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Caroline

––––––––
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IN ANOTHER TIME, IN another world, where my country hadn’t slid into catastrophe, I’d have fallen in love with Adam Harper all over again. His dark hair and devilish eyes would have enthralled me just as they’d done in the grim reality of Fortorus. In the alternative realm, though, things would have been different.

Better.

Happier.

He’d never have been my so-called superior, wouldn’t have had the power of life and death over me, and wouldn’t have needed to choose me over the entire life he’d built for himself in twenty-first-century Britain. We could have started a regular relationship, getting to know one another and flirting and teasing our way into the bedroom.

“What would it have been like to have met like that?” Gripping the rail, my whispered words were lost on the ocean wind as I imagined the parallel scenario. 

As the commander general, Adam Harper held such authority over me that the idea of any genesis where he hadn’t made the rules was almost inconceivable. Would I have been happy to kneel at his feet without the imminent threat of punishment if I disobeyed? Would I ever have realized how much I adored the capitulation without that dark impetus?

“Unlikely,” I muttered, remembering the happy-go-lucky, independent woman I’d once been. She hadn’t knelt for anyone. Until the day she had no choice.

That version of Caroline would likely have told Harper to get stuffed, but in doing so, she might have pushed away the brightest spark of connection I’d ever experienced. I might never have found such ecstasy in the depths of our collective depravity.

“Not that it matters.” An intrepid seagull landed on the railing beside me, eyeing me with apparent curiosity. “There was no choice, was there, Mr. Gull? I had to kneel.”

No choice but to suffer and endure.

My fingers tightened on the barrier as I recalled the horrendous months I spent at Fortorus. The things I’d seen and dealt with there would stay with me forever, even though Harper managed to get me away.

For now.

I peered around at the waves, half expecting to see one of the new order’s vessels in pursuit of us. I was an escaped prisoner, and the man who’d helped me abscond had been in charge of Fortorus. As soon as the odious man who called himself president realized we were gone, he’d be after us, or after Harper, at least.

My belly cramped at the inevitability. We wouldn’t be able to stop the president’s response. I just had to hope we were far enough away on foreign soil for even his spineless grasp.

As though it could read my thoughts, the gull edged closer.

“I know, Mr. Gull.” I sighed. “We have to reach Dutch soil before my anxiety sweeps me away like the choppy waters below.”

The bird glanced down at the sea as though empathizing with my predicament, and pulling in fresh air, I tried not to dwell on the worst outcomes.

In so many ways, I was the lucky one. 

The only real lucky one.

Unlike the thousands of other women still caged in Fortorus, destined for hopeless futures, and the other brave souls like Fern, who’d already been pulverized by the ruthless, unrelenting system, I was still alive, and the air in my lungs was free. Even the prisoners Harper and I had helped to liberate hadn’t fared as well as us, and the odds were stacked against them. With no rights, limited weaponry, and no access to food and water, how long could they last in the claustrophobic land we used to call home? Only I had a shot at a future with a man who cared about me.

I was the one who’d been plucked from Gamma to live in the luxury of Harper’s unit. I was the woman who’d escaped the deadliest retention camp Great Britain had ever seen. I was the only one with a genuine chance at a life, and that was all down to the man who’d turned my whole life upside down. 

Leaning against the side of Carla, the trawler boat that was taking us both to freedom, I looked on as that man chatted to Carla’s captain, Andrew. Around them, Carla’s crew worked on, hauling huge nets from the ocean and gathering their catch, but my attention returned to my savior. Harper’s body language looked relaxed for a man who’d just fled an authoritarian regime and who was probably enemy number one, his grin growing as Andrew pointed out something on the horizon.

“Adam.” His name was a murmur on my lips, the gull tilting its head as though I was calling to it. “I hope this works.”

What was I saying? The plan—the two of us on the run together in Europe—had to work. There was no contingency option. 

As if he’d heard me calling his name, Harper’s focus flitted in my direction, his sapphire eyes somehow even more accentuated since he’d donned the royal blue sweatshirt I’d chosen for him. I watched as he expressed his gratitude to the captain for the tenth time and walked toward me. 

