
  
    [image: Burning Notes]
  


  
    
      
        [image: ]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Burning Notes (Captive Writings #4)

        Copyright © 2022 by M.L. Philpitt

      

        

      
        ISBN: 978-1-990611-02-5

      

        

      
        All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      

        

      
        This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, organizations, places, events, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locations, persons living or dead are entirely coincidental.

      

        

      
        Warning: This book contains mature content. Reader discretion is advised.

      

        

      
        Cover Designer: Cat Imb, TRC Designs

        Editing and Proofreading: Rebecca Barney, Fairest Reviews Editing Services

        Formatting: M.L. Philpitt

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        “lovely” by Billie Eilish ft. Khalid

        “Nightmare” by Veracity

        “Cut” by Plumb

        “Scars” by Boy Epic

        “Memories” by EarlyRise

        “I Scare Myself” by Beth Crowley

        “Monsters” by Katie Sky

        “Journey (Ready To Fly)” by Natasha Blume

        “Still Here” by Digital Daggers

        “Love Me Like You Do” by Ellie Goulding

        “Let You Down” by The Material

        “My Escape” by Ravenscode

        “Middle Finger” by Bohnes

        “Venom” by Eminem

        “Heart By Heart” by Demi Lavato

        “Wicked Games” by The Weeknd

        “Angel With A Shotgun” by The Cab

        “Where Butterflies Never Die” by Broken Iris

        “Angel By The Wings” by Sia

        “the lonely” by Christina Perri

        “Lost My Mind” by Alice Kristiansen

        “Can You Hold Me” by NF, Britt Nicole

        “NVM” by Faith Marie

        “Shattered” by Trading Yesterday

        “Glass Heart” by Tommee Profitt, Sam Tinnesz

        “Don’t Deserve You” by Plumb

      

        

      
        Listen here

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: note]
        

      

      Burning Notes is the fourth and final book in the Captive Writings series, which must be read in order. Start the series for FREE with Ruthless Letters.

      

      Timeline: Burning Notes starts in the middle of Vicious Texts and takes place during that time when Teagan was in the hospital. This will make sense once you read chapter one.

      

      Burning Notes is a dark romance with content some readers may find triggering. Please visit this link for the list of triggers. Feel free to contact me with any questions. Due to the nature of the book, I encourage you to look at the list, especially if on-page SA/non-con is triggering (not done by H).

    

  


  
    
      For all those still pushing through.

      Don’t be normal. Be you.
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        WILLOW

      

      

      He ensured I was safe, even if it meant battling my personal devil. There was never a moment I felt alone, in having to overcome what I endured. Through a series of notes, he opened up his own previous wounds and shared the most intimate and scarred parts of himself with me, all to show me the light on the other side of darkness. To help me to understand that every time threatening shadows emerge to play their twisted games, there’s always a way to banish them, to send them back from where they came. It may not happen right away; it most likely could take years, but it will eventually be expelled, and when it is, there’s nothing better than the feeling of conquering them.

      He brought me into the light. He became my light.

      It started like any other day in my own personal Hell, crafted for a select chosen few. I awoke alone, shivering in the cold basement, and stared out of my glass cage, aware that when the devil seized me, I had no one who cared enough to search for me.

      Then he came.

      After that, everything changed.

      He cared for me—cared about me. Maybe it’s ill-advised I trusted him so easily. Maybe I got away from the devil, only to end up in a demon’s clutches. But his ice-blue eyes told me all I needed to know, so I willingly put myself in his control and found something else instead—something I never thought I’d be able to recover.

      Myself.

      He gave me back the parts of me the devil stole.

      And in return, I gave him my heart.
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        WILLOW

      

      

      

      Whenever I manage to sleep—when my exhausted and wrought-out body finally succumbs to slumber and I succeed in escaping from the present for a short time—my mind repeatedly brings me back to the moment I applied for a job with Miller Inc. The worst decision I ever made; my biggest regret in life, which may very well be my final one because I’ve been in this basement, cut off from the outside world, for nearly six months.

      Almost but not quite. My skin only shows five scars—five ticks as he uses my thigh as a monthly countdown. I’m sure it’s meant to torture me, but instead, it eases my mind, knowing I’m getting closer to the end.

      He doesn’t keep women longer than six months. It’s a fact he continuously reminds me of, claiming after that amount of time, a particular woman’s screams tire him, and he craves something different. Someone different.

      I don’t scream. Not anymore. Not after realizing he gets off on the noises. He claims all the other women cry right up until the last second, so some level of determination compelled me to shut up and not allow him to win. Maybe it’s because he won’t listen to me, so there’s no point in begging. Maybe it’s the fraction of defiance I’ve retained in my broken, shattered mind. Maybe it’s because he’s broken me so badly, so completely, my voice no longer works.

      By the second month, I stopped begging. Stopped questioning his actions, for the very reason I resist screaming. He doesn’t listen or respond, so there’s little point in wasting breath and energy, I’ve come to realize, I’ll need.

      Screaming, begging, crying, and everything in between strengthens his power because when I do that, he wins. He has too much of it as is, so I won’t allow him to seize more.

      As the days turned into weeks, and the weeks into months, I ask myself what the point is in all of this. If I beg, perhaps he’ll kill me sooner. Maybe he’ll get so excited by my cries, he’ll go rougher than he means to, and it’ll finally be over. I’m holding onto reaching the inevitable end and…why should I?

      Down here, down in Hell, I’ve lived through experiences one wouldn’t even imagine being possible. The blood, the cuts, the whips… No amount is ever enough for him. The screams, the begging, the crying—he wants all of it. Begs me to make agonized noises to appease his own proclivities.

      A tiny part of me continues to hold onto life, even maintaining some level of lucidity on the slim, impossible chance I’ll be rescued. That someone, some angel from Heaven above, will learn of my presence and will come for me. A far-fetched dream, I know, and one I should have long put aside, but it’s a hope I enjoy pretending could be a possibility.

      Even if the possibility is impossible. Even if it’s nothing but my broken, wrecked brain playing games and tricks on me, hoping that someone would—could—actually save me. It’s humorous at best because he won’t free me for anything. I know because he’s told me that before. Death is the only thing that will free me.

      There’s no hero to rescue me. There never will be.

      But I’m only human. And humans have fantastical wishes.

      As if to reinforce my dire thoughts, a loud clinking sound can be heard from the hallway, but it’s not my imaginary hero. It’s the villain of my story.

