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   His head fell forward, but it was surrender, not passion that made his hair tickle her chest. “We’re gonna do this,” he said. “Even if you try to cut me off, it won’t matter. I will have you.” He kissed each breast and then her chin before he climbed up off the table to pull his tee shirt over his head. “We’re going to do this, we’re not waiting. I know you’re fucked up. But I’m fucked up. This whole situation is fucked up. We shouldn’t be here. We shouldn’t want each other. This shouldn’t feel like this.”

   His words were panted like they hurt him or annoyed him or something else negative. Whatever it was, she wanted to know, but she couldn’t ask. Not now. Not yet. 

   Before, when she’d seen him climbing in and out of the shower, she’d seen his body. He had no shame and he had no reason to be shy. Every muscle he could work was toned and defined. She could pick out each group and saw them move as he did. She almost didn’t notice that he was undoing his belt and sliding it from the loops until he popped open the buttons on his jeans.

   “It’s fucked up,” he said again. Peering at her, his eyes narrowed when his palms landed on either edge of the table and he leaned over her legs. “But tell me it doesn’t make some kind of fucking sense.”
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   After a long night of shaking her ass in Sizzle, Nya Yorke was ready to go home. Wiping down her workstation behind the bar, she was the most conscientious of the employees because she was the manager. Responsibility for cashing out and locking the takings in the safe was hers, meaning she had to keep her head on straight until the last second of her shift, even when exhaustion had other ideas. 

   The muted blue lighting of the vast nightclub space was perfect for shady dealings and intimate encounters. Drugs and loud music accompanied the partiers in this place where nothing was off-limits. No one batted an eye at the amorous, the lines of white powder cut on the booth tables, or the concealed weapons some customers carried.

   The night was over. The strobes and the music were off. She and Jamie were the only two bar staff left. Three security men were doing a last sweep, and once the place was confirmed secure they’d lock up and get out of there.

   “Anything else you need me to do?” Jamie asked, flopping her arms on the bar from the patrons’ side. 

   The cute blonde with the pixie cut drew plenty of attention with her bubbly personality. Most of the people who worked, or frequented, this establishment were jaded, cynical, and in need of oblivion. Jamie was none of those things. The youth smiled with ease, she laughed, and could turn anything into a positive. Men loved her because she exuded innocence that they wanted to corrupt. Nya had nothing against her colleague, there were times her optimism was grating, but she got her work done without complaining.

   If they were in a better neighborhood, she’d have sent Jamie home by this time. Except at three thirty in the morning, no one was safe on the streets around here. After herding the customers out, the rest of the staff were sent home in couples and groups. No one was confident about leaving alone. Policy didn’t exist to protect them; there was no staff policy around here except to show up on time.

   Jamie stayed draped over the bar, awaiting instructions. Nya had none. “No, I’m finished,” she said. “Tell the guys we’re done.”

   Turning toward the main floor, Jamie began to walk away. Nya guessed she’d head for the break room that was accessible on the opposite wall by a door marked, “Employees Only.” Containing a few couches and a stained beanbag, none of the lockers were functional, but it gave the others a place to stash their things while they were on shift. Not Nya; she didn’t leave anything of hers in a place she couldn’t see at all times.

   Nya ducked down to get her purse from the lowest shelf underneath the bar where she kept it in a secret corner. She didn’t have anything valuable in her long-strap, leather slouch bag, and there were no more than a few bucks in her wallet. Defending her privacy was the only thing she strove for every day, and her purse was sort of a symbol of that.

   Instead of going to the breakroom, Jamie went toward the corridor that bottlenecked the entrance, either to shout what Nya had said to the bouncers or to make her way out. Before she got there, a shout and a scuffle reverberated down the hallway and echoed into the cavernous club. 

   Nya surged to her feet in time to see five masked men burst in. The first grabbed a screaming Jamie and pulled her to his chest, trapping her wrists in his hand between her breasts. Shuffling forward, to allow his cohorts to swarm in behind him, the assailant raised the mass of a silenced gun barrel to Jamie’s temple.

   Her colleague’s screaming drowned out the specifics of the men’s shouted conversation. The one with ahold of Jamie was trying to give out instructions and wasn’t being heard, so he clamped a hand over Jamie’s mouth to stifle her panicked shrieks. 

   Being the only other one there, all spare guns were pointed at Nya, and she raised her hands on instinct. Her duties around here didn’t extend into giving up her life to tweakers. “In there, go!” the man holding Jamie ordered Nya into the breakroom.

   With weapons waving at her, Nya kept her hands up and came out from behind the bar to do as directed. Sizzle wasn’t the type of place to die for; she worked there, but didn’t benefit from the takings beyond her wage. If these guys wanted a windfall, she’d open the safe, but they’d regret it. The club owner wouldn’t take kindly to being robbed by disorganized chancers like these guys. 

   They were wearing ski masks and carrying guns, but their movements were frantic, proving that they were ill-at-ease. She was swept into the circle of men and squeezed through the breakroom door, with two in front of her and three behind. 

   Before the door closed, one of the men grabbed her. Struggling to get loose, she was rushed to the furthest wall and thrown against it to be pinned by two men. The lump of her purse, shielded her from his hips when the one in front tried to grind closer. That action suggested a different ballgame and one she would fight against. 

   Giving up the company cash would be easy. Relinquishing her body to them? No. She’d rather die. Trying her hardest to lash out, Nya pushed and kicked, but these guys were bigger than she was and her might didn’t match their capabilities. 

   Being so petite, she’d learned fast that she didn’t physically trump many people, and although she’d taken self-defense classes, her strength was feeble. Her body just wasn’t built to carry muscle. 

   Jamie was screaming again. The gut-wrenching sound of terror was unsettling, but at least it told Nya that the woman was alive. Shaking her hair away from her face, she stopped fighting to look beyond the men pressing her to the wall. Their tight hands bruised her limbs and their body weight restricted her breathing, but she tried to ignore the implication of their intrusive conduct.

   Checking on Jamie was meant to reassure her, to give her a distraction that would help to focus her own mind. Instead what she saw was Jamie being thrust onto the couch and felt up by two of the other men. The last man was at her ankles, pulling them apart, rubbing his way up her legs and giving his friend access to wrench up Jamie’s skirt.

   “Hey! Leave her alone!” Nya exclaimed, forgetting for a second that she had her own problems. 

   A quick reminder was unwelcome; she tried to push away from the wall, but was quickly shoved against it again. The impact knocked the wind from her lungs and her shoulders were grabbed to pull her forward and slam her back once more. 

   Any lingering illusion that this was a simple robbery was erased when the assailant spoke with purpose. “You’ll get yours once you tell me where he is,” one of the grotesque molesters snarled in her face. 

   Hands on her breasts had to belong to the second man, because the first still grasped her shoulders. But she closed her mind to the assault, switching into a survival mode she’d used before.

   “Who?” Nya asked. “Who are you talking about?”

   Jamie kept screaming. Nya’s wavering view allowed her to see her co-worker being wrestled onto the floor after she’d kicked out at the man on top of her. Pleased to see the youngster fighting back, Nya smiled, maybe that girl wasn’t so innocent after all.

   Payback came quickly when another of the men knelt over Jamie to punch her face and chest while another grasped his groin and swore in pain. Good for Jamie, she’d hurt the bastard; from his watering eyes and red face, Nya would say she’d got him good. The third wasn’t amused and wasn’t put off either, he scrambled up the floor between Jamie’s legs and began to thrust his arm in a stabbing motion at the apex of Jamie’s thighs. His fingers at least would be inside her and his manic movements would be agonizing for the kid.

   The screaming stopped and the puncher climbed off Jamie to stand up and wipe sweat from his upper lip. When he noticed the blood on his knuckles, he bent down and ripped Jamie’s top from her body, exposing her to use her apparel to wipe the blood from his hands and face. 

   Concern iced Nya’s organs, Jamie’s head flopped one way and then the other. God, Nya hoped there was still life in the woman. The groin-clutcher snatched his friend from between Jamie’s thighs and tossed him aside, leaving him to clamber onto his feet. He kicked Jamie between her open legs and yanked open his jeans, pulling his dick out before dropping to the floor to lie over the unconscious Jamie.

   Each of his violent thrusts into the junior pushed bile from Nya’s stomach. Ominous red bubbles popped from Jamie’s mouth in a foam. They could be breaths, Nya hoped they were because there were no other signs of life. Jamie wasn’t conscious or moving, she couldn’t be, not after the assault of blows to the head rained upon her by the other. 

   The other two men jeered as the third raped the lifeless woman on the floor, and Nya had to come to terms with the knowledge that she was next. 

   “Like the show?” the man holding her asked, slapping her back to her own predicament. Propping an elbow on the wall over her shoulder, he seemed to want to watch what was going on with Jamie, which had to be what caused the delay in his interrogation. But he couldn’t suspend it all night, so got into her face again. “Tell us where he is!”

   “Who!” Nya screamed, tormented by the torture of her friend and the prospect of her own fate. “Who do you want!”

   “Taggert!” he demanded, spittle and halitosis cascaded over her face until she wretched. “You know! You know where he is! Tell me!”

   The one answer she couldn’t give. Wouldn’t give. Jamie was enduring a second man on top of her, and when she began to whimper, got a kick to the head and went quiet again.

   “I don’t,” Nya said, knowing she was going to anger these men more. “I don’t know where he is!”

   Two more masked men burst in, drawing the concerned attention of everyone except the man on top of Jamie who was pumping hard and fast, grunting with each forward invasion. “He’s not here,” one of the new men said without blinking an eye at the ongoing rape. 