I’d never seen that humble side of him before, never seen him do anything except condescend and command those the president’s order had deemed unworthy. The appreciation gleaming in his eyes was something new and unexpected, and it touched me in places that, so far, only his fleeting tenderness had been able to reach.

“Little girl.” His smile stretched wider as he approached, his brown tresses flying back in the wind as though he was on the Milan catwalk. The man was a monster, an architect of everything that had tried to destroy me, yet in that moment, none of that mattered. Not his sordid past and not my trauma. “What are you doing over here?”

“Just watching you, Sir.” I reached for his hand, wrapping my fingers around his cooling digits. “And thinking.”

“There’s my Caroline.” Squeezing my fingers, he dropped my hand before wrapping me up in his warm embrace. “The woman who always has ideas churning in her head.”

“Actually, most women do, Sir.” 

It was easier to be bolder with him without the walls of Fortorus looming large around me. He was still in charge. Even then, as we both fled from the sickening system he’d helped to create, he was the one with the fragments of control; the gun in his bag and the wad of cash he’d stuffed in there along with the clothes I’d packed, but the dynamic between us had already shifted. Things were different. Harper might, in so many ways, still be my master, as he’d so eloquently pointed out to me, but he was no longer the commander general, and as soon as Carla docked on European soil, we’d no longer be in his jurisdiction. 

His dark eyebrow arched, producing the usual rush of excited trepidation the gesture always provoked, but instead of the sharp admonishment I was used to, only a low chuckle met my ears.

“I know that.” His voice was a soft purr, that same one he employed when he took me to bed. “But remember to watch that tone, young lady.”

I smirked at the chastisement, unusually emboldened. In the old days, I’d have either been on the brink of the best sex of my life or about to have been horrendously rebuked for my sass, but my simmering excitement recognized the changed circumstances. He could reproach me all he liked. He might even try to pull me over his lap for some sort of impromptu penance, but the connection between us on that boat was built on more than only my unconditional obedience. 

Standing there, his authority over me was tangible, but its foundation was built on something more akin to trust and desire than fear and compliance. If he wanted to spank me on that deck, or even in the berth below, he’d do so because I surrendered that authority to him; because for the first time I gave him that power over me.

The contrast was visceral.

“Are you going to punish me, Sir?” My tone was intentionally goading, belying the apprehension still fizzing inside. “Because, if you are, I’m going to need you to fuck me afterward.”

His brow rose. Evidently, my self-proclaimed master hadn’t been expecting that response. “Who’s this plucky new woman, little girl? You’re going to have to introduce me.”

I smiled at his droll tone, one hand flattening against his sweater. “Someone who loves you, Sir.”

Catching my wrist, he tugged my hand up to graze a kiss at my knuckles. “If you want me to fuck you, you only have to ask.”

“Yes, please, Sir.” My reply was breathy, the huskiness half inspired by the passion he promised, and half by my lingering sense of uncertainty. Whatever happened next, we were refugees, people without citizenship, with no country and no real rights. That forbidding reality was something I’d already had to deal with in my own country, but it would all be new to a man like Harper, and I didn’t know how he’d deal with the change. “I can’t think of a better way to usher in our new beginning.”

“Then, let’s go.” Taking my hand, he guided me toward our berth without looking back. “Let’s see if I can stop your mind from whirring for a while.”

I laughed as he led the way, following along as I always had, but deep down, that gnawing awareness inside confirmed that things between us had changed all right. Despite the danger we were still in, the crippling ambiguity we faced, and not even knowing where we’d call home, even though he was still in charge, something fundamental had altered.

I was no longer his plaything, no longer his to use as he chose. From that moment on, Adam Harper was mine.
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Chapter Two
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Adam

––––––––
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“NOTHING HAS CHANGED.” Slamming the door closed with my foot, I was already shrugging out of my sweater. Somehow, in the midst of the trepidation and insecurity of the last few hours, Caroline had roused the same unbridled arousal she always had. We had little idea what the future held, but I needed her all the same, as if the solace of her skin would right all the wrongs. If running from Britain had taught me anything, it was how fragile life could be. The only thing promised was that one moment we were living in. “I want you naked and on your knees.”