      The monster. The Devil.

      Pick any evil name to call him, but none truly convey what Alex Miller truly is.

      Fairy tales are all about discovering the fraction of goodness that is buried inside the monster, which usually requires a single heroic act or a kind woman to return its humanity. But I firmly believe Alex has no humanity, and never has; therefore, no act or woman will be able to reveal the good within him. It doesn’t exist.

      My arms tense around my knees, curling my body into a tighter ball as I listen to the clicking of his shiny shoes—they’re always expensive, gleaming shoes—as he approaches the cage. I shut my eyes, since he doesn’t like me regarding him until he demands it. When I don’t obey, the hits are harder, the hate more vicious.

      “Good day.”

      It’s always “good day.” He never indicates morning, afternoon, or night, and with the windowless basement I’m trapped inside, I know it’s to drive me further into madness. There’s never any indication of time down here, or of how long it’s been since his previous visit, or of the number of days that have passed.

      The door to my glass cage unlatches and fresh—fresher, at least—air enters alongside him. The basement’s scent of death and torture isn’t much better than the stuffiness of despair inside my cage, but at least it’s a slight refresher.

      “Oh, my pet. Is that how you say hello?”

      This is how you like me. Scared and timid of your approach. Yet, he consistently comments on me not greeting him as though he’s the king he believes he is.

      My arms, frozen because it’s so cold in the basement, unlock from my body, and I roll onto my knees, immediately bowing my head so low, it nearly touches the floor in front of me, an inch from where he waits.

      I stare at the shiny shoes, knowing he’ll splatter them with my blood, and somehow, it’ll be my fault for bleeding too messily. Alex’s game is to make everything my fault, because then he has reason to extract more pain from me.

      “That’s better.”

      Even with his pleased comment, I don’t lift my head. The first time I did so, without his permission, was the first time he nearly broke my nose.

      “Stand up.”

      I do, my legs shaking and knees creaking from lack of proper use, while my eyes remain pinned on his feet. My matted, blonde hair falls on either side of my face. It’s beyond greasy, considering it sees water once a week, when Alex finds it in him to allow me a bath. It’s never a gift from kindness though, but rather a necessity, so he doesn’t grow hateful of my scent, and so my wounds don’t become too infected to the point I’ll be useless. It’s never warm water, and I only have access to a plain bar of soap. With the short time he grants me, I start with my body first, and then attempt to wash my hair the best I can before he yanks me from the tub, but it’s never enough time.

      Alex’s hand moves, coming toward my face. A finger hooks under my chin and he forces my head up. I don’t fight the movement, and my eyes lift too, landing on his chest.

      “Look at me.”

      People claim a person’s eyes can indicate a lot about their personality, and I realized after an only a day here, how true that claim is. When Alex hired me, he was masked, his true nature hidden, but once he got me down here, the mask came off. So, when I sleep and dream about the moment I got hired to work for him, I question how I missed what was so obviously in front of me.

      A damned madman.

      A psychopath, even if it’s not the official clinical term.

      Back when I was free, which seems like a lifetime ago, I checked out any available psychology books from the public library. Having an interest in the field, but being unable to afford formal education and get a degree sucks, but I vowed I would at least teach myself what I could.

      Not that I’ve memorized the diagnostic criteria of every diagnosis, but I’m positive Alex is an actual psychopath. Modernity may have done away with the term, recoining it as antisocial personality disorder, but I much prefer calling him a psychopath. It has a better ring.

      He aligns with so much of the criteria—disregarding and violating other’s rights without care, hearing himself talk as he consistently recounts his previous experiences with the women who came before me, and lacking remorse for his actions.

      Some would argue there are negative connotations attached to the term psychopath because it implies being deranged and dangerous, but there’s no better description for Alex Miller.

      The darkness in his eyes flares alongside his nostrils as he scans my naked body. Naked, not by choice, but because he doesn’t provide me clothing.

      His hand drops from my chin and buries between my legs. Trained on his expectations, my feet shuffle apart, granting him a better path to my pussy. He rubs my clit, but it burns with dryness.

      I used to trick myself into arousal by pretending I desired his touch, but after so long, even my fake fantasies have become useless.

      He flicks my clit, and his free hand shifts to my thigh, where he roughly grabs hold of the skin there, lifting my leg until I’m angled in a way that gives him better access. The new position forces me onto one leg, and I stagger, my hands immediately grabbing hold of his bare arms, right under where his sleeves are rolled up. Falling is better than relying on his assistance, landing will only injure me.

      Even before his finger sinks inside me, I know it’s coming. He pushes through the dryness, and I wince, continuing to stare at his shirt.

      Body, get wet.

      Unfortunately, it’s never that easy.

      “Always so tight for me. Just for me.”

      If he was another man, those words may elicit something, but Alex’s possessiveness isn’t cute or romantic. It’s cruel and abhorrent.

      His finger probes my insides, searching for my arousal, and I have to bite down on the flinch working its way through my body. He’ll want me to flinch, aware he’s prevailing over my pain, and I don’t wish to give him the slightest satisfaction.

      After another minute, he curses and pulls his hand away. My insides cry with joy, but the burn still flickers at my core. “Fucking bitch. I’m trying to care for you.”

      Alex’s care is evil. I don’t want it. I prefer his hate because it’s predictable.

      Alex “cares” for one other woman—his girlfriend, Teagan. I’ve witnessed the price she pays for his love. Recently, I had the unfortunate and heartbreaking experience of staring at her as he raped her against the glass of my cage. In that one moment, we were two condemned souls, bound together in misery and comradeship.

      “I’m sorry,” I mutter, dropping my eyes to the floor.

      “No matter. I’m here for another reason. Do you know what day it is?”

      That day already. Breath halts in my throat, choking me in near-excitement because this will be over soon.

      Alex only asks that question once a month.

      My attention drops to the thigh he’s still gipping—to the scars scratched along the skin there. Five months is an endless length of time when they’re tallied upon my skin.

      Five months.

      Five cuts.

      Always deep enough to leave a lasting scar.

      But he’ll be adding the sixth. Six means this is it. This is where it ends. Today, tomorrow, soon. There will never be a seventh slice because, instead, he’ll do unspeakable things to my dead body, but at that point, I won’t care. The moment my eyes shut forever is the very second I’ll find peace.