   The man with a hold of her was in charge because the two new entrants were awaiting instruction from him. His distraction gave Nya a chance to assess Jamie’s chances. While being fucked by one man, the second waited his turn. The other, who’d been the first to take his turn on top, spat in Jamie’s mouth then knelt over her to force his dick between her lips. 

   Jamie wasn’t moving, her face was a bloody mess, her eyes swollen, but when he pushed in hard, Jamie’s body expanded and lifted in a gag reflex. She was still alive, for now, though after enduring this at the hands of these letches, she may wish that she wasn’t. 

   The one standing, waiting for a chance to have his fun, unbuckled his belt in anticipation, like he was excited about the prospect of his turn to assault the defenseless woman who was only a fraction more responsive than a corpse. 

   Nya’s chin was grabbed and her assaulter forced her to look at him. “Look at me, you’ll get your fun time, soon as you tell me where he is.”

   Anticipation wasn’t what made her watch, and if the point of this exercise was to scare her with the show then it was working. But it wasn’t just fear burning inside her, it was anger too. “When he finds you, he’ll kill you,” Nya snarled. “Do you have any idea who you’re dealing with?”

   “We know it and we want him. He doesn’t scare us.”

   Either this guy was ignorant or had an army larger than the one present. If he wanted to take on Taggert, he’d need one. “He should scare you,” Nya said. “He’ll torture you and your men for weeks. He’s going to make you suffer before he kills you. No one crosses Taggert.”

   “A lot of spunk for such a little thing,” he said, pulling his gun from his waistband to step back and press the cool circle of the barrel tip to the center of her forehead, rendering her immobile. 

   Closing her eyes, she waited for the shot. Fear receded to an odd peace that was shattered when a fresh pair of hands, probably belonging to his partner, grabbed her shirt to pull it open. Flattening her hands on the wall on either side of her, she could do nothing but let him fondle as much as he liked. The weight of the gun was heating as it dug deeper into her, pinning her head between it and the wall. 

   Opening her eyes, Nya burned her fury into the eyes of the man with the gun whose perverse smile sickened her further. Two men closed in behind him and after feeling her up, one crouched to pull up her skirt.

   These were the two men who’d just come in, and she guessed the other three were still with Jamie; because she couldn’t shift her skull an inch, the barrel was bruising her forehead. “Pretty girl like you could show my boys a good time; would that persuade you?” the gun-bearer asked.

   Narrowing her gaze in defiance of the invading hands roaming her body, Nya didn’t want to show them how their violation curdled her blood because it would only goad them on. 

   “Tell us what we want to know and we’ll leave you alone.”

   She didn’t believe him, but she wouldn’t answer his question even if she did. The door opened, though Nya couldn’t see through the mass of men, so she didn’t know what was happening. Holding her breath, she waited to find out what would happen next. 

   “You fuck everything up, Jonno.”

   The hands left her body when the men whipped around. The gun at her head fell away too as the man holding it twisted to look toward the door on the opposite side of the room. 

   Just inside was a dark-haired, scruffy-faced thug. Whoever he was, he didn’t wear a mask like the others, his hands hung loose at his sides, carrying no weapons, no care in the world. The three men on Jamie hadn’t been disturbed by anything until this; in her peripheral vision she saw no movement, and the noise of their jeering and grunting had ceased. 

   “Fuck off, Archer, we got this.” 

   The gun was pushed into her ribs until the pressure became an uncomfortable pain and she winced.

   “That her?” the new guy, who she now knew was called Archer, asked.

   Glancing past the gunman, she watched Archer swagger up to them. One slow step followed another, like he was a guy sauntering over to a bar for a drink and not one who’d just walked in on a despicable crime taking place. He kept on coming until he was hanging over Jonno, the one holding the gun. 

   Archer was much taller than the man who threatened her with his weapon; she’d guess he stood at six-four. His broad shoulders weren’t bulky, but there was a strength in them, a tension that made her insides recoil. 

   Tapered brown eyes met hers for half a second, then dropped to her exposed breasts. “Copping a feel more important than getting the job done, Jonno?”

   Lunging past Jonno, Archer grabbed her forearm and hauled her forward, through the other men. The pain of his grip didn’t decrease when he pulled her along, but he didn’t get far. Jonno grabbed her other arm to halt her and the other men closed in. 

   “You’re not taking her,” Jonno snapped. “Not until we know.”

   Jonno and his buddies had manhandled her, hanging threats of violence and rape over her head to scare her and they’d worked, though she did her best to conceal her terror. Without physical strength, she’d learned to project confidence. Being fearless, and facing adversity head on was the only way she got through life. 

   But the guy trying to steal her from the crime scene was better than her at remaining aloof, he didn’t bat an eye at Jonno’s fierce attitude. “Has she told you yet?” Archer asked. 

   The two men were growling at each other, sneering and annoyed, but they didn’t make any direct threats of physical confrontation, suggesting this was the proverbial circling of the prey. Being right in the middle, if one chose to attack, she’d be caught in the crossfire.

   Some of Jonno’s bluster deflated. “We were getting there.”

   “Sure you were,” Archer said. While she fixated on Jonno to judge his reaction to Archer’s nonchalance, her nipple was flicked through her bra by Archer’s rigid fingertip. Gasping at the unexpected action, she tugged her body back, but neither man let her go. “You had your chance, Jonno, now it’s my turn.”

   He pulled again, Jonno pulled back. Archer’s chin moved forward and his eyes went up like he was pissed off that this guy was testing his patience. “She stays with us,” Jonno asserted.

   Archer strode in close to Jonno, keeping her between them as the meat in the distressing sandwich. “You left those fucking bodies lying in the street,” Archer snarled. “Tick, tock, little man, how long you got ‘til the cops show up?” As if on cue, sirens sounded and all of the men in the room tensed. All except Archer. Nya’s back was to Jamie and her assailants, but she heard them scramble. “This bitch is our one link, our one lead, who’ll get what we need? You or me?”

   That was enough of a prompt. For some reason, Archer’s question clinched Jonno’s decision. The men shared another brief glare, then Jonno released her and stepped back with his hands up. The others backed off too and the sirens got louder.

   Without waiting, Archer hauled her toward the door and she pulled back, trying to delay him as long as she could in hopes that the cops would arrive before he could get her out of here. But he wasn’t slowed down. 

   Picking her up with one swoop of his arm, he tossed her over his shoulder and clamped a hand on her ass. The other pinned her legs to his torso to prevent her from kicking. 

   Resorting to using her core, she tried to buck away and punched at his back. But he didn’t slow down, didn’t flinch, he just kept shrugging her back up with the powerful shoulders she’d done well not to underestimate. 

   His athletic body had strength from the tips of his hair to the depth of his bones. He carried her out of Sizzle’s front entrance, over the bodies of the security guards that were dead in the street just as he’d described. 

   “Stop! Please! Help!” she called out at the top of her lungs.

   “Hush,” Archer said and paused. 

   Just when she thought he might put her down and give her the chance to run, she heard a click then she was tossed onto her ass. The hard landing made her bounce and she hit the back of her head on something cold and solid. Blinking through a daze, she clocked that she was in the trunk of a car, just as he covered her mouth with a length of tough duct tape. 

   Hooking his hands on the edge of the trunk, he leaned down, the sirens were blaring now, but she saw no lights. “Don’t be naughty, Squirm. Obey and we’ll get along great.”

   Chucking her chin with the swipe of a knuckle, he winked, stepped back, and slammed the lid on her. 

   


  
    

    

   
two


    

    

   The confined space got hotter with every turn of the wheel. Bumping along the road at what felt like an insane pace, she was shifted and lifted. Banging and bashing herself when they turned corners and hit potholes, she scraped her hands and legs trying to brace herself. Without ever knowing if she’d be thrust up, down, left, or right, it was difficult to anticipate where the next knock would come from. 

   Her sense of time was warped by being so enclosed, and claustrophobia distracted her from trying to figure out where they were going or how far from the club they’d got. Her abdominal muscles ached from being constantly tensed to absorb impact of the erratic, frequent motion. 

   Her arms were stiff, her skin bruised, and her head pounded. But she couldn’t focus on her injuries. Staying alive was going to take everything she had; keeping her senses would be tough but essential. Though after seeing what Jamie endured, she wasn’t sure she’d want to make it out the other side of whatever this experience would hold.

   Jamie. The girl was younger than her, not a lifetime younger, sure, but she had much more life in her than Nya could boast. The light in that pure soul would have dimmed because of what she’d gone through and there would be no igniting it again. 

   Nya knew that too well.

   Her body was hurled toward the front of the car in time with the screech of brakes. Because she was still dazed from the latest blow to the head, she didn’t register the engine turning off or the driver’s door closing. Nor did she notice the trunk lid rising until she was grabbed up and tossed over his shoulder again.

   In darkness and in an upside down position, all she could see was asphalt, glowing under the artificial flares of the occasional streetlight. He turned sharply to the left, bounded up one stair and pushed through a communal door. 

   Urine, dirt, and body odor poisoned the air. Glimpses to each side showed graffiti and grime covering the water-stained walls. He ascended stairs, squeezing her ass to keep her secure as he took them two at a time. 

   Regaining some of her wherewithal, Nya figured that if he took her into one of the apartments in this dilapidated block, she’d never come out again. So using his back, she rubbed the tape from her mouth, working it off into a tight flap, making it easier to breathe, but no easier to shout.

   Trying to move only made the span of his large hand spread and close, grasping at her flesh. The invasive action enflamed the hatred in her belly. How dare he touch her? How dare he use his strength against her, against any woman?

   Just as she tried to snatch for the bannister, he walked away from the stairs down a hallway.

