes back with me. Got it.” He nodded and turned to leave; his orders given. I reached out and grabbed his shirt.

      “Kenny, your dick stays in your pants. You and your hunters don’t get to pillage this one.”

      Kenny looked at me, clearly taken aback. “But⁠—”

      “I know that’s our normal terms. I’ll pay you double.”

      “I don’t understand. Why would you care if⁠—”

      I yanked him so that we were nose to nose. “She’s mine.” Kenny’s eyes grew wide. I’d let my mask slip. He couldn’t know I cared about her.

      I let him go and tried to regain my composure. “She’s, my responsibility. If she ran from me, I’ll make her wish she were dead, and when I’m through with her punishment, then you can have what’s left of her. But if Malcolm stole her, I have to know what she knows. I need to hear it from her lips. Are we clear?”

      He nodded slowly. “You got it. But you’ll be paying triple my normal fee. Not double. The men will need a damn good reason not to get their dicks wet with that one.”

      I let him go and nodded. I would have paid him quadruple.

      Kenny left then. He’d gather his best hunters. The job would be done within a few hours. They’d never taken longer than ten hours to clean up a runaway. This one might prove harder, however. The escapee had a helper. A rich one. A recluse used to hiding in plain sight. I worried this hunt might be more than Kenny’s team could handle.

      In the meantime, I needed to do some digging of my own. And I knew just where to start. And that lead was all thanks to Amanda.

      Back at my place, I booted up my computer and pulled up Malcolm’s file. More specifically, the one piece of information Malcolm didn’t know that I had. His real name. Not a lot of Dayton Littlefields in Waldo, Maine. There were only two, in fact, at the time he lived there. And one was a man in his eighties. A bit more searching on the web gave me the younger Littlefield’s old mailing address. After a few calls and a few favors, I tracked him to New Hampshire. A few years after that move, Dayton Littlefield was mentioned in the death notice of his mother. Here’s the curious part, a woman by his dead mother’s exact name buys a cottage just two years ago in the middle woods in Bum-Fuck Nowhere, New Hampshire. A quaint little spot for a safehouse.

      “Gotcha.”

      I whipped out my cell phone and called Kenny. “Where are you right now?”

      “I’ve got a crew combing Seattle, and I’m checking all the bus stations⁠—”

      “Bring them all in. I know where she is.” I looked at the property on the real estate’s website with the proud SOLD sign advertising the address of the cabin. “Or where she’s going to be in the next few days.”

      “Where?”

      “I’ll send you the address on the burner. Gas up the SUVs, boys. We’re going on a road trip.”

      I hung up the phone and glared at the screen showing Malcolm’s smug smile.

      “I fucking got you, Malcolm. I fucking got you. If you’ve laid one finger on Amanda…”

      I shoved out of my chair and texted Kenny the address and told him where to meet me. I had to pack my bags quickly. Kenny would see that we had enough in terms of weapons, but I brought my stash too. I needed to be ready.

      Slinging the bags over my shoulder, I made a call I was dreading.

      “Dad. It’s Connor. Look, I’m going to pick you up in about an hour. I need you to come and stay at my place for a few days. Something is going down, and I can’t have you out there as leverage to use against me.”

      “Law after you again?” My dad laughed in his sloppy-drunk way.

      “Something like that. Look, just pack up your bottles and be ready when I pull up. It should only be for a few days.”

      “I’ve never been to your place before.” He hiccupped. “I don’t know how to get there.”

      I pinched my hand over the bridge of my nose. “I know, Dad. And you don’t need to know how to get here. I’m driving you.”

      “But I like my place, Connie.”

      I wanted to reach through the phone and strangle him. “If you’re not ready when I get there, I’ll never pay another bookie of yours, ever. Understood?”

      That shut him up. “I’ll be ready.”

      I hung up and let out a breath. I didn’t think Malcolm would be cruel enough to use my father against me, but if I were him, I’d use any and all assets at my disposal. Better to take this one off the menu.

      One last call to make, then I could take back what was mine.