      My teeth sink into my lip to prevent from appearing too excited.

      Alex drops my leg without care and backs away, out of the cage, while leaving the door wide open. I’ve long learned not to even bother trying to escape because I won’t get anywhere. Instead, my vision blurs over as he heads for his wall of hellish items. Knives, ropes, cuffs, tape, chains, whips… the list goes on far too long.

      I don’t need to watch to know what he’s grabbing. It’ll be his “preferred” blade, as he refers to it. A dull blade, due to the number of times he’s used it. It’ll always be sharp enough to slice my skin because he makes it so by shoving it deep, but never sharp enough to create a quick and easy cut. He revels in the hard drag it takes to pierce my skin, aware it increases the pain.

      Before he makes it back to my side, I turn around and press my front to the glass wall behind me. It’s the position he prefers me in for this. The cage’s wall should be numbingly cold, but the benefit of my life down here is that over time, minor nuisances are no longer a bother.

      Through the glass and across the basement, I stare at my reflection in the large mirror he’s hung there. It’s why he wants me on this particular cage wall, because it gives way for me to stare at myself as he cuts me. I spot a woman with familiar features to mine, but the reflection is a shell of my old self. She’s not me. She’s what Alex Miller has forced me to become.

      I watch him approach, watch as his handsome face breaks into an easy, sinister smile with my obedience. His hand—the one not clutching his blood-stained knife—lowers, and he unzips his trousers before pulling out his cock.

      Good.

      If he’s taking me himself, it means he won’t be using any other paraphernalia. Too many items have been inside my body for his sick pleasure, and his cock is the easiest to handle because I can at least try to pretend what he’s about to do is normal.

      He strokes it a few times while maintaining eye contact. His lips curl in a satisfied smirk, but it doesn’t affect me as he believes it does.

      His lips skirt the side of my neck and his next words are murmured into my skin. “For your six-month anniversary, you choose, my pet.” His fingers push between my ass cheeks and briefly touch the hole there. “Here or your delicious cunt? Which hole of yours is crying for my cock?”

      His head lifts from my neck and his form straightens, the smooth material of his suit brushing my bare skin. It’s a sensation I’ve become numb to.

      “You better pick before I do.”

      And he’ll choose the one that brings me the greatest pain.

      “My cunt,” I whisper, despising the dirty term he makes me use. Between the two options, it’ll hurt less.

      And then I shut my eyes and drift. Drift and drown in the sea of trauma he’s forced me to weather. Yes, trauma. I’m self-aware enough to recall the psychology books and the descriptions and symptoms of what trauma looks like. What it’s described as feeling like. Alex robs me of stability every time he’s down here, and it’s amazing I haven’t lost my mind yet. I wish he broke me faster and harder, simply to end the sadistic, twisted kinks he imposes on me. If I could be numb to it all, perhaps it would be a fraction better.

      I embrace the darkness, because with my brain floating outside my body, it’s easy to pretend he finishes quickly, rather than dragging it out.

      It’s in this blackness, I don’t allow myself to feel his feet kicking my legs farther apart, his fingers probing my core, as if expecting to find me suddenly wet, and of his hands fisting the skin of my ass as he grabs hold.

      His cock bounces against my core, but I don’t resist. No longer. My insides have shut the sensation off; of fighting his entry. Instead, I drown in the sea, willing it to take me away to nothingness.

      This is nearly over. The final month…

      It’s in this blackness, I block out him dragging his cock against my core, until he⁠—

      —Breaks me.

      Splits me. The pain is so much worse than usual, since I wasn’t expecting him to have pushed inside my ass, forcing past its protective barrier. I bite down on the instinctual scream, sinking my teeth into my tongue, not giving him that much, but it can’t completely be held in and it releases as a loud moan. My eyes fly open, landing on his crazed, excited ones through the reflection.

      “It’s fucking adorable you assumed you had a choice. You are nothing. You’re mine. Mine to take how I goddamn please.”

      He fucks me harder, rougher, and my broken nails scrape uselessly against the glass as I take it. His teeth clamp down on my shoulder, his bite hard, breaking the skin. I flinch as I release yet another traitorous wail. After a moment, his head lifts again; I don’t need to look in the mirror to feel the hot, wet liquid sliding down the side of my neck and onto my breasts.

      Blood.

      His tongue flicks at my skin, lapping it up. His mouth yanks and sucks at the cut, but the sensations are soon pushed aside for the new and expected one—the blade against my thigh. I watch in the mirror as he angles it partway down the upper part of my leg, at the bottom of the column already cut into my skin.

      He pauses, his dark eyes clashing with mine in the mirror, and his lips curl at the same time he pushes so hard inside me, my hips bounce against the glass.

      “Happy six months. Can’t wait for six more.”

      What? The moment the word shoves its way into my mind, the slice happens. The dulled knife cuts jagged against my skin, and I hiss with the slice, the cool air hitting the fresh wound. More blood drips from my body, slipping down my leg.

      His hands clamp on my hips and he pulls me from the wall, keeping me tight to his own body, so he can pound into me harder and rougher, until I feel as though he’ll shatter the rest of me.

      “I normally tire of a woman by now, but I’m still quite fascinated with you, so why should I end this, when we’re enjoying each other so much?”

      “Why?” I whisper, allowing myself to speak out of turn. Even if he punishes me, I need to know. Need to understand why he believes I’m not broken enough yet—why he wishes to drag my life on longer.

      Alex moves the cold knife to my core, the edge of it pressing right against my pussy lips. One slip, and he’ll slice my clit. My leg muscles lock, working to prevent any movement that could make this possible, but his hips jerk harder, slamming my front against the knife. He moves it away at the last second, amusement sparking in his psychotic, black eyes.

      “Because of this.” The knife drags along my thigh and up my stomach, following the curve of my body. “Every other woman breaks around the one-month mark, but you…” His eyes meet mine in the mirror as the knife stops at a nipple, digging into the sensitive skin around it. “There’s still a fire I haven’t been able to completely extinguish. You’ve dimmed, but I’m not satisfied with that.”

      “No,” I murmur, shaking my head slightly. I’m broken. I’m craving death. “Just end me. Kill me, Alex.”

      His eyes narrow, his pumps slowing as he studies my begging expression in the mirror. A strange emotion passes over his face before being interrupted with a mocking look. “And provide you the escape you crave? I don’t think so.” The edge of the knife knicks my nipple, but this time, my noises remain silent and hidden.