   One arm loosened and he dug a hand beneath her to pull keys from his pocket. She saw her chance. When he let her go to put the key in the lock, she kicked out on the wall, using everything she had to make him stumble. He didn’t go far, but his grip loosened enough to let her flail.

   Falling to the floor on her face, she landed on her hands and shoved up, scrambling away in the direction of the stairs.

   A strong arm hooked around her belly and she was hoisted from the floor. Still fighting, Nya tasted futility and opened her mouth in a desperate screeching howl. But he flung her to the wall. She smashed into it so hard that lights flashed in her vision and she choked for breath that she couldn’t suck into her aching, shocked lungs.

   A heavy form crashed into hers and she clawed, trying to free her smothered body. Metallic jangling sounded. The keys. He was unlocking the door.

   After being shunted down the wall, she was propelled forward and fell into an apartment. A rug caught on her foot, but before she could fall, he grabbed her again, half-carrying, half-dragging her to the back wall and down a short dark corridor.

   Throwing her into another room, she came up hard against a sink. The door was slammed and she whipped around. He was gone. 

   Alone in the space, she searched for an escape, but there were no windows and only a narrow vent not big enough for a cat. A bath ran the width of the wall opposite the door; it had a fixed shower over it, and a mildew-stained shower curtain. 

   No sign of a weapon. 

   The door opened and he hauled her forward, forcing her onto the floor; she was squashed down into a tiny space.

   Contorting her leg, he coiled a cold, hard chain around the narrowest part of her ankle and clamped a padlock in the links. Tugging away did nothing, he hung over her to work, fastening her wrist to her ankle with a handcuff. With the sink to her left, the bath to the right and the toilet opposite, there was no route to run.

   After fastening the chain to the pipe running from behind the sink to under the bath, he stroked his hand from her ankle to her thigh as he rose to full height. Without pausing to examine or question her, he went to the door.

   “Wait,” she called, at a loss for why he’d bring her here and not attack or interrogate her. “What’s happening? Where are you going?”

   “Bed,” he replied and came forward to press a new length of tape to her mouth. Reversing his course, he stepped out, slamming the door in his wake.

    

    

   The bath faucet dripped all night and he’d left the overhead light on. Sleep was already impossible in this awkward corner. Listening to the plop, drip, splash, plop, drip, splash coming in its irregular rhythm all night was driving her insane.

   Nodding off in short bursts, Nya rested her head on the edge of the tub, but was disconcerted by the acidic scent of citrus that shocked her awake. The sink pedestal was cold and the basin hung over her head. The floor around the toilet looked clean, but there was no way she’d rest her head there just in case it wasn’t.

   Discovering anything about the man who’d put her here could give her a foothold in trying to find a way out. From looking around, all she could deduce was that he brushed with whitening paste and used bar soap. Magazines on the back of the toilet were related to weapons and survivalism. Nya didn’t recognize the titles, but was surprised to see something other than tittie mags or Anarchist Monthly.

   Whoever this Archer was, he wasn’t concerned about being caught holding her hostage. Carrying her over his shoulder in the street and through the hallway of this building showed confidence. He didn’t blink at her protests, and didn’t exude any signs of anxiety that he might be caught manhandling a woman. 

   Unless someone had done this before, it would be unlikely that they’d have chains and padlocks lying around. Attaching her to this pipe seemed practiced, he hadn’t had to think about where to take her or how to restrain her, he’d done it on autopilot.

   Considering who he might be and his reasons for restraining her like this, she passed the arduous time. Though maybe it was the predicament that made each second drag. Hours passed that felt like days. She was hanging off the edge of the bath when the door next opened.

   Startled by his entry, she gasped and plastered herself to the wall, ducking her head into her neck beneath the basin.

   But her captor didn’t look at her. Wearing only his boxers, she was stunned by the definition in his tanned physique. Lithe, but muscular and ready, the sinews in his ribs moved when he raised an arm—which was adorned with a full-sleeve black tribal tattoo—to scratch the back of his head. 

   The ridges on his belly were next on his scratch list as he lumbered over, yawning, and lifted the lid of the toilet. Her mouth fell open when he landed a hand on the wall and with his back to her, he began to pee like she wasn’t there to witness it.

   Closing her eyes, she wished she could close her ears too. But at least sound signaled when he was finished. Dropping the seat, but not the lid, he flushed, yawned again and padded out, slamming the door as he had the previous night.

    

    

   The light was still on when he next came in and her vision was blurring through lack of sleep or sustenance. The bathroom was cold and uncomfortable, but at least she had access to the toilet and water in the sink. Throughout the day, she’d picked the duct tape from her mouth with her hand and shoulder. Taking her time, so as not to cause pain, she’d guess it had left an angry red stamp across her face, but it was nice to be able to breathe freely again.

   Archer pulled the cord to turn off the light and stayed in the doorway. Nothing but blackness shone from behind him. It was night again, but in the bitter winter, the light faded early so it could be evening or the dead of night, there was no way to tell from her current position.

   “What’s the plan?” she asked when she could take the silence no more. Her voice was a deep, alien croak, but the last time she had used it was to scream for her life.

   A night of sleep hadn’t softened his attitude. “I know how to make you cry. I can make you beg. I can cause you all kinds of pain.” Maybe she shouldn’t have asked. “But I don’t wanna. Do yourself a favor, Squirm. Cut your losses. You put up a good fight. Just tell me where he is and I’ll let you go. No hard feelings.”

   Tag. This Archer might find it simple enough to betray a friend, Nya had a different outlook. “No,” she said. “I can’t tell you what I don’t know.”

   A deep nasal inhale suggested calm impatience. “Your call.”

   The door didn’t close when he left it. Anticipating more from her captor, Nya squinted and crawled as close as she could to the door to listen to figure out what he was doing. Metal rattled like a cutlery drawer was being rifled through. Wooden legs scraped on a vinyl floor. A few moments of nothing then there was a flare of light and a zippo clicked shut. The light kept glowing.

   A minute later, he came back. Stepping over her like she was a cast aside toy, he bent to loosen the chain from the pipe. When he tugged her away from the wall, Nya struggled, but he’d left the chain attached to her and the handcuff that locked one of her wrists to her ankle was still in place too, making it impossible for her to stand or run.

   Her attempts to resist didn’t slow him down. He picked her up under his arm and carried her into the body of the apartment. The modest space contained the kitchen and living room, though the sparse furniture was hardly visible in the night. The windows were blacked out, not granting entry to even so much as a slither of light.

   One candle glowed in the middle of a bare, square table. He dumped her in a chair at the table then crouched to lock her chain onto a huge, thick eyebolt driven into the concrete of the floor. Pulling and tugging didn’t budge it an inch, she knew because she tried as soon as he backed off.

   Archer grabbed the perpendicular chair and flipped it around so he could straddle it and wrap his arms around the back to rest them on the tabletop. With her ankle and wrist connected, she had to remain in a half-crouch so her chin almost rested on the table making her position much less dignified than his.

   Already pissed by how she’d been forced to spend the night on his bathroom floor, she was in no mood to be intimidated by his tactics. But she couldn’t relax; everything this guy had done suggested he meant to do her harm. She’d protect Tag’s life with hers if she had to, although she’d rather not die like this, at the mercy of an unforgiving stranger. Especially since Tag would probably face a similar fate when this Archer caught up with him. 

   Nya still didn’t understand how she’d ended up here or what was motivating this guy. “What do you want with Tag?” she asked.

   “You think I’m gonna kill him?” he asked, bending to pick up a large roll of leather from the floor.

   The breaths she gasped were short pants that she resented. She didn’t want to show him fear, it came of its own volition, but he didn’t seem to notice it either way. “Are you?”

   Untying a strip from around the leather roll, he laid it out flat at the other end of the table. Inside the pouch, the glint of sharpened blades in all shapes and sizes shimmered in the candlelight.

   “Give me his location,” Archer said.

   “Tell me why you want it.”

   Carefully, he slid one wooden-handled blade from the sheath. Inhaling as each inch slid out, her fear made her speculate on what he might do with the never-ending blade, it ended at about nine inches long.

   Rising from his chair enough that he could reach her arm, he wrenched it over the table. She swore and pulled, but his strength was too much and she couldn’t resist for long. With his fingers locked around her wrist he pressed her hand into the surface.

   Holding up the knife, he turned it above the flame, admiring the blade. “This is a spear point,” he said, lowering the metal tip into the fire of the candle. “It’s beautiful, isn’t it? The tip’s just perfect for piercing skin soft as butter like yours.” Her heartbeat kicked up. “I sharpen them every day, keep them ready.”

   “Ready for what?” she asked. 

   The wry almost-not smile that squashed his lips wasn’t reassuring and neither was his non-answer to her question. He wanted direct answers to his questions, but avoided hers without guilt.

   “This was a gift from a very good friend.”

   Did a man like this have friends? Turning the tip in the candle, he heated an inch, rotating the handle to coat the end in heat until it almost glowed.

   Transfixed by the metal in the fire, she didn’t register him twisting her hand until his palm pressured hers. In a slick move, he pulled the blade from the flame and forced it flat against the tender flesh on the inside of her wrist.

   Searing agony made her scream until her lungs were empty. When her nose filled with the sickening scent of her own skin cooking, her guts contorted until she wretched.

   Kicking and shouting, she tried her best to get away, but couldn’t retreat because he held her firm without breaking a sweat. “Please! Stop! No!”

   Her words didn’t reach him. Her screeching and yanking, failed to get through. When he did release the pressure, she whipped her hand away, and clutched it to her chest where the pain scorched through to her heart.

