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“Whether you sniff it, 

smoke it, eat it, or shove it up your ass, 

the result is the same: addiction.” 

― William S. Burroughs

A note from the author

––––––––
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TRIGGER WARNINGS.

––––––––
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I DON’T USUALLY WRITE them and over the years, I’ve been asked why.

With this new world, I wanted to address the issue.

My romances are always dark. It’s true, they range from pale to almost opaque, but they are never sweet, clean and/or light. If you’re reading a Felicity Brandon book you can be assured of some level of coercion, kidnap and probable d u b - c o n content.

The same is true in the Savage Affection series.

I don’t list the tropes in every book that may cause offense and neither do I seek to promote or endorse them.

This is art—a work of fiction—and I believe that for art to be truly thought-provoking, stirring and entertaining, it needs to be (at least a little bit) dangerous.

So, before you dive into this book, be warned.

Tucker Bowman is dangerous.

Read on if you want to know how, why and where that leaves poor Ella Bennett...
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Fallout
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A Disingenuous Liberator

Alexander Bennett

––––––––
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“ARE YOU SURE THIS IS where you left her?”

Craig’s gaze slid to glare at Bennett. His dark eyes dripped with disdain, but Bennett ignored his provocation. Craig was there to do a job. He and his men would find Bowman’s cabin and retrieve Ella.

Ella.

An image of his daughter appeared in his mind’s eye, her long, blonde hair flicking in the breeze as she offered him a snarky smile. They hadn’t exactly had the best relationship, and he supposed he was at least in part to blame for that. The primary responsibility for their jagged relationship, though, remained with her mother, Susie. She hadn’t even told him she was pregnant, let alone that he’d become a father. When he’d finally met Ella, Susie had made it pretty clear their daughter only needed a daddy for financial backing.

His brow creased at the perturbing memories. Was that why he’d been so willing to offer her as collateral for his outstanding debt? Because he wanted to punish her for not loving him enough?

I’m more messed up than I thought.

“This is the place.” Bennett surveyed the tree, reaching forward and running his digits over the bark. “I carved a mark here, so I’d remember which tree it was.”

He removed his fingers to reveal the poor excuse for the letter ‘B’ he’d scratched into the wood. They’d been searching the forest for hours, but Bennett had known his carving was there somewhere. Naturally, that hadn’t stopped the complaints from the group of mercenaries who were being handsomely paid to accompany him.

“How sweet.” Craig’s attention darted back to the trunk before he turned to address the assembled men. “This is where she was dumped.”

Bennett flinched at Craig’s assessment. He hadn’t ‘dumped’ his daughter there. He’d left her as agreed with Bowman. Somewhere in the murky world that constituted his morality, there was a world of difference.

“Bowman collected her from here,” Bennett clarified as he turned to speak to the men. He couldn’t remember seeing such an ugly group before. No wonder they were paid to kill. They wouldn’t be good for much else.

“He will have taken her back to the place where he stays out here.” He peered around at the lightening sky. Dawn was finally breaking after hours of trekking through the trees in the darkness. “That’s what we need to find.”

“Who is this idiot?” A red-haired guerilla screwed his unpleasant features into a ball as his stare drilled into Craig. “And why is he here?”

“Hey!” Bennett pointed in the jerk’s direction. “You shut your mouth.”

“I don’t know, Johnson. Kenner told me to bring him.” Craig blew out a breath, his unimpressed gaze slipping between the two men. “It’s not up for discussion.”

Bennett glowered at the guy, his gaze narrowing. Yeah. He sent the message with his eyes. You heard him. I’m not up for discussion.

There were plenty of benefits of being Joel Kenner’s friend. Money was definitely one of them, but so was the host of armed soldiers he could produce whenever they were required. That was a useful asset. Sure, he owed Kenner, but he’d been obligated to him and other low-life men for years. That was one of the reasons he was there in the forest in the first place. Being indebted to Bowman had long been a bane.