      “Please,” I beg, despite my claims to never plead again. “Please, Alex. You’ve gotten what you wanted from me.”

      “Not a chance. The very fact you’re begging for escape indicates this,” his finger stabs into my right temple, “still works. I will have you screaming before I kill you, Willow. You think I haven’t noticed how you remain silent when I hurt you.” To enforce his words, his hips slam again. “You’re defiant, and I won’t have that.”

      Alex’s pace increases, a blinding pain soon following, and my body goes weak, blood dripping from multiple parts of it. When the knife falls from his hand and clangs at our feet, relief loosens my senses for the briefest of seconds, enough time to return to my void.

      When he finally rips from my body, I crave to curl up and die. Maybe today will be the day he’ll bleed me dry, but even while wishing it, I know it won’t happen because this time is nowhere near the worst of them.

      The second he releases me, I lower to my knees because it’s the position Alex prefers me in after every round of torture.

      He palms his softening erection, and his eyes sparkle, landing on the blood streaming from my shoulder and leg. His hand wraps tighter around himself, and I know that look on his face means he’s excited and wants another round.

      “Pet, take me in your⁠—”

      The shrill sound of a doorbell shrieks throughout the basement, prompting Alex to scowl. From his pocket, he whips out his cell phone.

      He clicks a few buttons before grunting. “Fuck, I forgot. Well,” his attention falls back to me, “I guess you’re free. For now.” He zips his pants and exits the cage right away. Once the door is sealed and locked, he strides away from the basement without looking back at me.

      With his exit, my body loses any strength it was clinging too, and I loll, my head thumping lightly against the cage’s floor. My arms go around my knees, and I adopt the same position I was in before Alex arrived.

      My eyes land on the fresh mark on my thigh. Six months. And counting, according to him. He wants me shattered. He doesn’t want a survivor.

      For him to kill me, it seems as though I need to let go. Let go, and fall into complete and utter madness.
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        WILLOW

      

      

      
        
        Six Months Ago

      

      

      “Willow?”

      Concentrating on the multitude of emails and appointment requests, I missed Alex—Mr. Miller, I mean—positioning himself at his office’s doorway. His hands rest lazily inside his pockets, his ankles crossed as he leisurely leans on the frame. His chocolate-coloured hair is messy and sticking up from where he ran his hand through it multiple times.

      I paint on a polite smile and push away from my desk to address him directly. “Sir.”

      His responding, bright smile has me wanting to wipe my palms on my fitted skirt, but I resist and remain still. Even as he pushes off the frame and approaches, I don’t move, trapped by his influential gaze.

      “Willow, over the past six months of your employment, you’ve far exceeded my expectations, and I’d like to show my gratitude. Would you be interested in getting a drink with me later?”

      A drink? As in… he’s asking me out? My stomach flips, hands sliding from my lap in shock. “Um.” I swallow, licking my damp lips before trying again, “Um, yeah. Sure. Thanks.”

      As though he’s nervous too—which I realize is an idiotic notion—he straightens his already perfect tie. “Wonderful. Six work for you? I can send my driver, and he’ll bring you to my home.”

      Oh. He means drinks at his place. Even more intimate, but despite all the reasons HR drilled into me upon being hired as to why any form of intimacy with Mr. Miller would be a bad idea, I nod, unable to resist the offer. After all, this may simply be professional. No doubt, he has plenty of meetings at his house, and inviting me over for a drink is one in many.

      “That’d be nice. Thank you, Mr. Miller. I look forward to it.”

      “Please, after today, it’s Alex.”

      “Alex.” I test the word—the familiarity of his name, and I quite enjoy it.

      He smiles again before twisting back inside his office and shutting the door. I don’t mind though, because it means I won’t have to fight to hide my unabashed grin.
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        * * *

      

      His driver drops me off at the largest mansion I’ve ever seen. The brick stands sky high, with pillars lining the huge front doors. It’s like something out of a fairy tale, and as I step toward the front entrance, I can’t believe I work for this man. I’ve been privy to everything his company does, but to witness where he resides when he’s not at the office, makes Alex seem even more magical and unreal.

      “You may enter,” his driver announces, gesturing to the front door and yanking me from my thoughts.

      Despite the anxiety coursing through my veins, making the muscles at the back of my neck knot, I breathe in the fresh air and stride up the wide staircase toward those large doors. The wrought-iron handles taunt me with the strength and effort they appear to require.

      I’m considering the possibility of coming off as a weakling as I struggle to open the doors when one opens, Mr. Miller filling the doorway.

      My mouth goes dry at his casual outfit. I mean, by other people’s standards, he’s still quite dressed-up, but his rolled-cuff sleeves, lack of suit jacket, and dark jeans are quite something.

      “H-hello. Thanks for having me.”

      Mr. Miller—Alex steps aside, his arm sweeping in an arc. “Pleasure’s all mine. Come in.”

      Stepping into the foyer has some definite Cinderella-y vibes, which means I shouldn’t be here. A vestibule such as this one is meant to be graced solely with rich people, and not some low-income twenty-four-year-old who never attended college and dresses in second-hand clothing since it’s the cheapest way to follow Miller Inc.’s dress code.

      He strides away the entrance, leaving me to follow him down the long hallway. I can’t help but gawk around his house. I mean, this is where he lives. Like, what?

      Alex leads me all the way to the end of the hallway, turns, and strides down another short one, which leads into a wide opening, revealing a restaurant-style kitchen, easily larger than my entire apartment.

      Long marble counters gleam under the bright lights that Alex flicks on, which bounce off the shiny stainless steel of the chef-quality appliances. Along one counter, at least two dozen different spices wait in jars to be used. Spices, I’m likely unaware the names of half of them, let alone how to use them.

      He leads me toward one end of the island, pulling out a bench as he goes. “Take a seat.”

      I do so, watching as he continues toward the fridge and removes a half-empty wine bottle before finding two wine glasses, in which he pours the pale liquid. He slides one glass across the countertop, which I take, immediately bringing it to my lips.

      “Mr. Miller⁠—”

      “Alex, please,” he interrupts. “I’ve told you that already. There’s no reason to be formal.”

      The glass freezes against my lips as I quirk my brows. “No?”

      “Not at all.” His easy smile sends flutters to my stomach, making me feel like someone else. Maybe, Cinderella, since, after all, I’m in the castle with Prince Charming.