   Tears soaked her cheeks. Cradling the injury, she turned her forehead to the table and sobbed.

   “That’s what I call the warm up,” he whispered into the back of her bowed head.

   She couldn’t bring herself to look up. The pain still permeated, pulsing through her injured limb until it reached the other. Numbness collided with agony and heat bled from her every pore. She didn’t know if she was dead or dying, whichever it was, she was ready for the hurt to be over.

   “Ready to talk?”

   Taking half a dozen deliberate breaths, she rolled her head, keeping her cheek on the table because she was unable to hold her head up without the support of the furniture. “Why don’t you just kill me?” she asked.

   He was no longer at the table. At that moment, he was leaning against the sink, one ankle crossed over the other, a glass of water pressed to his lips. When he finished gulping, he put the glass by the sink and sauntered back. “No result and no fun.”

   “Fun!” she wailed. “Do you think this is fun?”

   Sinking astride his chair as he had before, he opened his hand. “Give me your arm.”

   Yeah, right, like she was stupid enough to hand herself over to him. She wouldn’t do it, she wouldn’t make this torture easier for him. In defiance, she closed her lips tight. The pain was agonizing, but she’d endure it if it saved her friend even for a day. 

   With a scowl, he lunged over and wrestled her injured arm from her and slammed it onto the table, making her yelp again. Jolting her forward, he compelled her breasts to the blunt angle of the table edge to get her arm as close to him as possible. 

   But as she prepared for him to hurt her again, he grazed a thumb over the wound in a tender gesture rather than a vicious one. The perimeter of the pointed injury was an angry, bloody mess, suggesting the edges of the knife had pierced her with his pressure, but been cauterized by the heat.

   Within the bowed triangle injury were two unaffected shapes and it was these shapes he traced with a fingertip. The intrigue and pride on his face appalled her. He wasn’t examining it out of concern, he was admiring his handiwork, impressed by his own despicable act. 

   His grip was loose enough that she could snatch her arm away, and he let her take it. “It’s clean,” he said, resting his arms around his chair back again. 

   Lowering her gaze to her wrist, she scrutinized the inflamed flesh that would now always bear his mark. Peering closer, she tried to decipher the shapes of uninjured skin and she thought they almost looked like connected letters, C and A.

   “What is this?” she asked, keeping her wrist straight to alleviate aggravation of the wound.

   “What’s next, Squirm?” he asked, relaxed as he leaned away and selected a new blade from the flattened roll. “Do you like the smell of blood?” 

   His appetite hadn’t been satisfied yet. “Wha…? What?”

   Grabbing her hair, he twisted her head back, and urged the point of his new dagger under her jaw. “It’s intoxicating,” he said. “Thick and rich, it’s so sexy when it coats the smoothness of the steel.”

   Holding her breath, she waited for the cut, but he didn’t push it in, he trailed it down her shoulder and rose as he did. His letting go of her hair, meant that holding herself away from the blade was her responsibility and she was concentrating on that when he grabbed the back of her chair to yank it out from under her, sending her onto the floor with a thud.

   Bruises were insignificant; the pain in her wrist was still her focus. Curling on her side in the fetal position, she waited until his shadow blocked all of the candlelight before she confessed the truth. “Beat me,” she coughed. “Cut me. Burn me. Rape me. It won’t change a thing, Archer.” 

   Using his name was meant to remind him of his humanity. Changing his mind about hurting her was Nya’s only hope. She wouldn’t break, but wanted to breakthrough his tough, detached exterior.

   “What did he do to earn your loyalty?” Archer asked.

   Rocking until she could see him crouched beside her with a knife still in his sure grip, she examined him to see that the curiosity on his face outweighed the anger. Her hysterical smile almost made her laugh, but she didn’t have the energy to muster it.

   “You’ll never know,” she said. “Even if you did, you’d never understand it.”

   Archer was a mystery who’d come from nowhere and stolen her from her life to demand she betray her oldest ally. It wasn’t going to happen.

   Expecting further interrogation and torture, she steeled herself when he grazed his knife over her cheek to move her hair away. The cool metal made her shiver, but there was no pain. 

   “We’ve got plenty of time, Squirm,” he murmured. “You need some time to get used to wearing my mark.”

   Unfastening her from the bolt driven into the floor, he seized her arm and dragged her back to the bathroom, clicking the chain to the pipe again. 

   “I’ll leave off the tape,” he said. “If you get any ideas about screaming, forget it, you’ll piss me off. Around here, nobody gives a fuck.”

   As if on cue, a distant argument became a feminine scream and Archer shrugged as he turned and walked out, leaving her with the light and the dripping faucet.

   Nya grew up in places worse than this, she knew no one cared about domestic violence, crime, or any woman in need. That was why she didn’t call out before.

   In this cramped internal room, she didn’t hear vehicles or foot traffic. She hadn’t counted how many floors they’d ascended, so she didn’t know how far above street level the apartment was. Muffled arguments and bangs were more distant than the barking dog that often became frantic about nothing.

   Adrenaline and exhaustion weighted her body so much that she slid down the wall. Her spine cooled as it pressed to the bath panel and her head fell to the floor. Citrus buzzed her senses, but it wasn’t enough to waken her this time and she gave in to slumber.

  


  
    

    

   
three


    

    

   Plop, drip, splash. Gazing up at the cracked ceiling, she had her arm in her cleavage. The wound was blistering, it ached and itched, but she was trying to ignore it. With few distractions, that wasn’t an easy task.

   When the bathroom door opened again, she didn’t flinch. If he wanted her, he’d grab her. “Give me an address,” he said.

   Licking her lips, she moved her tongue to moisten her mouth and took time to answer him. “One, two, three, Bite Me Street.”

   “Play your games, girl. You’ve got plenty more skin for me to burn.” That wasn’t an experience that she wanted to repeat. “Give me an address.” 

   She didn’t really have the energy to sass him much more right now. “I can’t. Even if I could, Tag wouldn’t let you in.”

   “I’ll worry about that. Give me an address.”

   “No,” she said, closing her eyes.

   A loud thwack by her ear made her pounce up. Gathering her wits, she fixated on the knife embedded in the floor an inch from where her head had been. Stuttering at the sight, she experienced the first positive emotion she’d had since she got here: relief that he was a bad aim.

   Negativity took over fast when he came over to hunker down. Pulling the knife from the floor, he stuck it in a horizontal sheath on the back of his belt then put a long metal tin on top of the toilet lid. 

   Transfixed, her eyelids were frozen wide apart when he popped it open. Inside was an empty syringe and an unmarked glass bottle. Panic erased some of her lethargy. “No!” she said. “What is that?”

   He didn’t reply. Taking out the needle, he pulled off the plastic cap with his teeth and spat it away as he upended the bottle to fill the syringe. “Just a little prick, Squirm.”

   Again, she resented his strength because despite being overcome by a desperate thudding need for survival when he took hold of her injured arm, her resistance didn’t dent his progress. 

   The pinch of the needle made her wince, but there was no getting away from it. Anything could be in there, opioids, poison, a sedative, she could wake up naked under anyone and there wouldn’t be a thing she could do to defend herself. 

   Too soon, she began to feel heavy and a moment later, she slumped forward.

    

    

   Cold. Freezing cold. Under the stuttering urgency of shock, Nya’s mouth opened sending freezing water cascading into her lungs, making her choke.

   Blinking through webbed lashes, she tried to figure out what was going on and why her arms burned as she spat water from her mouth. She hadn’t gone far from where she was when she passed out. 

   Still in the bathroom, she was on her feet in the bath, hauled to the end of her toes, barely able to stand. All her weight was hanging on her bound wrists, which were stretched above her head and tethered to the shower curtain rail that was solid steel, more secure than any she’d known.

   The freezing water from the showerhead cascaded through her hair, and the intense, piercing pressure made her scalp sting. “Why?” she chittered, her whole body going into shock. “Why are you doing this?”

   It took a while for her vision to clear. When it eventually did, she saw her captor sitting on the floor against the closed bathroom door, his long legs stretched out toward her. With a knife in hand and a metal stick in the other, he slowly sharpened the blade.

   “Your loyalty got me thinking,” he said, deliberately dragging the blade in long, thorough strokes against the sharpener. If the scraping sound was meant to intimidate, it failed. She couldn’t hear anything over the throbbing headache akin to the worst brain freeze she’d ever had. “If you’re this wild about him, he’s gotta feel the same about you.”

   She wasn’t following, but the chill was slowing her thoughts. “Wha…? What?”

   “Your boy owes me money. A lot of money. I’ve been chasing him down for months. Now I figure why waste the time looking for him when his girl can work off the debt.” 

   Putting the knife and sharpener down, he pounced to his feet to come to her. When he reached over her to turn the water off, he didn’t react to the cold water that ran over his arm before he stemmed the flow.

   Spitting cold water and matted hair from her mouth, Nya couldn’t see him properly, not until he began to pick up hunks of her sopping locks. Peeling them from her face, he draped them over her crown where they slid down in soaked slices to the back of her shoulder.

   “You’ve got a pretty face. You got those big doe eyes that guys love to see tear up when they fuck you deep. If you cry, they’ll pay extra. I know some real sick fucks who’ll pay top dollar to break you. Beg ‘em for mercy and you’ll clear Tag’s debt quick.”

   Because her shirt had never been fastened again since Jonno’s buddy ripped the buttons off to fondle and violate her, the weight of her saturated bra was making her breasts ache and tingle in their attempt to stimulate feeling. Nya would endure the discomfort of that, and the constricting cling of her skirt, if the alternative meant parting with the clothes. 