For the time being, he was stuck with men like Kenner. Especially now that he’d managed to flit away all the money he’d once had. Emotion burned in his throat as he considered all of that lovely cash. Once upon a time, he’d had nine figures in various accounts, and he’d flashed that currency around as easily as water ran from a faucet. But eventually, the wealth had trickled away into virtually nothing and inevitably, that was when Bowman had come calling for his cash.

Typical.

Now, he was broke and there was nothing he could do about it. Sure, he could make more money. It wasn’t difficult, but he couldn’t make a sufficient quantity fast enough to appease Bowman. The criminals and liars he’d spent years associating with were suddenly necessary allies, and if he had to be caught between such dirty rocks and cruel, hard places, then at least his associates were filthy rich. He could revel in the luxury of their money while he made more of his own.

“Let’s move!” Craig, the self-appointed leader of Kenner’s men, lifted his hand and beckoned the private army forward. The unit lurched forward, growling and swearing as they glowered at Bennett.

Bennett counted their heads quickly, concluding that there were twelve in total—more than enough to deal with Tucker Bowman.

He pulled in a breath as the unruly troop moved away from the tree he’d left Ella beneath. His gaze lingered on the trunk one last time before his feet set out after them. Tucker was the reason he was there. He was the reason they were all there.

Kenner had agreed to get his daughter back and pay the money Bennett owed Bowman—for a price. Bennett was in no doubt about that. There was always a price, and where Kenner was concerned, it was likely to be a large and painful one, but Ella was worth it. He’d been wrong to get her involved in this debacle, and if there was a cost to be paid, then he would bear it.

How noble of me.

His concentration flitted to the canopy of trees that hung overhead. Their leaves blocked out most of the growing daylight but framed a small flock of birds that flew above.

“Keep up, Bennett!” Craig hollered from up ahead, his snarling tone ordering Bennett to pay attention. “We’re not coming back for you if you get lost.”

“Screw you,” Bennett muttered, although he picked up his pace, an unspoken part of him realizing Craig was correct.

The morons Kenner paid to kill for him wouldn’t give a damn if he wandered in circles for the rest of the day, and Bennett was self-aware enough to know he wouldn’t survive more than a few hours in the desolate wilderness alone. He should keep up with them. However much he despised their infernal banter, he needed them.

And so did Ella.
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Absconded

Ella Bennett

––––––––
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“DON’T LOOK SO WORRIED.” Tucker threw her a wink as he shoved his limited possessions into a large backpack. “I told you I’d deal with your father, and I will.”

Ella didn’t know how much time had passed since he’d smashed the phone Alexander had given them into a hundred tiny pieces. Scanning the floor, she could still make out traces of its once shiny casing, but it offered no clarity on how many minutes had ticked along since its demise. Time, it seemed, had become a metric completely out of her control since her captivity had begun, and she’d grown no better at deciphering it as the days had bled into nights.

“Okay, sir.”

She heaved in a breath from the bed, aware of how the sensitive nub at her sex tingled at the deferential label. She still didn’t understand why her body responded to his authority with such arousal. Before Tucker, she’d only wanted to kick out at those who tried to control her.

Like a spoiled banshee.

She smiled as her grandmother’s voice echoed in her head. She’d called Ella her ‘spoiled little banshee’, and sitting on Tucker’s bed, the pet name seemed apt.

She’d fought him as best she could when they’d first met—trying to make him stop—but in return, he’d hurt her, too. That angst and conflict had been difficult to deal with, but it was nothing compared to the feelings that simmered for him—feelings she shouldn’t be experiencing. Whenever he exerted his power, and sometimes, even after her anger had faded, she was always turned on. Her desire for him amplified whenever he ‘took control.’

That was why she’d stayed after he bedded her last night, and it was why, despite his obvious distracted fury from speaking to her father, she still hadn’t slipped away.