      “Anita, I know it’s not your day to clean, but if you want to make a quick five grand, I have a job for you.” I smiled as I heard her broken English process what I’d asked. She complied quickly. “Perfect. Yeah, I need you to come and feed the pets while I’m gone for a few days. Bueno. Sí, Sí. I’ll leave the food in Stacey’s refrigerator, the unit that was just cleaned. Anita, this is important. My father will be staying at my place for a few days. He will be caged inside until I return. He is not to be let out or spoken to. Understood? Excellent. You get half wired to you now and half upon my return.”

      Was it risky leaving the pets under her supervision? Absolutely. I normally wouldn’t leave the feeding and training of my pets to anyone but me, but I couldn’t exactly let Kenny have all the fun. Not when I knew where they would fucking be.

      It wasn’t like Anita was an unknown either. She’d worked with me since the very beginning. She knew what went on here. She knew my work paid her and kept her in this country. She wouldn’t be stupid enough to risk her livelihood. Living in danger of immigration made even the best people do despicable things. Not to mention, I had cameras everywhere. If she tried anything, I’d know it.

      My father was the only real loose cannon in this situation. Not that I owed my father a damn thing after how absent he was growing up. If anything, I protected his ass because it’s what Mother would expect of me. I honestly wouldn’t care if he drank himself into an early grave. It would certainly save me some money.

      But because he still walked the earth, he was a liability. Someone that could be used as leverage. And I wasn’t about to allow that. So I’d collect him, hide him, and then release him when Amanda was back.

      The hiding him part would be annoying. He didn’t technically know how I made my money. Nor did he care so long as I bailed him out whenever his gambling debt got too high. Now I would be forced to let him into my world. I’d need to lock him in my apartment, of course, but that’s something I could handle easily enough. Getting people inside a cage was as easy as breathing. It’s only when they tried to get out that they realized they weren’t in Kansas anymore. Maybe I’d be in luck, and he’d get so drunk he’d pass out cold the whole time. That way I could spin some lie about why I had to lock him in. It didn’t matter right now. The only thing that mattered was getting my property back.

      And putting a bullet in between Malcolm’s eyes.
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        * * *

      

      AMANDA

      The hot water against my skin was like a balm to my aching bones. The hotel didn’t have the same fancy soaps and lotions that Malcolm’s shower had, but it was better than what I had in the cage, which was nothing.

      As I lathered the thin generic soap, I noted that the red welt on my ass from where Connor had hit me was finally gone, but not the hickey he’d left on my inner thigh. I scrubbed at it harder, willing those conflicting memories to wash themselves from my mind.

      Had what Malcolm said about Stockholm Syndrome been right? Had my desire for Connor been a defense mechanism? I’d never been turned on quite like that when I was with Sam or other boyfriends, but then again, I wasn’t in the same level of danger with them. Sure, my life was always potentially on the line, but even in those awful situations, I could leave. I rarely did, but the door to my bad choices wasn’t locked as it had been with Connor. Was the desire I felt my body’s way of keeping me alive? Or was I just a twisted fuck? My money was on the latter.

      The water-thin shampoo did little to hydrate my hair and the conditioner was laughable at best. I would be one ball of frizz once it all dried. Still, it was an improvement.

      When I got out of the shower, there was a box of black hair dye and a pair of rubber gloves on the sink. I hadn’t even heard Malcolm come in to drop them off. Grabbing a towel, I couldn’t help but wonder if he’d snuck a peek at me through the glass doors. If the roles had been reversed, I certainly would have.

      Wrapping the towel around me, I grabbed the box and went out into the room. Malcolm was looking in a mirror, shaving off his beard.

      “Black?” I asked.

      “I figured that would be easier than blonde, but I have that too if you’d rather.” He looked up at me then from his shaving, noticing I was just in a towel. His eyes widened as he quickly processed what he was seeing before he went back to the mirror, flushed.

      “No, black is better. It’s just going to be a bitch to get back to my natural color when this is all over.”

      “I’m sorry, Amanda. I wish this wasn’t necessary.”