   Shivering, the chattering of her teeth got worse. “I’m not a whore,” she said, fumbling her words through her purple lips.

   He leaned in, resting a hand on her shoulder. Although his touch repulsed her, it was warm and her body craved the sensation awakened beneath his heated palm. “You will be for me,” he growled. “You will be until I have every cent your boy owes me.”

   Most men would take advantage of an enemy’s woman before pimping them out… unless that was the way he made his money. “Why not take it from my body for yourself?” she asked. 

   The question didn’t come out right. It sure hadn’t been an offer. Though the brute was attractive, she didn’t want him to touch her, didn’t want to be anywhere near his bed. Far from it. Except experience had taught her that one maniac at a time was favorable over several. 

   Drawing back, his head tilted and for a second she saw astonishment like he hadn’t considered that as an option. He began to check out her figure, and she squirmed under his scrutiny because in this enclosed space and with her sopping clothes clinging to her every inch, he’d be able to make out every detail of her figure. 

   It didn’t take him long to reach his decision. “You wanna fuck, we do it for fun. You’ve got no worth to me unless I turn you out. You’re a commodity to exploit. That’s it.”

   She’d seen the kind of men he associated with and what they’d done to Jamie. A flash of anger made her rear back and thrust forward, spitting out at him with everything she had. Nya refused to be his product and the idea of sleeping with him for fun made her want to scream.

   Wiping the spittle from his face, he sneered at her breasts and leaned past her again. She shrieked when the cold water dribbled down her spine and braced for the gush that had assaulted her before. Instead of turning it up, he left it on that slow, dripping ooze. 

   Icy water hit her back, trickled into the valley of her spine and over the rise of her ass. But he wasn’t done. Opening her shirt cuff with one efficient tug, he ripped her shirt from her body to toss it toward the closet door, perpendicular to the entrance.

   Grabbing the sides of her neck with both hands, he tugged her forward. “You’re not a whore, but you’ll fuck around on your guy?” he snarled. “You bitches are all the same.”

   His reaction suggested he’d been hurt before and had a hatred of women, except he hadn’t engaged in the abuse of Jamie. That was little reassurance given the sequence and timing of events. By the time he’d arrived at Sizzle, the cops’ arrival had been imminent. Not getting arrested probably took precedence over getting his ya-yas with a comatose woman.

   The cold water tickled as it tormented her. “I’m not Tag’s woman,” she said, drawing in a quivering breath. “We’re not together, never have been.”

   Tightening both palms around her neck, he came closer. “Then why the fuck does everyone say you’re the way to get to him?”

   “Because, protecting me is what he’s done since I was fourteen,” she said.

   The trauma of physical injury, sleep deprivation, and a lack of nourishment were taking their toll. She never spoke of Tag, never to anyone. Privacy was her keystone, sharing went against the fiber that constructed her every cell. But here she was telling the truth.

   Her relationship with Tag was more complicated than simple sex. Treasuring him came from within her; he’d saved her life when she’d been sure no one would come to her aid. Since then, he’d guided her, always been around for her, and held her up while letting her live her own life without hanging over her.

   “Why?” he asked.

   Shaking her head, she vibrated and her gooseflesh raised every hair. “Sell me to your friends. I’ll work until you have every penny owed, but he’ll come for you. You think this is torture? Tag will let what’s left of me watch as he takes you apart one inch at a time.”

   Bowing, he touched his mouth to the corner of hers. “I look forward to it, Squirm.”

   Leaving the water on her back, her arms elevated to the curtain rail, and the light on, he stormed out of the room, taking his weapon with him before slamming the door.

    

    

   At some point in the night, he came and unhooked her from her hanging tether to put her on the floor again. She had been somewhere between awake and asleep, between consciousness and oblivion. Details eluded her.

   Water dripping on her face brought her into reality what had to be hours later. Blinking in response to the water that blurred her vision, it took time for her to focus. Eventually, she drew in the details; she was on the bathroom floor, chained to the pipe in her original position. The drips were coming from the man standing over her, but she couldn’t concentrate, so closed her eyes.

   Something nudged her a minute later and she didn’t realize it was his foot until he prodded a toe into her. “Are you dead?” he asked, giving her another kick. “Where’s all that action you gave me last night? Come on, little Squirmer. Time to wake up and fight with me.”

   Nya was groggy enough that although she could hear the words, she couldn’t figure out what they meant until she opened her eyes and tried to lift her head; only to find her cheek was numbed by the linoleum she’d been lying on. 

   The foot in her shoulder was annoying and made her pressure point ache, so the next time it shoved her, she tried to grab it to throw it away, but was reminded of the cuff connecting her wrist and ankle. He stroked her cheek with his bare foot, rubbing it from her forehead down her temple to her jaw. 

   Grumbling, she rolled away and used her other hand to swipe it away from her face. “Don’t touch me,” she croaked. “What the fuck did you do to me?”

   She remembered the shower and his sinister mood. Nya remembered the ache in her arms when they were tied above her head. But she couldn’t remember how or exactly when she’d passed out. The memory of the needle made her tense and led to so many possibilities. He’d had access to her body and could’ve given her anything and done anything to her.

   Pushing back into the corner, she got as far away from him as she could. “Did you rape me?”

   His brows went up. “Rape? Yeah. I did. ‘Cause that’s what gets me off, a woman who lies there like a sack of flour without moving or making a sound, it really gets me going.”

   Given what he was putting her through, she didn’t appreciate his sarcasm. “I deserve the truth; did you?”

   Now instead of being amused, he just looked angry. “Why would I rape a bitch like you, who’s nothing but straight up trouble? Look at me, I’m a fucking catch. I could walk into any bar in town, pick a slut, and bring her home to let her ride my cock like a rodeo cowgirl.”

   “Nice,” Nya said, reassured enough that she could relax. Her joints and muscles were sore probably because she’d spent the night curled on the floor in a cramped space. As far as she could tell, her clothes were no more disturbed now than they had been last night, and none of her orifices felt violated. “Tell me what I’m doing here.”

   “Tell me where he is,” Archer returned.

   Steam was pluming above the closed curtain and she heard the drum of the water. Archer was wearing a towel around his hips and she saw another tattoo, this one started around his ankle and wound up round his calf to his thigh, black and tribal like the arm sleeve on the opposite side.

   The thickness of the muscles in his thigh were impressive and she wondered if his fitness and physique were cultivated in a gym or if torturing and other criminality were exercise enough.

   “So that’s it? Tag. Do you plan to keep me here until I give him up?”

   “Yep.”

   He could keep her here and drug her every night for the rest of eternity, she would never betray her friend. “Won’t happen,” she said. 

   Resting a hip on the sink, he folded his arms. “I’ll keep you until you give him up, but there will be a variation on the ‘here.’”

   “A variation?”

   His confidence was strong, she’d done nothing to encourage him or let him think that she might give him any information on Tag. So she was a bit confused as to why he wasn’t angrier or stressed about her defiance. Turning to the sink, he admired his jaw in the mirror and began to trim. 

   Sitting for a while, she watched him, and wished he would just leave. The steam from the shower was nice, it cleared her sinuses and helped her sore body, but getting out of here would be nicer. Clearing her throat, she rotated until she could lift herself to rest her back on the side of the bath. 

   She had to take some more time to figure out what she could about this room, because she’d already learned something about the man, and that was that he planned to release her from these chains, even if it was just for long enough to torture her.

   The next time he did that, she would be ready, strong and aware. She couldn’t be drugged or tired. Letting the back of her head thump against the bath, she took a long breath. Finding herself here was a shitty end to a shitty week, but she wouldn’t let it be the end of her shitty life.

   When Archer was done, he turned his scowl onto her. “I know a bunch of methods that encourage people to tell me what I need to know. So,” he said, hunkering down to stroke a finger down the path his foot had followed. Nya tried to wriggle away, but she was already squashed in the corner, clinging to the bath to keep her steady. “I’ll let you think about what that might mean for a while.”

   “Go to hell,” she said, refusing to let him scare her. But she was too tired and disorientated to fight with him.

   “Right now, the shower is on, and it’s your turn.”

   “Wha…? What?”

   Running his fingers through his wet hair, he shook his head, showering her in more drips. “Get in the shower, Squirm,” he said, rubbing a hand over his jaw that was more defined now that he’d rid himself of the overgrown scruff.

   She wanted to remind him of her confinement, but when she lifted her ankle, she saw that the padlock was loose. Pulling it off, she scrambled up to her feet, free of the cuff that had linked her ankle and wrist for days.

   Her strength wasn’t what she needed and her legs buckled. She expected to go down, but he caught her with one arm, using his body to anchor her. Nya didn’t believe he was capable of kindness, and this act didn’t refute that. Bending her back, he grabbed the shower curtain and pulled it aside to lift her up and dump her into the bath under the hot shower water.

   “Strip, dump your clothes out, I’ve got something for you to wear in the bedroom.”

   In the bedroom. She didn’t have a chance to ask what that meant or if she was getting her freedom because he dragged the curtain shut.

   The water was comforting, soothing for her aching bones, but she wasn’t sure about taking off her clothes in a room with a man she didn’t trust.

   A towel appeared over the rail, farther down from where she’d been hung last night, so at least she had a way to cover up when she was done.

   With no alternative except angering him to the point he may strip her himself, she did as he said, taking time to steady herself before washing and grooming. She shut off the water, squeezed the moisture from her hair and drew down the towel that was vast, far bigger than her small body needed. It wrapped around her twice with plenty to spare. 

   The curtain was whipped aside and he pulled her out, lifting her up to carry her from the room. Her legs were more secure, so she could have walked herself, but he didn’t ask permission. 