She didn’t fully comprehend her emotions, but she secretly accepted that she wanted to stay, wanted to spend more time with him, and decide if the frantic energy in her belly was a yearning for more than only his dick.

“So, where do we go, sir?” She glanced his way as his gaze rose to meet hers. “What happens now?”

Tucker had started to plan straight away, his attention turning to finding and filling his backpack as soon as he’d cleared most of the broken phone from the floor. But in the frenzied bustle of reacting to Alexander, he hadn’t discussed anything with her.

Typical.

He seemed to be assuming she’d be going with him—wherever that was. She inhaled at the confusing thought. She did want him, but that didn’t mean she’d consented to being hauled around the forest to the next grim cabin he owned. Tucker’s bleak and primitive residence was starting to grate. Ella deserved better.

“I haven’t had time to decide yet.” His expression faltered for a second, as though he, too, had only just realized this. “But I’ll take care of you, little girl.”

“You could just let me go?” She shrugged, nibbling her lower lip as she waited for his verdict.

One of his dark eyebrows cocked at her apparent audacity. “I’m not letting you go.”

His voice was so firm that while a vague part of her recognized she should be riled at his adamant assertion, another aspect of her reveled in his dominant approach.

Tucker was always in charge, and despite their clashes, his authority resonated in her soul. He was a man who, after all this time, finally wanted to look after her rather than disown and abandon her.

Her breath hitched at the poignancy of that. It meant something.

“What?” His lips curled as he watched her. “Why are you smiling?”

Was she smiling?

In the haze of her thoughts, she hadn’t realized, but she supposed she wasn’t surprised. Tucker had a tantalizingly commanding aura about him, and she couldn’t recall power looking so good on anyone else before. The man crouched on the floor shoving items into a bag had ignited something in her that she’d never given any attention to until he’d found her in the woods.

Suddenly, she understood she longed for a man she could depend on. For someone who would hold, care for her, and listen.

Tucker’s that man!

“I was just thinking, sir.” She wrapped her arms around her body, recalling how natural their conversation had been in bed. She’d been comfortable talking to him, and she hadn’t expected that. Naturally, it helped that he was not only easy on the eye but also able to send her into a sexual spin with apparently little effort.

As rugged captors went, she’d really fallen on her feet with Tucker.

“Hmmm.” His tone was skeptical as he eyed her. “Well, it’s good to see you smile.”

“Thanks.” She pulled in another breath, trying to dismiss the numerous reasons that pointed to him as her ideal man. “Are you sure you don’t want to go without me, sir? If you need to get away, all I’ll do is slow you down.”

The smirk that lit his face was as sexy as hell. “Very considerate of you, little girl.” Leaving his pack, he rose and closed the distance between them. “But you’re still mine until your useless father brings me my money.”

Beneath the blue cover that had become something of a security blanket for Ella, her nipples beaded as his words echoed in her head. ‘You’re still mine.’

Oh God. Why on Earth are they so appealing?

“What did Alexander say, sir?” It was difficult to maintain a coherent line of thought while his gaze speared her with such illicit intent. “Is he saying he won’t pay you now?”

Once more, she couldn’t decide how she felt about the possibility. Did she want her father to pay up and secure her freedom, or did she—as she suspected—desire an alternative prospect where she actually got to remain with Tucker?

Preferably somewhere other than his bloody cabin...

Her throat dried at the idea. What was wrong with her? She couldn’t want to stay with the man who’d stolen her liberty. If she chose Tucker, what did that say about her?

“It doesn’t matter what he said.” Lowering to his haunches, Tucker reached for her blanket-covered knee. “But he did imply that armed men would be coming here to take you back.”

“What?” Her gaze shot to the window as if she expected to see an army at the door. “Armed men?” Her breaths increased at the terrifying idea. Being around Tucker was dangerous enough. The last thing she needed was even more testosterone, especially the sort that had weapons. That didn’t sound like a good pairing.