Watching her undress, Caroline’s power washed over me. Even with no authority and little control over proceedings, she’d managed to capture me, luring me away from the position I’d enjoyed and depriving me of all its luxurious trappings. 

Caroline Craness, the small, slim brunette with no history of political uprisings, had completely mesmerized me, and in doing so, she’d pulled the first brick away from the wall of Ian’s carefully built construction. My lips twitched at the thought of the man who’d called the shots for too long. A part of me wished I could have been there to see the president’s face once he realized what we’d done and witnessed his tantrum. As things stood, though, I had better things to look at.

Right on cue, she smiled, sliding her tights down to her ankles before kicking them off and tugging at the hem of her dress. She was the picture of obedience as she discarded the dress and sank to her knees in the small space. Her actions were exactly what I’d asked for, but the wild glint flashing in her eyes was something I’d rarely seen before.

“This is it, little girl.” Unzipping my jeans, I yanked my cock from the denim, amazed at how hard I was. A few minutes before, I’d been discussing possible getaway routes with the wrinkling Andrew, yet only a few murmurs from her, and I was enraptured. “We’re on the verge of a new life together, yet you will still fall to your knees for my cock whenever I command it.”

“Yes, Sir.” Her expression was hungry as she gazed at me, the knowledge that she yearned for me as much as I craved her vitalizing. “Thank you.”

“Get over here.” 

Beckoning her forward with one finger, my pulse accelerated as she crawled closer. The sudden rush of lust made no sense in our circumstances. We were on the run, political exiles and hopelessly in danger, and despite Andrew’s friendliness and assurances that he would be able to help on the other side of the channel, we had no idea what awaited us there. By all rights, we should have been terrified, arriving in a foreign country by boat and attempting to smuggle in under the radar, but her submission seemed able to temper almost any anxiety in me. When she knelt, took me in her mouth, and held me, she had the power to control everything, including my emotions.

“Sir.” Her breath was warm against my groin. “May I?”

She looked at me from beneath those long, dark lashes, and any thoughts I harbored about playing it safe and keeping up my guard until Andrew’s cargo had been unloaded flitted from my mind.

“Do it.” The order sounded pained as it left my mouth, my lips parting as her warmth shrouded my dick. Eyes fluttering closed at the hedonism, I reached for the nearest bunk and groaned. “That’s so good, little girl.”

I wasn’t lying. The sensation as she worshipped me was exquisite, hotter and more intense than anything I remembered. It was as if she was plowing every ounce of her devotion into the act. Each flick of her tongue was designed to offer enthusiasm and loyalty, wanting me to know that she needed me, that she loved me... 

Suspended in the web of her constancy, all I knew for certain was that I never wanted her homage to stop.

Holding the edge of the bed for support, I willed myself to hold on, to breathe and not force the pleasure to end prematurely, but God help me, I’d never known heat like it. Even the desire we’d shared at my old unit hadn’t come close to whatever crescendo she stirred within me then. 

Perhaps the peril of our situation had inadvertently heightened my passion. Who knew, after all, if it would be the last chance she had to show her adoration that way for a long time? Who knew when I’d be able to feel her flesh against mine again? We had no pledges about where we’d be in the coming hours, let alone days. I had vague plans for transportation to Switzerland, but nothing was guaranteed. I hadn’t even had a chance to talk to her about what came next yet, reassuring her only that, whatever happened, I’d find a way to take care of her.

That vow was as certain as my looming gratification.

Glancing down, I caught sight of her devouring me. Her eyes closed, her lips pressing to the base of my balls, and the crown of my cock grazing the back of her throat. Pressure built inside me, its ferocity suddenly overwhelming, forcing me to pull away. If I didn’t press pause on the pleasure, it would all be over too soon.

“Sir?” Gasping, she peered up at me, dismissing the line of drool still connecting us. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.” I thrust a palm at her, hoisting her to her feet when she took it. “I just want to be inside you.”