   Blasting through the door opposite the bathroom, they arrived in a modest bedroom with a large bed, two nightstands and a sliding closet door running the length of the right-hand wall.

   But what immediately struck her after he put her down was the neatness of the space. The bed was made, the blankets flat without a crease. The blinds on the facing wall were closed. The nightstands were clear and there wasn’t a single speck of dust in sight.

   “Put this on,” he said, tossing a dress on her shoulder.

   Opening it out, she hooked the spaghetti straps onto her fingers to see that the plain black dress was micro-mini. “This is a dress,” she said.

   “Smart and pretty, your parents must be proud,” he said, sliding the closet door on its track to open it enough for him to bend inside.

   The snide bastard deserved a slap. “Patronizing and arrogant, yours must just glow.” Maybe he hadn’t expected sass, but when he twisted to glare over his shoulder, she tried to smile and reminded herself to keep her emotions in check, though that had never been her strong suit. “I’d rather have jeans… and underwear.” From what she saw there were no extras for the outfit.

   “This ain’t Macy’s.”

   No kidding, that fact was obvious. 

   Carrying a small box, he went to sit on the edge of the bed. With the dress in one hand and the tucked-in part of the towel in the other, Nya watched him pop the lid and take out supplies that appeared to be medical.

   Ripping open a sachet with his teeth, he pulled a wipe from it then leaned forward to snag her towel in two fingers. While his pulling forced her to walk the few steps to the side of the bed between his parted knees, she clutched her towel so as not to lose it, and began to panic about why they were in this room.

   Except all he did was grab her other arm, the one responsible for the dress, and turn it so he could see the angry red burn inside her wrist. He examined it for a second, touched the edge, and then pushed the wipe into it.

   The horror of stinging pain made her yelp and drop the dress, but he kept on wiping, squeezing the alcohol into the wound, the pungent aroma of it smacking her senses. When he was done, he tossed the wipe away, but he kept her arm extended so he could apply ointment. While it was drying in, he retrieved a roll of bandages from the box. Nya watched him press gauze to the wound and begin to wrap it.

   This was quite a turnaround and she couldn’t explain it. His actions made sense if he was caring for her or feeling regret for causing her pain, so she didn’t interrupt. Sympathy was preferable over torture.

   “You have a client,” he said.

   Smack. That might as well have been a gut punch. Shock didn’t begin to identify the emotion that seized her, the word wasn’t enough, but nothing would be. “A what? I have a what?”

   “He’s a rough motherfucker,” Archer said, securing the bandage with tape.

   “If the point is to cause me pain, why are you bothering with this?” she asked, trying to tug her arm free. As usual, her feeble attempt to liberate herself was fruitless. 

   “Because,” he said, opening the drawer of the nightstand to pull out a leather cuff. “Unless he’s careful when he ties your wrists, the rope will infect the wound. You’re useless to me dead or disgusting.”

   Hence the shower and the crappy cheap dress. “And you’re some expert I suppose?” She kept on pulling because it was better than doing nothing.

   “Got some experience,” he said, slipping the cuff onto her wrist over the bandage and buckling it so tight her hand began to tingle.

   “From where?”

   “Had a girlfriend who was into that S and M shit.”

   Now she resorted to being snide. “Not your thing?”

   He stood up, so close that his body made hers sway with the force of his ascent. “I don’t like hitting women.”

   But he had no trouble burning them, starving, and torturing them. “Doubt that’s true.”

   He paused. “Have I hit you?”

   Manhandled and illegally imprisoned, yes. Physically struck? No, he hadn’t done that. But she wasn’t going to give him any concession, so she held up her wrist to his face. “What’s this?”

   “That’s abuse,” he said, nodding at her offered limb without taking his eyes from hers. “Abuse I have no problem with.” Stating fact. Again. “Put the dress on. We have to get out of here.”

   “He’s not coming here?” she asked, bending to pick up the dress when he slipped out from in front of her to go back to the closet with his first-aid box. 

   Archer exhaled. “You think I want a fucktard pervert screwing in my bed? Not a chance.”

   If she’d had a weapon, she’d have launched it at him. Without one, she couldn’t attack, so she just put the dress over her head and wriggled it down in the wake of the towel that she shimmied from her body in such a way so as to not bare an inch of extraneous skin. 

   “You don’t want him in your bed, but you expect me to welcome him into my body?”

   “The more you fight, the more he pays,” he said, tucking something onto his belt beneath his tee shirt that she couldn’t make out. “You can’t be with a guy like Taggert and not be used to getting fucked with.”

   “We’re not together,” she said, like she’d told him before. As far as that was concerned, he’d never catch her in a lie because it was the truth. “And if anyone touched me without consent, he’d cut off their hands.”

   Turning to her, he put his hands on his hips, and for a second he seemed… normal, though maybe a little exasperated. “That’s where you lose me. I know plenty of guys who are possessive of their women, but none who’d give a fuck what a random slut did. So you can’t keep saying you’re not together. He’s in love with you or he’s blood. Which is it?”

   “Neither,” she said, feeling slightly superior that her secrets perplexed him so much. “And it’s damn clear that you’re not half the man he is, so I’m not surprised you don’t understand loyalty.”

   “Oh, I understand it all right. Did you save his life?” She shook her head. “I’m trying to figure out the connection.”

   And as soon as he did, she’d be useless to him, and he’d find a way to dispose of her. Nya wasn’t ignorant to how this would end. “Why does it matter? You have everything else figured out. He owes you money, I won’t give him up, so you’ll pimp me until you recoup your losses. That is your plan, right?” Her legs became his focus and it was admiring, not malevolent. Nya didn’t want him to be interested in her, and she didn’t want to like that he was scrutinizing her as a woman, not a captive. Especially since his treatment of her wrist was already making it feel better. She didn’t want to be indebted to him for anything, not even curing the ailment he caused. “Do you mark all your girls?” she asked. 

   Breaking his concentration on her figure seemed to make him mad. “I’m no pimp,” he snapped, darting across the room. 

   Relating to him as an abductor, not a human being was easier for her. “That’s exactly what you are. If you transport me to a john’s house for sex and take my earnings, that’s exactly what you are.”

   His scowl became more depraved. “Done this before, have you, Squirm? Am I poaching Taggert’s turf, that it? He’ll fuck me up if I lease one of his girls without giving him a cut?”

   Offence made her recoil. “I would never!”

   “Sure you would. Don’t tell me you worked at Sizzle for tips.”

   The club was in a red light location, but that wasn’t why she was there. “I have never sold sex.”

   One of his brows slunk up. “Never taken your clothes off for money?”

   That she couldn’t claim. “I stripped for like twenty minutes. Tag heard where I was and how I was supporting myself… He stormed in with a posse, shut the place down, and dragged me out. He set me up in Sizzle after that.”

   Sizzle was Tag’s club. He’d ensconced her there to protect her. Except, she was smart enough to recognize that he was trying to handle her. After arguing with him that he couldn’t monitor her at all times, they’d come to a compromise. She’d manage the club, pull her weight, earn her money honestly, and not get herself into trouble. Oops.

   Lowering her miserable smile, she wondered how frantic Tag was now, or if he knew what had gone down in Sizzle. 

   Archer interrupted her reflection when he grabbed her hair to yank her head back. “You enjoy being on his leash?”

   Their momentary truce was shattered. “I’d rather be on his than yours,” she spat out. 

   “The quicker you do your work, the faster I get my money.”

   Spinning her around, he clutched a handful of her hair in one sure fist to compel her forward, through the living room and out the front door. Her feet were bare; apparently the budget didn’t extend to shoes. The gritty floor was sticky in patches and she tried not to think about what caused either. 

   They went down two floors, past the graffiti, used condoms, and scattered drug paraphernalia, and out to the grimy street into a mist of rain.

   Not far from the door he threw her against a beat-up black Camaro, pinning her to it with his body as he unlocked the door. Thrusting her inside, he locked her in and she was still clawing at the door when he got into the driving seat.

   The engine roared and he sped away from the curb. Intent on his route, wherever they were going, he wanted to get there fast. Nya couldn’t say she was so eager.
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   Archer drove fast the whole way, he barely paused at stop signs, and screeched away from amber lights like they were green. Nothing was going to hinder their arrival.

   To her surprise, they drove to a suburban area. Residential streets with tended yards had decks around pools. Hope grew that the man she was supposed to submit herself to might not be a lowlife scumball after all. His identity wouldn’t increase her willingness, but maybe he’d be gentler than Archer had implied. A vanilla experience would be better than one which might require a hospital visit after.

   “If you think the rich pay for boring sex, you’re wrong,” he mumbled, like he’d read her thoughts. “They pay premium for a whore so they can do whatever the fuck they want to her without upsetting their respectable lives.”

   “I’m not a whore,” she said. “You keep saying that word out loud like you’re trying to convince yourself that it’s true. Delivering me here, forcing me to do this, it makes you as culpable as them you know. How many women have you raped?” His rage didn’t deter her, the car got faster. Sitting up straight, she got closer to him. “You’re just like Jonno and his buddies at Sizzle. Did you see what they did to Jamie? That was her name, by the way, Jamie, bet you didn’t even know that. You just saw her bloody, battered body on that floor and got the boner of your life, didn’t you? Were you sorry you didn’t get your turn to violate her? Your poor little pea-dick probably forgot all about the cops when you saw your BFF fucking the life out of her—”

   Swinging a harsh turn, that forced her to grab for the door to steady herself, Archer slammed the car into park and whirled on her. “You don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about! Your friend couldn’t be helped, ok? She was collateral damage. Your lover-boy Taggert? He’s the reason those fuckers were there! If he hadn’t stiffed a bunch of people, your friend would still be sucking down Martini’s and you’d still be shaking those cans for your sugar daddies.”