      I nodded. “Me too. But you’re right. Though you should probably trim your hair, too. The clean face isn’t much of a shift.” It would be a pity to lose those waves, but desperate times…

      He held up the scissors. “That’s up next. You any good at haircutting? If not, I’ll buzz it.”

      “God, don’t buzz it. Then there would be nothing to grab onto.”

      He looked at me through the mirror. “Grab onto?”

      I blushed. “You know. During sex. Women like something to hang onto.”

      His lips twitched. “Yes, well, seeing as how sex isn’t on my agenda, that hardly matters.”

      I let out a breath. “Let me start the dye, then I’ll come back and give you a trim. Keeping some length in the back.” I winked.

      I wasn’t a stranger to hair dye. I used to have a boyfriend who liked my hair a lighter shade of red than my natural color. At least I didn’t have to use bleach. That smell was the worst. Black, however, was a first. I’m not sure I’d recognize myself with black hair. Which, I supposed, was the whole point. Connor and his goons, if they came looking, would be searching for a redhead and a billionaire. The more drastic the change in our looks, the better.

      I did my best not to destroy the sink with the dye or have it drip down my face. There wasn’t any Vaseline, so I ran some wet soap around my forehead and hoped for the best. The gloves in the kit were all but useless, but I did my best. When I was as done as I could be, I washed my hands and cleaned up the sink, tossing the box into the trash.

      “Now we wait,” I said to my reflection.

      Back in the room, Malcolm was finished with his shave. He was sitting on the bed with a change of clothes.

      “I’m going to hop in the shower so my hair is wet for your cut.”

      “Good thinking,” I said.

      “There are some protein bars in the bag if you’re hungry. We’ll stop at a convenience store tomorrow and grab some more provisions.”

      I nodded. “Can’t have a road trip without snacks.”

      Malcolm gave me a small smile. “Back in a sec.”

      Plopping on the bed, I sighed. Oddly content despite the circumstances. I started the day thinking I was going to be sold off to some sexual pervert and instead, I was being rescued like I’m some damsel in distress. Which, I hate to admit, I was. But was Malcolm the Knight in Shining Armor he seemed to be or was he yet another man who would take advantage of the situation of our forced proximity? Lure me into a false sense of security, then take advantage?

      Only time would tell with that one. In the meantime, I’d need to keep my guard up. My heart, as shattered and held together with duct tape as it was, needed defending.

      Lying on the bed, I propped my wrapped-up hair on the headboard, watching the minutes tick by. After fifteen minutes, Malcolm was still in the shower. I needed to rinse this off before it seeped into my brain.

      I got up to check how much longer he’d be, but when I got to the door, I noticed it was slightly ajar. I heard a noise that didn’t sound like a shower. But more like… No. It couldn’t be. I pushed the door open a little more to see what was going on and…OMG. He was jacking off.

      Standing there in my towel, gaping at him through the glass door as he worked himself into a frenzy, I found myself wildly turned on. While I couldn’t see every detail of his beautiful body thanks to the steam, there was no mistaking what he was doing, or why he’d been taking so long in the shower.

      Fuck me, why was this so hot?

      Just then, he let out a stifled moan as his hand slammed against the shower door. It nearly pushed it off its track. The sounds of his recovering panting indicated to me that he’d just come.

      Smirking, I dropped my towel and got into the shower with him.

      “Amanda! What are you⁠—”

      “Calm down. I’ve seen your cock already, remember? And you’ve already seen my tits. I need to rinse this off and you were taking forever. Now help me rinse it out.”

      I positioned myself under the showerhead as he bumbled around, trying to cover himself while also diverting his eyes.

      “Malcolm, seriously. It’s just a naked body. And you’ve already come, so you’re no threat to me. Just help me get this out of my hair, please.”

      “You saw me?”

      My lips curled into a smile. “I sure did. You have great form. Now rinse me.”

      While I could tell he was mortified, he followed my instructions and began to run his fingers through my newly dyed hair. This rescue mission might not be so bad after all.
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