“But you were ins—”

“Shhh,” I interjected, unwilling to process her logic while my goading passion silently longed to be back between her legs. “Against the door. Now.”

Snarling the instruction, I backed her against the wood, lifting her from the ground as soon as she was in place. She responded instinctively, wrapping her arms around my neck, her legs around my middle, and mewling as my erection found its way to her sex. A reflexive, guttural sound escaped us both as I slid inside her, her fingers tightening in my hair as she began to ride me.

“Oh, God!” She tilted her head back as far as the wood would allow, pushing her frantic clit toward me as her hips snapped forward. “Yes, Sir!”

“I know.”

Bodies entwining, I held on tight, gripping her sublime ass as I pushed our weight into the door. Whatever the electricity was sparking between us, it was bigger than anything I’d known before. More powerful than Ian and all his weighty shows of strength, and even more fierce than the fear of whatever awaited us. 

In that moment, there was only the two of us. Caroline, shrouded in a celestial veil, the collision of our flesh echoing in the air, and the burning need to claim her as mine.

“Adam.” Leaning closer, she pushed her tantalizing breasts in my face. “I’m going to come.”

That was it. No whimpers for permission, no desperate clamors for my approval. Shoved against the door frame, she declared her need for anyone listening to hear, and although I should have chided her bad behavior, I was utterly bewitched by her performance.

“Come for me.” Ramming her backward, I growled the order, brushing my mouth over hers. “I want to feel it, little girl.”

Her eyelids flickered closed at the precise moment her wet warmth contracted around me, her muscles spasming as she fought for breath.

“Yes.” Something about witnessing her euphoria ratcheted my own need right to the edge, taking me back to the brink in a heartbeat. “That’s it, baby.”

I breathed the words onto her skin as the wave of gritted carnality ripped through me, pinning her in place as I emptied myself inside her. Hot swells of urgency cascaded over me, and even when my strength succumbed and I released one of her feet to the floor, I refused to let her go, as though she was the oxygen I craved to stay alive. 

“Sir.” Crushed between the hard structure and my body weight, she panted the word, her gasped plea bringing me back to the present.

“I’m sorry.” I inched back to give her space, but our bodies remained fused together, as though they, too, recognized the significance of the union.

“Don’t be.” Her lips tugged upward. “That was amazing, Sir.”

“You’re amazing.” Reaching for her, I stroked the loose strands of her hair from her face. “Look at what you’ve achieved, little girl.”

Her gaze darted around the tiny compartment. “Such luxury transportation, you mean?”

“No.” Nuzzling her neck, I nipped at her soft skin. “You just managed to get the second most important man in Britain to up and abscond with you, leaving everything behind him for the woman he loves.” 

There were no regrets as I skimmed over the details of our last few hours. I knew there would be enormous challenges to come, but none of them outweighed the prospect of losing her to Ian’s repulsive plans. I only hoped some of the other women we’d freed managed to get as far away from Fortorus as they could. There, beyond its unyielding walls, they might stand a chance. There had to be some decent men still out in the suburbs. Men who behaved better than I had.

“Oh, that.” Her cheeks bloomed with fresh heat. “I think I might just be lucky, Sir.”

“Maybe.” God, she tasted so good. “But I think it’s more than only that. I never even wanted a long-term partner before I met you, and now, I’ve given up everything to be with you.”

The awe in my voice was justified. I might have had no compunction about saving her, but that didn’t mean I could quite believe the path I’d chosen to take. I’d lurched from a world where everything was available to me on tap to an indeterminate and risky future. Hopefully, my tentative strategy would unfold as I planned, but there was still the real prospect that I would be arrested. I dared not dwell on the outcome, but I was sure the International Criminal Court would have a few questions if I crossed their path. 

It doesn’t matter. The conclusion echoed in my head. Either way, this is the only way we can be together, the only future with actual possibility.

“I can’t believe we did it.” She pulled in a breath. “Can’t believe you did that for me, Sir.”

“Believe it.” I wanted her to know I’d have done it all again. “I choose you every time, Caroline.”