   Good, he was angry, so was she. This bastard didn’t have the right to use her, but what he was about to force her into was going to change her whole life and she’d never forgive him for it. “I’m not what you think I am.”

   “You’re what the fuck I say you are ‘til you’ve paid your boyfriend’s debt.”

   Grabbing her hair again, he opened his door and dragged her over the center console to pull her out his side door. He had no regard for how he hurt her and made no apology for being so rough.

   They were in a double garage that must have been left open, so no one would note their arrival or the strange, shitheap car in a driveway in this reputable neighborhood.

   Yanking her past him, he opened an internal door and threw her into a dining kitchen. Laughter carried from another room and Archer came in close behind her to growl. “Don’t fuck this up,” he hissed.

   Nya would do anything in her power to gain her freedom. Except, she couldn’t figure out how to go about it. Archer had said the client wanted her to fight and that could lead to worse injury if he fought back.

   But she couldn’t submit, just lay back and make Archer’s life easier. Resolved to doing as much injury as she could, Nya stumbled along when Archer took her arm to pull her through the kitchen and a set of double doors that led to a dark, dingy den.

   Discouraged by the sight of three men, she tried to retreat but hit Archer’s solid form. He walked forward, forcing her into the room. But she wasn’t ready to surrender, she tried to twist, but he took her shoulders and faced her forward.

   The men’s laughter drifted off and they began to look her over, each with more hunger in their gaze than the last. “I promised you boys a party and it just arrived,” the man to the right said.

   Three couches were arranged around a faux fireplace. But it was the thick central rug and the toys laid by the hearth that transfixed her even after the speaker rose to come toward her.

   Distinguished and tanned, his appearance made no suggestion of sexual perversion. But rapists and sadists were like serial killers, in that, they could look just like everyone else.

   The host came up close, blocking her view of everything except him. “I wish I could tell you not to be afraid, or that I wasn’t going to hurt you,” he said in a kind voice that didn’t match the snarling smile that crept to his face. Leaning in, he rubbed his mouth in her hair. “But that would be a lie.”

   Snatching her arm, he pulled her across the room. She fought and screamed all the way, but it made no difference. His cohorts joined him to wrestle her onto the rug and her dress was pulled down, freeing her breasts for one of them to kiss. One nipple was sucked, the other was pinched and the speaker came down on top of her, sticking his tongue into her wide, screaming mouth.

   Seeing her chance, she bit down and he reared away, but not before his blood spilled into her mouth. “Oh boys,” he said, clasping his mouth to check the blood. “She wants to play!”

   His first slap sent her face to the right, the second sent it the other way. In her daze, Nya was vaguely aware of him unbuttoning his shirt enough that he could pull it off over his head.

   “No! Stop!” she called when her dress was pulled up from her crotch to her waist and the central man unbuckled his belt.

   “Beg, girl, that’s what I want you to do, beg,” he said, his speech slightly slurred probably as a result of her assault, though from the wild and frenzied way the trio manhandled her, and the craziness in their eyes, she’d guess they were high on some kind of substance, which was worse news for her. Their inhibitions were low; they were goading each other on. It would be a long and horrific night.

   “Shit,” Archer muttered somewhere in the distant background, then his voice grew strong. “Get your fucking hands off her.”

   A vast shadow rose behind the principal assaulter and he was lifted off her body. After some swearing, the other men let her go to jump up. Scrambling to her feet, Nya pulled the straps of her dress to her shoulders and staggered for the door. 

   Except someone grabbed her and hauled her back. It was one of her attackers. He threw her to the floor so he could run over and slam the door, blocking it with his body. Nya was confused, dazed by adrenaline, and uncertain about what the hell Archer was doing.

   “Change of plans,” Archer said. 

   “You fucker!”

   Nya wiped blood from her mouth. The assaulter she’d bitten swung for Archer, but he bowed back to avoid the punch and grabbed the guy’s wrist to spin him around and thrust him against the wall. Archer produced a knife from his belt and swung it around to hold it against the throat of the man he was restraining as he assessed the trio. One man he had against the wall, the other was at the door, and the third stood on the other side of the fireplace from where she’d been cast aside. 

   “Do we have a problem?” Archer asked the men.

   “We had a fucking deal!”

   Archer’s glare snapped to the man under his knife who’d called out. This was the same man who’d assaulted her, so she felt no sympathy when the color drained from him. 

   “Get the bitch!” the man at the door called out to the one by the fireplace.

   She couldn’t let them get their hands on her. They could be prepared for trouble, or have planned to erase the evidence of what they’d done to her, meaning they could have a weapon close to hand. 

   The guy at the fireplace stuttered and faltered. Archer spun his current victim around and pinned him to the wall with an arm pressed into the width of his chest. As the bastard struggled to draw breath, Archer twisted to monitor the room. “Any of you fuckers touch her and he dies,” Archer said, insinuating the edge of his blade into the ringleader’s throat until a thick red line formed against it. Nobody moved. “Get up and move.”

   Archer was still watching the men like they were hungry hyenas who could snap at any minute. Nya was so stunned it took her half a beat to figure out that Archer was talking to her. She climbed onto her feet and stumbled toward the door, pulling at her dress to straighten it. 

   For whatever reason, Archer hadn’t followed through with his plan. She could be on that floor being screwed by these slobbering maniacs right now, and the only reason she wasn’t, was because Archer had a change of heart.

   “He’s going to kill me anyway,” said the man under Archer’s blade. “And he’ll kill you too, bitch!”

   Archer didn’t flinch. “Move!”

   Leaving Archer here was appealing. Inching toward the door, Nya kept her distance from the man who had been blocking it. When that prick cleared out of her way, she couldn’t move fast enough, and ran to the door to pull it open. 

   But Archer wasn’t finished with the man who’d tried to attack him. Thrusting a hand to the bastard’s forehead, Archer forced his victim’s head back to expose the soft flesh of his neck beneath his chin. 

   In a deft move, Archer used the tip of his blade to carve a continuous shape into the objecting man’s skin. When he lowered the weapon and she saw what he’d done, her breath caught in her throat, immobilizing her. Examining her cuff-covered wrist as though she could see her burn through it, Nya recognized the similarity of her brand to the shape Archer had just sliced into that guy.

   Getting in close, Archer ignored the whimpers of the man he’d just disfigured. “Think about coming after me or her, and you’ll get yourself more than a flesh wound, Bryant.”

   Leaving Bryant to clutch his chin and whine, Archer shoved away, satisfied that he’d taken care of business, and stormed over to grab hold of her.

   Carting her along behind him, he dragged her through the kitchen and into the garage to stuff her back into his car. “Archer, I—”

   “Don’t say a word,” he growled and gunned the engine. “Don’t say a fucking word.”

   She wouldn’t know where to begin. Something had to be said because she still didn’t know exactly what had happened in there. But it was clear that Archer was in no mood to fill in the blanks for her this minute. 

   Throwing a hand to the back of her headrest, he reversed out and sped away from the house at far greater speed than he’d used to get here.

   An odd calm had come over her at the house while she watched Archer scar Bryant. But as he seethed and drove fast, the calm receded to panic. They drove for miles, out of the quaint respectable neighborhood, back onto the highway into the city.

   Nya clutched her seatbelt, pressing herself back into his seat. “Archer,” she said. “Please slow down.” Before tonight, she’d have assumed he wasn’t a man to be reasoned with. She wasn’t sure her opinion had changed that much, but her survival instinct made her speak up. “Please, Archer, I’m scared.”

   His scowl was so fierce that she feared it would crack the windscreen. He didn’t acknowledge her words until without warning he slammed on the brake, swinging a tight turn that made it feel like two wheels left the road. Nya was still braced for the impact of a possible roll when the car jolted to a stop in a dark corner of a convenience store parking lot.

   She didn’t blink. She didn’t breathe. She fixated on his profile and waited for her heart to slow and for him to say something. The sound of his breathing intensified the humid atmosphere in this claustrophobic environment.

   His abrupt first word made her jump. “Fuck!” he exclaimed. “Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!” He kept swearing and smacking the steering wheel with his fists and palms.

   Nya’s impulse to flee was thwarted by her locked door. All she could do was sit here and wish for the past to return: the speeding was scary, but not as scary as this. 

   Tears tracked down her face, but she wasn’t sure what they were for. Fear of this crazy, frantic, angry man? Relief that she wasn’t being violated by those letches anymore? Gratitude that Archer had stepped in when quite clearly, doing so hadn’t been in his best interests?

   Maybe it was that last possibility that made her reach out and touch him. When she laid her hand on his arm he stilled. Immediately. Either the act of making contact, or reminder of her presence calmed him down, which could just mean that he didn’t like to lose it in front of anyone. Until now he’d been a picture of composure around her. Always cool. Never provoked.

   For the first time, she sensed anxiety, and it was enough to make her feel some sympathy for the guy who’d just cut her a break. “How much money does Tag owe you?” she asked. 

   Her friend was no saint and she was under no illusions about what he did or who he associated with. Archer existed in the same grey area of legitimacy that Tag did. Different men had different limits and she’d learned tonight where her abductor drew his line. 

   “Twenty grand.”

   Ok, so she hadn’t been expecting a figure that high. No wonder he’d chosen to take her to an upmarket location for an orgy. Standing on a street corner, offering twenty bucks a blowjob would’ve taken her years to earn that kind of money. “Did you earn it? Win it? Lend it to him?”

   “Does it matter?” he asked, resting his forearms on the steering wheel when he stretched them out. 