      “Well, okay then.” I take a large gulp—large enough that the crushed, sour grapes scrape at my throat as they go down. “Thanks for the invite.”

      “You’re welcome.” He takes another sip of the wine and I watch as his throat bobs, swallowing the alcohol. Alex bends over, positioning his arms on the counter, and I swear something inside me turns on for the first time in forever.

      Literally the first time. As in, I’ve never had sex.

      “Tell me about yourself, Willow. Family, friends, activities you enjoy.”

      Hot millionaire boss wants to learn about me? Um, okay. “Well, I don’t really talk to my family anymore. I’m fairly new to the area, so I haven’t made friends yet. And as for activities… watching movies, I guess.”

      Alex’s lips pull into a smirk, and even that makes my palms go damp.

      Stop. This is a friendly interaction.

      “Why don’t you talk to your family anymore?”

      I shrug, my attention falling to the single sip I have left. After this, I hope he’s planning on bringing out another bottle, because it’s quite tasty compared to the cheap stuff I buy.

      “There’s not that much to talk about. My parents were super strict, and when I finally moved away at eighteen, it was nice to have the break. And then… I don’t know. I stopped calling home so often, and finally, stopped calling altogether. Now, I easily go six months at a time without contacting them. I think it’s been over a year since I spoke with them.”

      “Huh.” He takes his final sip too, his attention drifting to the hallway we came from. “Don’t you miss them?”

      “Sometimes. At this point though, I doubt they’d even question it if we never spoke again.” I chuckle weakly at the absurdity.

      Alex smiles, but it doesn’t reach his eyes. “Well, that’s sad, no?”

      I shrug again, fingers twirling the glass between them. “I guess I’m used to it by now.”

      His lips purse. “More wine?”

      “Please. Then I want to know about you.”

      Oh, God, one glass and I’m bothering a millionaire to tell me personal things about him.

      Alex smiles and pushes off the granite countertop. “Works for me. Come for the walk? I’ll show you the wine cellar.”

      A wine cellar. Of course he has a wine cellar. Because who doesn’t have one of those in their house? It’s totally normal—not.

      I abandon my glass and follow him through the hallway. A short ways away, he stops at another door. This one he pushes open and takes the lead, flipping on a light before striding down the stairs.

      I’ve watched enough movies to know wine cellars are, well, a vault on a lower-level, therefore nothing exciting to see. Still, his is likely larger than my entire apartment, so with that thought, I blindly follow Alex into his basement.

      The place where he twists a pleasant interaction into the beginning of my end.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        WILLOW

      

      

      

      Whoever was at the door must be important since Alex doesn’t return, leaving me inside Hell to stare blindly at the ceiling and pretend my life has already ended. That the slice on my leg, still stinging from the basement’s chill, was the exact cut that destroyed my life.

      Often, when I zone out and stare off at the ceiling, I enjoy visualizing that I didn’t meet Satan. That I didn’t stupidly follow him down the stairs and straight into his trap.

      That first night—that first rape—I had already realized what an idiot I was. How Alex had every moment planned out, from the invitation to his questions about family and friends—people who could search for me.

      A set-up I soon learned he perfected when he showed me the images of the girls before me. My predecessors, both here and at work. His other victims, those he used to hone his planning.

      I’m not his first.

      Men like Alex Miller—rich, powerful, and admired by everyone—are invincible. Nothing can stop them because no one bothers to examine what’s underneath their beautiful surface. And those who are aware of the gory and sordid details are exactly like him.

      I wish I could say Alex was the only sexual encounter I’ve ever had, but that’s not the case.

      Five different men forced upon me.

      Five different instances.

      Despite the agonizing hate I felt each time, they also brought me a fragment of hope. Hope that one of these men would report him, should they see what Alex is truly doing. I’ve never learned who they are or where they come from.

      Alex is smart though. He knows the risks. Slavery is one thing; torture is another, so his dungeon of pain is for him and him alone. When Alex brings in someone to try me out, I go to him, never the other way around.

      I tried to run away once. The moment Alex led me upstairs and tossed me toward the other man, I sprinted. It was a hopeless attempt, since if I made it outside, I’d need to make it to the main highway, naked, and hope someone would stop and help me before Alex caught up. Except, I barely made it from the room before they stopped me. After his friend left, I thought he’d kill me that day.

      That was the first time. The two other times, I never bothered to try and escape. Not before, or during, when the man shoved himself in whatever hole of mine he craved, or after he left me limp on the floor, staring at nothing while Alex and the stranger celebrated with a drink.

      The basement’s door unlocks, and my arms tighten around my body. Twice in one day? I suppose he’s returned to finish what he wanted earlier.

      Feet scrape down the connected short hall, hinting to Alex’s impending arrival. To agony bound to come, and to more blood that he’ll shed. More hate. More cruelty.

      What I don’t expect is a small crowd of people to enter the room.

      Alex has done it. He’s discovered new ways to break me. A fucking group of people to what—watch? Or to participate and take turns? A group down here, the place he allows no one.

      People are down here.

      As the thought registers, so does the shock on the strangers’ faces. Four men and two women, all except one wear identical expressions of horror. Between them, one of the guys is gripping onto Alex’s upper arms. Blood streams from Alex’s nose, and I blink, shock clearing the way for me to see the gun pointed at him.

      A gun. A weapon is pointed at my villain.

      I laugh to myself. A soft chuckle for only me: my first laugh in months. It’s funny because my brain has officially, thankfully, done it. I’m gone. I’ve floated down the path of darkness, going so deep my imagination has dreamed up the ultimate fantasy. That people have found me, have come to rescue me, and that Alex doesn’t win.

      For now, I peer at the group, scanning each of them. If my brain wants to experience this dream, so be it. I’ll allow it the peace it’s clearly craving.

      A black-haired guy comes forward, holding something up in his hand. By the time my eyes register the item, I’m blinded with the quick flash of the cell phone.

      From the side, a figure moves, approaching the cage, a strange expression on her face, as if she’s uncertain what she should be feeling. Her brows dip, confused.

      Teagan.

      It’s clear I’m dreaming now. Teagan and me, we’re one and the same. Comrades in arms, but she wouldn’t risk Alex’s wrath to help me. Not that I blame her. Had I been in her position, I’m uncertain I could either. In some ways, I’m pleased I’m the one locked up because it’s Teagan who experiences “normality” with him—whatever that looks like.