“Don’t worry.” His gigantic palm squeezed her leg. “We’ll be long gone before they arrive. I can’t protect you in a place like this.” He glanced around the cabin, his expression wistful.

“Protect me?” Ella was grappling to keep up. “I thought you wanted to get rid of me, sir. I thought I was a necessary liability to get your money back?” Her questions hung in the air between them.

“I did once.” He stared at her face as though he wanted to memorize every inch of her skin. She couldn’t recall seeing such reverence in anyone’s eyes before. “But the last day has changed that. You have to know that, Ella.”

Ella.

Her skin goosed at his soft tone as he called her by her name. She’d gotten so used to Tucker calling her his ‘little girl,’ the sound of her name on his lips was stark.

“What’s changed?” She couldn’t think clearly as his blue gaze bored into her. Even without his ropes and menacing glowers, Tucker had a dizzying presence, and she seemed helplessly attracted to his power. “I mean, I’m still your prisoner, aren’t I?”

“My prisoner?” His tongue ran over his lips. “You make it sound sexy when you put it that way.”

“Tucker!” She almost giggled at the look of him. “You know what I mean. I haven’t exactly had much choice about any of this.”

She turned her head to survey the inside of the cabin for the thousandth time, each glance confirming what she already knew—she needed to get out of there—but for the first time, she didn’t necessarily want her escape to be without the man who’d forced her into the place.

Now, she was actually considering what it might be like to have a future with a man like him.

Not like him. She straightened at the truth. With him.

“I know.” An odd sadness reverberated in his voice. It matched his melancholy expression, although she couldn’t understand his despondency. “You’ve been through a lot, and I know that’s my responsibility.”

She had no idea what to say to that. Only a couple of days ago, she’d have been gleeful to have heard some damn accountability from the man who’d turned her life upside down, but now there was less satisfaction in his admission.

“Not only you,” she mumbled. “But Alexander, too. He’s the real reason I’m here. Not you.”

“But I’m the bastard who accepted you as part of the deal.” His gaze brightened. “Don’t forget that.”

“How could I?” she smirked. “Sir.”

“Don’t give me that tone.” Tucker inched closer. “If we had time for me to spank you properly, then you’d have trouble sitting there, pouting at me.”

Pouting? Her lips parted in feigned disgust. “I am not pouting!”

“You are pouting.” His words resonated around the room, but she saw the mischief dancing in his eyes. “And pouting little girls always get what they deserve.”

“It’s just as well you don’t have time then.” She loved the flirty banter between them, even though the circumstances were strained.

“Now,” he corrected.

“What?” Her brows knitted.

“I don’t have time now.” He chuckled. “But there will come a time.”

She shifted on the bed, the muscles between her legs clenching at his thinly veiled erotic threat. She wished she could comprehend why the idea of being rebuked by him sounded so good, but in her current predicament, Ella had bigger things to worry about.

She was still stuck out there in the middle of nowhere, still without her clothes and any chance of getting home, and to make matters worse, her father was apparently sending armed lunatics to the location. Far from offering reassurance, the scenario only filled her with dread. If she knew anything about the types of men Alexander associated with, then they’d be far from ideal rescuers, and worse, she had an awful suspicion they’d want to hurt Tucker.

Her anxiety ratcheted as she forced the thought away. She couldn’t let anything happen to Tucker.

“We’d better go, sir.” She rose to her feet quickly and stared out of the window. As ever, she had no idea if it was early or late in the day, but she sure as hell didn’t want to be standing there when bullets tore at the timber walls. She longed to be somewhere safe by then—with Tucker.

“Hey!” He stood slowly, his expression concerned. “It’s okay. We’ll be out of here soon enough. Everything will be okay.”

Okay? She might have laughed had trepidation not roamed so freely in her blood stream.

“How can this be okay?” Her voice sounded strained. “We don’t have anywhere to go, and soon, we’ll be surrounded by men with guns!” She swallowed down her rising panic, her gaze searching the interior of the space for any sign of how she should deal with the incoming threat.