Watery eyes met mine, the silence between us poignant as we considered what we’d managed to achieve.

“Thank you.” Ultimately, it was her gratitude that broke the hush. “I don’t know how I’ll ever repay you, Adam, but thank you.”

“There’s no need, little girl. I love you.” I held her close, relishing the feel of her skin. No indulgence I’d ever been granted felt as good as holding her close did. “And to your earlier point, I think this is considered five-star luxury for a pair of escapees on the run.” I snorted, making tiny circles on her cheek with my thumb. “Our next ride might not be so good.”

I regretted the quip immediately, her expression faltering as she replied.

“Really?” She caught her lower lip between her teeth, a sure sign she was worried, and who could blame her? I’d taken us from the frying pan and into the fire; the inevitability of her old, grim reality morphing to the stark lack of certainty about what happened next. “Do we have a plan, Sir?”

“We have the makings of one.” Pressing a kiss to her temple, I reluctantly withdrew from her heat, fastening my zipper before I steered her back to the bed. “Let me run you through what I know.” 

She sat down on the unwelcoming-looking bunk, her eyes wide as I perched beside her.

“Want to get dressed first?” 

It pained me to ask, but I knew how cold boats could be, and the last thing we needed was either of us falling ill. There’d be no Armitage on hand to help us anymore. For the first time in my life, I was going to have to rely on my own ingenuity to see me through.

“Thank you, Sir.” 

She shifted to collect her discarded clothes, and while I waited for her to tug them on, I dragged the bag she’d packed closer. Everything we had in the entire world; a change of clothes, my gun, ammo, and my remaining cash in sterling, was in that one pack.

“Okay.” Adjusting her dress, she shifted closer. “What’s the plan?”
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Chapter Three
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Caroline

––––––––
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“WANT ME TO RUN THROUGH it again?” His expression was sympathetic, but I had the sense he was running out of patience. He’d already told me Carla was due to dock in Rotterdam soon, and once the night’s catch had been unloaded, we’d need to move.

“Yes, please, Sir.” Ignoring my hammering heartbeat, I tried to pay attention, but inside, my thoughts were reeling.

I hadn’t even realized there was ‘a plan’ until he’d started to explain, but I supposed I should have known better. When had Harper not had a plan? It seemed from the moment he’d laid eyes on me, there had been a strategy behind his actions; to pluck me away from Sorosson and Walker that first night, to use and enjoy me for his own personal entertainment, and finally, to save me all over again. Fleetingly, I acknowledged the only thing he hadn’t anticipated was his growing feelings for me, but observing his steely countenance then, I’d have never guessed at the emotions. He might have cast off his uniform, but years as the commander general would take longer to discard.

“Andrew says there’s a truck that will take us across the border.”

“A truck?” I repeated, already imagining how dark and arduous that journey would be.

“Not the most salubrious way to travel, I know.” He shrugged. “But right now, that’s the best way to avoid officials who might want to see our passports.” 

“Passports?” Shit, I hadn’t even thought about documentation. “That’s going to be a problem.”

“We’ll be okay,” he consoled. “We’re together and, all being well, the driver will only take one break on the way to Zurich.”

“Wait,” I interrupted. “Zurich?” 

I couldn’t remember him mentioning Switzerland before, but then, everything since we’d come back to the berth seemed to have been a haze, as though his passion had subdued the part of my brain that would usually have been panicking.

“Yes, Caroline.” His quiet sigh spoke of exasperation, but, reaching for my hand, his touch was gentle. “We’ve been through this.”

“I’m sorry.” Anxiety tore at my belly. No matter how slowly he went through the details, I couldn’t seem to retain any of the information. “I don’t remember, Sir.”

“It’s probably the shock.” He squeezed my fingers. “Zurich is where my private bank account is held. It holds a safety deposit box for me in its vault.”

Safety deposit box? 

“Okay...” I sounded as confused as I felt.

“And we need that box now, little girl,” he prompted, piecing the puzzle together for me.