      One of the guy glances at her. “How do we get in?”

      “Go ahead and show them. Unlock it, babe,” Alex orders Teagan.

      She murmurs something I don’t catch and strides toward the cage’s door. Her hand lifts to the number pad and she punches in the code—one I never realized she knows. The door unlocks and she opens it, stepping inside, her pitying gaze landing on my form. Her hand stretches toward me.

      “Willow.”

      Still, I don’t move, don’t dare wake from this strange dream.

      “Teagan,” Alex purrs. “Babe, look at me.”

      He’s speaking to her in the ‘pretty’ tone he used on her just the other day. The controlling one, in which his voice goes deep and he speaks with a smile in his tone.

      “Kill her.”

      Thank you, Alex. This is it—the moment I’ve been both fighting and craving. He’s opted not to keep me after all and handed the task off.

      This is a dream, my inner voice reminds.

      Right. Well, in my dream, people have found me, and this will end. This is the greatest thing my imagination has ever thought up.

      In movies, people always mention how they have a final thought about a person or things they’ve done throughout their life before dying. Final regrets, final wishes. I have nothing and no one to think about. Instead…

      Peace.

      I did it. I survived Alex’s hands, only to die by his verbal command.

      I’m okay with that. Even if it’s only in my mind, I’ll pretend this is reality.

      Her slim hands wrap around my throat, the grip tightening bit by bit. I shut my eyes to fall into death…

      Her hands disappear, and my eyes reopen, spotting two figures hovering over her. One yanks Teagan’s arms behind her back, wrenching her crazed self away from me. The other kneels by my side.

      I should be livid they prevented my death—my freedom—but instead, for half a second, I’m pleased. Death wouldn’t have allowed me to look upon the angel in front of me. There’s no way my brain could create such a beautiful man.

      Sweat-dampened black hair is plastered to his forehead. On an average day, I’m sure it’d be free flowing and hang in his eyes. Why, brain, why not give me that version? What my mind does invent is the craziest blue to ever exist in a person’s eyes. They scan my naked body, pausing on every cut and blemish on my form, spending an extra amount of time on my freshly injured shoulder. There’s a lot of damage done to me, so by the time he reaches my feet, I’m sure an entire moment has passed. A curious hardness ices over his eyes.

      For the first time in six months, my heart beats.

      What a strange dream.

      “Bella ragazza.” His words are murmured, a near-whisper, in a language unknown to me.

      His hand stretches toward me slowly. I should probably rear away from the unknown stranger, but in my dream, there’s no one who’ll harm me, right? I study the tattoos decorating his arms, disappearing inside the sleeves of his T-shirt and peeking out from the neck hole. Piercings embellish his face—his brow, his nose, and his lip.

      In my previous life, he would be someone I would run away from, but after six months, I’ve learned one very important lesson: beauty is a notion.  But it’s also a falsity. Beauty doesn’t necessarily mean good. Exactly how scary doesn’t necessarily mean evil. Alex Miller is a beautiful man. He’s handsome, with a great smile, and pleasant features in all the correct places.

      For that reason, I take the guy’s hand. He brings me closer to his body, nudging my arms around his shoulders. I place one there, and his arms come up under my legs and he stands with me.

      In a barely audible tone, he whispers, “We’re here to save you. Trust me.”

      I shouldn’t. The last time I trusted a man, I ended up in here.

      But this is a dream. A dream wouldn’t invent someone kind, only to make my life worse, right?

      His thumb rubs at the base of my spine, and it ignites my soul, imprinting on my skin, and I drop my head into the curve of his neck, inhaling his sweet scent as it consumes the remainder of my mental capacity.

      Any touch I’ve ever gotten has been a vile, lustful one, and never for my own pleasure, but my dark, nameless angel’s touch does something else. I shut my eyes, welcoming the place my splintered mind has ended up. No way can any of this be real, but especially him.

      When I hear a screeching, “No!” I don’t raise my eyes. The dream is ending; therefore, my mind created an out, and Alex is finally fighting back. He’ll kill them all, including my angel, and I’ll wake up in my cage, reminded of how freedom is a mere dozen steps away.

      Fourteen, to be exact.

      Fourteen steps until reaching the door to the cellar. Every time he takes me from the basement, I count them with the fragment of hope I’ll one day be able to walk them as a free woman—before I knew how impossible that was.

      Alex’s next words cut through my thoughts. “Out here where I can watch you both.”

      He’s speaking to my dream-saviour.

      I feel the rocking of his strides, taking us from the cage. We’ll leave it, Alex will kill them, and reality will return.

      My angel’s chest rumbles with speech as he whispers to the other guy, “Reach into my back pocket. Click send.”

      Oh, they think they can bring in help. Okay. Right.

      More commotion—yelling, mainly—fills the background, but I tune it all out to focus solely on my angel’s scent. If I’m lucky, my senses will be able to retain his aroma even after I awake.

      A gunshot bellows and I flinch on behalf of the group Alex is currently killing.

      But then he cries out.

      Oh, fuck brain, you’re truly gone. At this point, Alex could be slicing into my skin, and I’m positive my mind wouldn’t know any better. He’s dying in my imagination, suggesting I’m gone. My mind is no longer sane. He’ll never die, even in my dreams, because my common sense knows better.

      “You’re free.”

      Of course my dream-saviour would claim that.

      There’s more commotion for a while, but my dream blocks out the conversation until I, once again, feel the rocking of his body beneath mine. Based on the scene behind me, we’re walking away from Hell—from the glass cage that’s been my home for so many months, and from Alex gasping on the floor, clutching at a wound on his lower leg as more people stream into the room around us.

      Thank you, brain. Next time, make the bullet hit his heart please.

      We reach the start of the hallway leading out of the basement.

      One step.

      Two.

      I squeeze my eyes shut. Fourteen steps in total, and that’s when this dream will end. My psyche isn’t that creative or cruel to create that tease.

      Three steps.

      Four.

      My angel’s thumb strokes my back again, his whispered words a low hum in my ear, “You’re safe now. That fucker won’t hurt you any longer, I promise.”

      He can’t make such a promise.

      Five steps.

      Six.

      Other voices arise behind me. Teagan’s dismayed whimper. Another girl muttering about betrayal.

      Seven steps.

      Eight.