“I never said we had nowhere to go.” He looked bewildered as he grasped her hand and tried to steady her. “Only that I hadn’t decided where to take you yet.”

“What?” Her heart was beating so fast, the room was starting to spin. That wasn’t what he’d said, was it? But then, her mind was also racing at speed. Maybe she hadn’t heard him properly. Maybe she’d misunderstood.

“Come on.” He tugged her closer and wrapped his arms around her. “You need to calm down and breathe. Remember what I told you. I will take care of you.”

I will take care of you.

Take care of you.

The echo of his words played out in her head as his alluring body held her up. Breathing in his sublime scent again, she silently acknowledged what should have been obvious.

A woman with confused feelings about the man who abducted her was possibly understandable, but one with a growing emotional attachment to her captor was something else. She hadn’t been holed up with him for long, but even in those brief days, he’d done something to her—he’d altered her in a uniquely fundamental way.

He’d opened her eyes.

Even if she woke up in her bed tomorrow morning, Ella wasn’t sure she could ever come back from that.

She could never be the same woman she’d been before.

“All right.” In the end, it was all she could think to say. The pressure in her head seemed to be building. “All right, sir. I believe you.” She blew out a breath, hoping the strong arms snaked around her body would never let her go. “You’ll take care of me.”
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Runaways

Tucker Bowman

––––––––

[image: ]


BENNETT’S INTERRUPTION had been unexpected. Before he’d dropped his daughter off in the middle of nowhere, he and Tucker had already agreed on the timeframe Tucker would hold Ella as a surety. It was part of the deal, and it wasn’t open to negotiation, yet now Bennett wanted to change the rules.

Trust Bennett to try to screw me over.

He kissed the top of Ella’s head as a wave of irritation washed over him. He supposed, with hindsight, Bennett’s intervention was not so surprising. The man was a spineless worm who’d suggested his own flesh and blood as collateral. Given Bennett’s spinelessness, his recent change of plan shouldn’t have been shocking, but his intervention was still annoying as hell.

“That’s right.” One of his hands rose to cradle the back of her head. “I’ll take care of you. Just do as you’re told, and we’ll be fine.”

The woman in his arms was nothing like the wildcat he’d had to tame on their first night together. Her large, frightened eyes were soulful, as though Tucker—the man who’d held her hostage—could somehow be her savior.

Savior?

His lips twitched at the preposterous idea. Tucker was a self-centered thug who’d been happy to use violence to get what he wanted in life. He was far from being anyone’s liberator.

“Let’s get ready to leave.” He stroked her hair, still astounded by how silky the strands were.

She was only supposed to have been property he kept as an indemnity, yet in the last few hours, it was like the essence of Ella had seeped into his blood. After Bennett’s threats to take her back, there had never been any doubt in his mind about how things would play out.

He had to leave his beloved cabin, and he was taking Ella with him. Her proposal to be left behind was unthinkable. Whatever chemistry they’d ignited remained unfinished, and while he was genuinely bereft to leave the place he’d come to call home, Tucker had more than enough properties they could use as refuge.

“Don’t you think I ought to have some clothes then, sir?”

She motioned down to his mother’s blanket, reminding him that it was the only fabric he’d offered her since she’d arrived. Only the fire and his body had kept her warm otherwise.

“Good idea.” He smiled, though deep down, it pained him to clothe her.

Ella was so beautiful. He’d have liked to have kept her naked, but he had to be reasonable. They had many hours of travel through the forest to endure before he could get her somewhere safe and comfortable. She’d need to be dressed to survive them.

Reflexively, his gaze slid to the place he’d folded and kept her clothes after her last escape attempt. Somehow, it felt like months had passed since she’d last worn them, yet rationally, he knew it wasn’t true. Time was apparently playing games with his head. After so many years alone, he’d forgotten how powerful it could be.