“What’s in the box, Sir? More money?” My gaze flitted to the stack of currency he’d bundled into the bag before we left.

“Swiss francs and Euros, yes,” he replied. “Which will be a whole lot more useful to us now than British pounds, but also a few other things that will help us get settled.”

“And you’ve always had this safety deposit box?” 

I couldn’t wrap my head around the idea. Normal people like me, who lived largely paycheck to paycheck, didn’t have secret boxes in foreign vaults crammed with goodness only knew what wealth.

“Not always.” He smirked. “But for a while.”

“Why?” My head was spinning. “Why would a man who held such an eminent position, and until recently, had the ear of the president, need something like that?”

“Good question, little girl.” He patted the back of my hand gently with that same large palm that had been the architect of both my pleasure and pain. My gaze flitted to that palm, briefly recalling some of those delectable highs and terrible lows. “I guess I was never truly immersed in the whole BTP regime and propaganda. The box has always been my insurance policy in case I ever needed to get out. I just never imagined it being so...” He paused, as though searching for the right words. 

“Theatrical?” I offered, recollecting the commanders we’d sedated before we released scores of women.

“Passionate.” His fingers tightened around mine. “You’ve given me something to live for.”

“Thank you, Sir.”

Gazing into his eyes, it was difficult to reconcile the sense of hope swelling in my chest. After so long living with none, with nothing except the threat of starvation and violence, the possibility of happiness with a man like Harper still seemed unattainable. 

Unforgivable. I swallowed back the snide conclusion, not wanting to hear its judgment. What would Fern, Jean, Linda, and the others think if they saw me now?

“What is it?” His brows furrowed. “I can see you overthinking again.”

Smiling at his shrewd assessment, my laughter was dry. “You know me too well, Sir.”

“Not too well.” He edged along the bed, his hand loosening from mine to snake around my shoulders. “I’m going to know you a whole lot better yet. So?” His tone was suddenly expectant. “What’s on your mind?”

Shaking my head, I allowed my eyes to flutter closed. “I was just thinking about the other women I knew in Gamma. I hope they’re okay.”

The images of their faces burst behind my lids while I replied, dreadful memories of the things Mitchell had done blending with the surprise and joy I’d seen in their eyes when I’d opened the doors to the appalling block and set the remaining inhabitants free.

“You gave them the best possible chance.” His pensive tone drew my eyes back open. “I’m proud of you for suggesting we free them and ashamed that I never came up with the idea.”

“You’ve done everything you could since we—"

A loud thud on the door splintered my sentence, and our attention turned in time to see it open.

“Sorry to interrupt.” Andrew looked sheepish as he edged into the compartment as though he knew what we’d been doing. “We’re here. My guys are unloading our catch as I speak.”

“Thanks.” Harper rose to greet the captain. “Do you know if your truck driver acquaintance is here?”

“Aye.” Andrew nodded. “Hans is waiting on the other side of the dock. He hauls fresh produce across the continent, so it’s a better vehicle for you and your lady than the temperature-controlled vehicles that take our fish.”

“We really appreciate what you’re doing for us.” I climbed to my feet, but I was still a foot shorter than both men. “Thank you, Captain.”

“Aye, well...” If I didn’t know better, I’d have sworn a blush crept along his beard-covered face. “Don’t get me wrong, the commander general’s stack of cash helped talk me into it, but you’re welcome.”

“You deserve the money.” Harper’s lips curled as he took my hand. “Caroline’s right. We’d have been stuck without you.”

“I’m just trying to do the right thing.” Andrew’s expression hardened. “Can’t say I agree with all that’s been going on there, to be honest.”

“Can’t say I do, either,” I concurred. “Will you be okay? I mean, won’t you be in trouble when you go back?”

I had no idea why the thought had abruptly occurred to me, but I despised the idea of anything awful happening to him because of us. Too many people had already been lost. It was time for the suffering to end.

“I have my European citizenship, lassie.” Andrew smiled. “I’ll be fine. Here.” He thrust the garments he’d been holding toward me. “Take this. It gets cold in the back of trucks, even if they’re not chilled.”
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