      Alex screaming in the background. Good. It’s his turn to scream.

      Nine steps.

      Ten.

      Alex’s screams remind me how, in four more steps, this fantasy is over, and I’ll wake up.

      Eleven steps.

      Twelve.

      “Willow,” my angel whispers. His warm breath blows over my face, accompanying the heat his next words jolt in my heart. “You’re a damn survivor, sweet girl, and he won’t touch you again. I have you. You’re safe.”

      Oh, how I wish those words could be true.

      Thirteen steps.

      My arms tighten around his neck, knowing in one more step, this is over.

      Fourteen.

      And done. I’m back in Hell.

      Fifteen.

      Sixteen.

      Seventeen.

      Wait—What?

      Eighteen.

      Nineteen.

      How is this possible?

      And then the air changes, and from over my saviour’s shoulders, I spot the cases and racks of wine bottles, taunting me with the trick that lured me down here in the first place. But it’s more than simply a sign of teasing: it’s a symbol of freedom. The rack means we’ve made it to the basement stairs.

      I hear the thud of his shoes as he begins to climb them. Feel the air becoming warmer and lighter with every step.

      It smells like freedom.

      Is my dream reality or have I become that broken?

      I think… I think it might be real.
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      Trauma.

      A nasty word used by therapists and doctors to rationalize an act so horrible, it fucks with the brain and one’s ability to function. Little things become triggering; nightmares become frequent, and memories deteriorate one’s mental well-being. But it’s more than something to live with—more than a term in a medical book.

      It’s a fucking lifestyle, and one I’ve been living since I was a child. One Teagan is about to experience when she comprehends everything Miller has done to her. Witnessing her nearly murder Willow on his command confirmed what we’ve all been suspecting. Alex fucked with her sanity, and she doesn’t even realize it.

      If he fucked with Teagan’s mind, no doubt he used Willow’s as a playground.

      Willow.

      Willow.

      No matter how many times I repeat the name, it doesn’t lessen the imprint it has on me.

      The moment our skin touched and she glanced up through dull, lifeless eyes, something inside me shifted. A piece of my heart broke off, floated out of my chest, and right into hers, linking the two of us together.

      It’s fucked, but I don’t care in the slightest.

      She’s a survivor. Coming from someone who’s experienced a fraction of what she has, she sure won’t feel as though she is, so it’ll be up to me to remind her.

      The moment I lifted her in my arms and her head found the crook of my neck, she claimed me. It’s as though everything I’d been working toward wasn’t for Teagan or any of the others; it’s been for her, completely and solely for the woman whose heart I felt beating in sync with my own.

      And I claimed her too.

      I want her.

      I want to hold her, to learn about her, to listen to her horror-filled tale. It’s her small whimpers, the blood stains all over her skin, and the lifeless look in her eyes that have my feet continuing toward the basement stairs, rather than turning around to kill Miller.

      For years, I’ve been hunting the bastard, fighting to bring light to his treachery. It led me to Ryker, who has his own issues with the guy; Tristan, who now has a reason to hate the guy; and Brent, who probably has the largest reason for wanting the scum bag dead. Now, I’ve joined them, and in more ways than one.

      My arms tighten around her as I ascend the staircase, paying no attention to how her eyes flash to the cellar behind me, widening, when we leave it behind. As I stride down the opulent hallway, my stomach knots, wondering when she last left this hellish basement.

      That place is his personal hellscape; a playground for his evil soul to play in. How anyone could fathom doing what he has is beyond me, and in my profession, I’ve witnessed multiple forms of evil, but Alex Miller is on a whole other level.

      “I have you,” I whisper, stepping out onto Miller’s front steps.

      The cool evening air, not stagnant like the basement, blasts our faces the moment we step from the house, and I curl her naked body closer to mine, willing some of my heat to penetrate her skin.

      Everyone follows behind with Royal Canadian Mounted Police—a favour I called in—pushing Miller through the entry.

      It’s over. Years of work is coming to a head, yet at the same time, it’s all just beginning. After this, I’ll have the court battle of my life to convict Miller and free Teagan. She’ll be charged as an accomplice, but once the doctors check her out and write their report, I know the charges will be dropped; it’ll just be a matter of finalizing the paperwork. Then, I’ll be working on ensuring that Natalie receives her inheritance, which I’m nearly one hundred percent sure Alex kept from her.

      RCMP cars and armoured trucks as well as a few ambulances litter the massive circular drive. I tighten my hold on Willow, unwilling to hand her over to strangers yet. Only a medical professional will be looking upon her naked, tormented form.

      Ryker heads by me, his arm thrown over the shoulder of an officer who assists in lessening his limp as they head for an ambulance. Poor fucker got stabbed in the leg by Alex.

      Next, Tristan walks by, his arm clutched around Natalie’s waist as he also ushers her to an available ambulance. Once Alex held a blade to her throat, that was all Tristan’s sanity was able to handle.

      Brent, holding Teagan, who walks with a blank expression, in his arms, steps up beside me. “We fucking did it.”

      “We did,” I respond low enough that only Willow can hear me. “You did it, Willow. You survived.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        WILLOW

      

      

      

      “You did it, Willow. You survived.”

      Did I? I certainly don’t feel like I have. Rather, my brain snapped, leaving me with no clue as to what reality is and isn’t anymore.

      I open my eyes, looking past the others, who walk behind my angel, and up the side of the mansion’s exterior. The massive doors I once revelled in entering are propped open as officers stream in and out.

      Alex’s face fills my vision then, as he’s dragged from his house. I lift my head from my angel’s neck, curious of the strange sight—the sight of people helping—saving—me as they remove Alex from his own home.

      An officer has Alex’s hands bound behind his back in cuffs, while another maneuvers him by us.

      This is real… The stranger holding me has been telling me the truth the entire time. Because if this was really a dream, I would have woken up by now. I wouldn’t be immersed in the flurry of sounds and colours, or surrounded by a multitude of people, some staring at me as they work to imagine the horrors I’ve experienced.

      Horrors they can’t dream up.

      Alex’s eyes meet mine over my angel’s shoulders, and rather than fury, he smiles easily. He’s not fighting their hold as the officers push him past us. His shoulders are slumped and relaxed, as though this is a good thing.

      “Willow, your freedom is brief. Don’t get used to it.”