Planting another kiss on her forehead, he turned and walked to the counter. He crouched and dragged her original outfit from its hiding place before rising and waving the garments in front of her.

“Here.” He threw the pile of clothes onto the bed. “Put these on while I finish packing.

“Yes, sir.” Her voice had a sardonic quality to it as he strode back to his bag, but when he glanced up, he was pleased to see her smile again.

Ella had seemed genuinely panicked at the thought of her father coming for her, as if she might be in real danger. As he shoved the plastic bottle of water into the pack, he hoped she realized he’d do everything in his power to ensure that wasn’t the case. He would never let Bennett, or anyone else, hurt her.

“I thought you told me you didn’t have any bottled water, sir.” Her tone was teasing, but he couldn’t miss the accusation laced within it.

“I didn’t, little girl.” Glancing up from his packing, his breath caught at the sight of her. Dressed only in her tiny panties and bra, she was utterly breathtaking. “I save my bottles for hikes through the forest. That’s why I just went out to fill it with water, remember?” He gestured to the door, though his gaze still burned into her.

“Right.” She pulled her pants past her thighs, her brow furrowing. “I must have missed that.”

“Yeah.” He grinned as he closed the pack. “You did seem a little out of it after your father’s call.”

“Sounds about right.” She snorted. “He does have a tendency to mess things up.”

He watched as she tugged her top over her head, her beautiful body now finally covered. “You should take the blanket with you.” He had no intention of leaving the last remnant of his mother behind, and anyway, he liked the way it looked around her. Ella had come with no suitable outdoor clothing, and the blanket was all the protection she had.

Apart from me.

“Thanks.” She picked up the layer and held it to her chest. “I just need my boots, sir.”

“They’re under the counter.” He signaled in its direction before he drew the pack closed. “Help yourself.”

By the time the huge rucksack was secured, she had pulled the boots on and laced them tightly.

“Are you ready?” Standing in the center of the space, he realized the question was directed more to him than her. No doubt she was ready. Ella had been ready to leave the cabin from the get-go.

“I wish my father had left me with socks, but I’m ready.” She glanced out of the window at the gray light spilling in from the forest.

“I don’t have anything to lend you here.” Though he’d ensure she had everything she needed once they were out of the woods. “You’ll have to make do for now.”

“I know. I’ll manage, although I’d like to know where we’re headed, sir. I...” Her voice died as she pulled in a breath.

Where they were ultimately headed was a good question. The truth was, he didn’t know, but his self-preservation instinct told him to go. He’d collect his car from the outskirts of the forest and drive to one of his homes. Where they went didn’t matter.

“Do you have another cabin somewhere?” Her gaze drilled into him. “Is that your plan?”

“No other cabin, little girl.” He half chuckled as he reached for his pack and threw it over his shoulder.

Even the bare minimum requirements for the journey ahead weighed down the bag, but maneuvering the handles around both shoulders made the burden easier to bear.

“I have other safe places.” Thrusting his palm in her direction, he waited for her to respond. “Not in the forest.”

“So...” She crept forward, her delicate fingers sliding between his. “We’re leaving the woods?”

Staring down into her large green eyes, he was momentarily lost in them. It was strange to be standing hand-in-hand with the woman he’d worked so hard to curtail and contain as though they were a couple.

Don’t be ridiculous. We’re not ‘a couple.’

Even though he yearned for more of her and couldn’t contemplate leaving her behind, they weren’t equal. He would take her from the prison she detested, but she still belonged to him.

Wherever they were, he wouldn’t let her go.

“Sir?” Her eyebrow arched.

“Yes.” Squeezing her digits, he acknowledged how far they’d come in such a short space of time. Not equals perhaps, but something was definitely different between them. Tucker couldn’t put his finger on what the growing feelings swimming in his senses meant, but he was certainly attached to the blonde gazing up at him. “We’re leaving the woods.”
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