      Right. Of course he feels at ease. Because none of this is forever. His capture, my freedom, my angel. In a snap of a finger, Alex will have his fancy lawyers break him free from these new chains. He’s rich and influential, and these past six months have shown me the freedom that money can buy, giving someone the ability to hide from the law.

      It’ll be days at most before he shoves me back down in his basement, and then he’ll do what he promised earlier today, forcing me to remain a caged prisoner for another six months.

      I’ll die before I return. If it takes me killing myself, so be it, but he’s not getting me back.

      Sometime during my runaway thoughts, the stranger’s touch breaks through to me. His thumb strokes the small patch of skin on my back, pushing through the truth that’ll eventually find me again. But, for now, I watch Alex being shoved inside a nearby vehicle, and when the door shuts, I avert my eyes, pretending it’s truly over. I’ll enjoy this newfound freedom while I have it.

      Two officers approach then, and I feel the arms around me tense. For some reason, it makes my heart beat slower. This guy—this total stranger—isn’t ridding himself of me at the first opportunity.

      “I need to get you to an ambulance.”

      But then people will touch me. They’ll want me to talk about what happened: to recount every second of the last six months.

      No. I can’t.

      I don’t know why, but my hand goes straight for his shirt, to the space over his heart, and my fingers curl in the cloth there. For the first time since he approached me in the cage, my eyes lift and connect with his. I hope he can see my plea to not let me go. Letting me go means other people will touch me, and… No.

      “I’ll be there with you, I promise.”

      His steps begin bouncing, and I glance behind us, watching distance grow between us and the mansion. My hand in his shirt tightens—my minor, pathetic act of resisting others from interacting with me.

      “You need medical help, Willow. I can’t be the one to give it. I’m sorry.”

      Other people will want to know the truth. Other people haven’t seen what I was living in, which means they’ll need me to describe it to them. To describe how Alex touched me. To detail how his knives felt when he fucked me with them, and how they felt flaying my skin. How he beat me, strangled me, starved me, degraded me…

      “Willow,” the stranger’s voice cuts in, “it’s okay. You’re okay.”

      He identified my feelings. Felt the fear creeping in. Sensed my racing heart. Perhaps even caught the scent of the blood roaring in my ears.

      My fingers uncurl and I rest my hand flat over his heart, keeping my eyes on his. With every step he takes, every rock of my body, something between us shifts.

      It’s moronic. Foolish. I’m sure it’s simply my imagination playing tricks on me—of inventing something positive after months of hate, but for now, I’ll take it.

      Don’t leave me.

      The words dance on my tongue, wanting to be said aloud. I want to give this stranger my voice—to give him that piece of me, but they don’t come. I remain silent.

      “We’ll take her from here.”

      Take her.

      “No.” The grip on me tightens again. “Tell me where to put her, and I’ll do it.”

      I don’t look to see who he’s speaking with, but they must gesture to go ahead or something, because then there’s more rocking and one arm leaves my body at the same time his other tightens. There’s jostling, and I watch the scene beyond his shoulder distort as he hoists us up into the ambulance.

      Cushion meets my back, and though the stretcher is probably shitty for an average person, it’s everything for me. After sleeping on the glass cage’s bottom, with only a blanket on the nights Alex took pity on me, this is comparable to a five-star hotel. If I died right here, on this bed, with my hand still clutching the angel’s shirt, I’d be okay with it.

      His free hand finds mine and lightly pushes at it until I’m forced to unlink my stiff fingers from his shirt.

      “It’s okay. She’s here to help.”

      She?

      A figure moves in the corner, a woman with a tight bun and white scrubs. She closes the door, and thankfully, shuts off the world and the commotion beyond.

      “Hello. Your name is?”

      A gasp of breath stalls in my throat. She wants⁠—

      “Willow,” my stranger answers for me instead. He remains by my side, his arms relaxed, but even with only knowing him for a short time, the tension around his eyes and the lock of his jaw tells me he’s not relaxed. He’s angry.

      That volatile emotion means I get injured.

      Then his bright eyes flash down to mine, and the skin around them smooths, and my heart slows from its rapid beat to something more manageable, allowing me to breathe once more.

      The doctor narrows her eyes at him and repeats, “I asked you for your name. Can you tell me please?”

      Willow.

      After a short stare down, the medic nods, keeping her impassive face blank from emotion. “Okay.” Her eyes study my body, and I see the moment she notices the cuts, the blood, the caked-on dirt from the many days it’s been since my last bath.

      While she examines me, I study my guardian angel, discovering he’s also examining me. Though he already saw me in the basement, I want a blanket. Not for warmth, but for coverage from his probing gaze. The ambulance’s lights are unforgiving and hide nothing.

      For Alex and his friends, I’ve been a body. A toy to find pleasure with. To torture.

      For the paramedic, I’m a patient. A project to study. To fix.

      For this stranger, I’m someone. A person to help. To see.

      His eyes flicker, a blue flame igniting in their depths.

      What is it they say about blue flames? That they’re the hottest type; the kind to burn through your skin instantly.

      Both sets of eyes dart away at a loud yell from beyond the closed doors, and the guy’s chest huffs with an exhausted breath. It’s obvious he recognizes the noise.

      “I’ll be back,” he speaks low, before glancing toward the woman and back, “I promise. Right as soon as I take care of this.”

      With the little strength I have, I manage to lift my hand toward him, but he turns away, not seeing me in time, as he quickly opens the doors and jumps down from the truck, soon shutting them again. With his leave, the air feels different. Colder.

      The paramedic returns to studying me, but this time, her eyes land on my face. “Do you want him here?”

      I nod because I never wanted him to leave.

      “Can you speak?”

      Again, I nod.

      She pauses for a few seconds before her mouth turns down into a frown. “Will you speak?”

      I shake my head. Speaking means you’ll want things from me.

      Her frown deepens and she jots something on the notepad in her hand.

      “Can I place a blanket over you?”

      With a small smile splitting my mouth, it grants her the permission she seeks. She reaches toward a container at her feet and whips out a blanket, lowering it and wrapping it around me. The cotton is rough and woolly, but it’s the warmest and most comfortable item I’ve felt in a long time.

      “There. That should help regulate your body temperature.”

      Thankfully, the doors open again and the strange guy from earlier slips inside, his gaze immediately finding mine. His hand brushes the top of his hair, a look of exhaustion replacing his relief. He’s tired, and I wonder how long he’s been at this.
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COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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