   No, she didn’t suppose that it did and after what had just happened, he had other things on his mind, so she didn’t push. “Thank you,” she offered after a dozen quiet seconds. “For not making me—”

   “Don’t,” he said, tensing in a recoil that exuded disgust. “Don’t thank me.”

   But she was grateful that he’d fucked himself out of whatever dough she could’ve earned for him tonight. For whatever reason, he hadn’t wanted that man to touch her. On arriving at Bryant’s, she was certain she’d leave his house a different woman. In a way, she had. Nya had thought she’d be broken, violated, and repulsed. Instead, she’d gotten a reprieve and maybe some relief. Archer had abused her, no doubt about that, but he was human and capable of compassion. 

   Quid pro quo might actually earn her freedom. “Let me talk to him,” she said and he twisted to look at her. “If you let me talk to Tag, I’ll find out what’s going on, why he hasn’t paid you.” His stony expression didn’t flinch. While she could understand him being dubious, he really had nothing to lose. “What’s the worst that will happen? I tell him I’m with you and he storms over to fight with you? You want to see him anyway, don’t you? If I’d given you his location, you’d have gone to see him.”

   “Tell me where he is,” he said in the same deep drawl that he used to intimidate her. It didn’t quite have the same effect anymore because he’d become a different man. He’d put her into peril, but he’d also saved her life. His actions tonight made her rethink everything she’d experienced with him.

   Nya shook her head. “I can’t,” she said and shrugged. “I honestly don’t know. But I can get in touch with him.”

   “You’re in love with the guy, but he won’t tell you where he’s living?” His expression suggested he was questioning the point of hanging onto her if she was so unimportant in Tag’s life. If she were an obsessed stalker, she’d get why he was so suspicious. The truth was the opposite. Tag always had to know where she was and if he’d figured out that she hadn’t been home for days, he’d be livid. 

   By now, he had to be aware of what had happened in Sizzle. At least, Tag would know that his bouncers were dead and Jamie was… whatever she was. But unless the cops had caught any of the assailants they wouldn’t know Archer had turned up to steal her out of there. 

   “I’m not in love with him, not like that.”

   Archer frowned again, the first sign he was about to ask a question. “For real? Thought you were feeding me bullshit to protect his ass.”

   A new honesty was forming in their relationship. They were becoming more equal instead of abductor and abductee, which made sense now that she’d seen he had vulnerabilities. “You have a lot to learn about me, Archer. I would never be ashamed of loving my guy. I’d shout his name with pride before I’d deny it.”

   “So who is your guy?”

   Was he worried about the unseen threat that he hadn’t considered? Not that it mattered. She shrugged. “Don’t have one.”

   “Why not? You’re hot and guys will fuck anything.”

   What a compliment that was. “I haven’t met a guy who’s ready to declare me so honestly,” she said. “I’d like my guy to have a bit of integrity.”

   “Not many of those around,” he muttered, scrutinizing the neon open light in the building down the lot. 

   “No.”

   Giving him the time to sort his thoughts and make decisions, she said nothing. Talking to Tag was a great offer for Archer as far as she was concerned. She wasn’t making promises or saying she’d go out of her way to help him, but it wouldn’t hurt to get some information. His options were running out now that he’d proved he only had the stomach to take this abduction thing to a certain level. 

   She didn’t know where Tag was exactly, and so couldn’t hand over his location. Not that she would. Archer couldn’t force her to turn tricks to earn him his money, that plan hadn’t worked out so great. So from her point of view, this was the only solution left. 

   It was that or Archer kept her on his bathroom floor until Tag eventually found her. Except if the cops hadn’t figured out who’d attacked Sizzle, they could be waiting a while for progress. Investigations, official or otherwise, took time, weeks or months, and this case wouldn’t be a priority. Archer might not be able to wait for his money indefinitely.

   “Two minutes,” he said, fixating on the payphone at the boundary of the lot. “You call him and tell him if he hands over the money, I’ll let you go.”

   That was a terrible idea and she’d never been shy about being honest. So while squinting, she shook her head. “If you threaten him, he’ll dig in,” Nya said. “The two of you strike me as similar in that way.”

   Rotating in his seat, he rested an elbow on the shoulder of his chair and his hand on her headrest. “What the fuck?”

   Despite his surprise, she didn’t retreat from her point. “Sure, you’re bull-headed and stubborn. I’ve seen it. You kept me chained to a pipe in your bathroom for days. That takes dedication. If someone you cared about was threatened and held for ransom, would you just hand over the money and say ‘sayonara, no hard feelings’? I don’t think so. The point is to end this, not to draw out the craziness.”

   Well he might not have been expecting her to be so forthcoming, but he humored her. “So what do you suggest?”

   Her immediate suggestion wouldn’t be popular, so she’d rather be vague about specifics until she got a measure of Tag’s mood on the phone. “Trust me.” His brows rose. “Let me talk to him, this could be a misunderstanding. If it is, you don’t want to start a fight with Tag.” Archer didn’t flinch, but he wasn’t impressed. “You don’t, Archer. You’ll lose. Against Tag, there’s just no way. No one ever beats him. He prides himself on that.”

   “You’ve got a lot to learn about me too, Squirm.”

   “My name is Nya,” she said because they’d never actually been introduced. “And you’ve gone about this the wrong way from the beginning. If you’d come to me, explained yourself, I would’ve helped you.”

   Maybe. Ok, maybe not, and he didn’t appear to be convinced. “You give out your boyfriend’s money to every guy who comes to the bar looking for him?”

   That wasn’t what she meant. But she was way more reasonable than Tag, and definitely fairer. If Archer’s beef was legitimate, she might have brought up his name with Tag and maybe argued his case. But there was no point in speculating about what might have happened if things were different. They were here now, in this moment. All she could do was react to current circumstances. “If you trust me, and you’re genuinely owed that money, I’ll get it for you. I’m the only one who can.”

   Another truth. He didn’t have to accept that she and Tag had a special relationship and that she had influence with her friend. But Archer was obviously curious about how true her last statement was, because he didn’t shut her down or backtrack. 

   Trusting each other wasn’t easy. They had the ability to help the other achieve their goal—his money and her freedom. Nya could try to cut and run, but she didn’t want Archer on Tag’s tail. Tag was formidable, but she’d seen what Archer was capable of. Would Archer relent some of his control and let her help him?
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   Opening the vehicle’s ashtray, he took out a pack of gum and tossed it to her before prodding around at the coins inside to retrieve some change. Glad of the chance to dilute the taste of her attacker’s bloody tongue from her mouth, Nya squeezed out two gum nuggets. 

   Archer scooped out the money and left the car, but when she tried to follow, her door wouldn’t open. She was stuck until Archer came around the hood to let her out.

   “This door only opens from the outside,” he said, hooking a finger through the metal loop on the leather cuff he’d buckled to her wrist. The maneuver was signal that she was still on his leash, and a sign that he didn’t want to chase after her if she tried to run. 

   Nya would rather he touched the accessory than her, and it was better than being carried or dragged, too, so she didn’t object. She was more preoccupied by why the car door was rigged and what Archer did for a living that meant he had to detain people other than her on a regular basis.

   Leading her to the payphone, he picked up the receiver, “I’ll be right here, so don’t get any ideas,” he said.

   Right there was right. After he gave her the receiver and positioned her to face the phone, he pressed his weight into her spine, reminding her of who was in charge. Looming over her, he threw coins into the slot. 

   Because she didn’t want Archer to see Tag’s number, Nya curved her body around the digits and hid the numbers with her hand. Only when she was done did she take the receiver from her shoulder.

   It rang. She couldn’t focus on what she was going to say because she was too aware of Archer behind her. Wriggling her weight back, she tried to get him to give her some room, but he swayed forward in a gentle, but full, body push that communicated he wasn’t going anywhere.

   “Hello?” Tag snapped down the line.

   Nya sprang to her tiptoes. “Taggy?” she gasped his name.

   “Oh my god, Yorkie, where have you been? What the fuck happened at Sizzle?”

   Tag didn’t usually sound so stressed, but she’d guess her being off the grid would’ve scared him given that he didn’t have the full picture of what had gone down at Sizzle. “I need to see you,” she said. “Can we meet up?”

   “You don’t have to ask. Tell me where you are, I’ll pick you up.”

   Having been her savior and support in the past, Tag would drop everything and be there for anything she needed. But a confrontation in a deserted parking lot between him and Archer wouldn’t be smart. While emotions were running so high, neither man would be reasonable, and she didn’t want it to look like she’d set either of them up. 

   “I’d rather come to you. I need somewhere to lay low,” she said and he didn’t ask any more questions, just gave her an address. Triumphant relief made her smile and pump an elbow back into Archer’s ribs, but it still didn’t make him retreat.

   “What happened at Sizzle?” Tag asked. 

   The reminder of that night extinguished her satisfaction. “Jamie,” she murmured. “Where is she? Is she recovering?”

   “Jamie?” Tag said. “The waitress never made it, she’s dead. I don’t give a fuck about her. I give a fuck about what happened to you. The bouncers were dead, the cops show up, there’s blood everywhere, and you’re gone.”

   Jamie. Dead. No. Nya couldn’t think about explaining herself with the shock of that news rattling in her chest. Tag had never been tactful and cared about few things. He and Jamie had never met, so he had no reason to care about her, but Nya cared. 

   Tears weighed on her lashes and she croaked before she spoke. “I’ll… I’ll tell you everything, Taggy. Soon, I’ll come to you soon, I have to go.” 

   Slamming down the phone, Nya buried her face in both hands, trying to conceal her tears. She cursed this place, cursed the loss and blamed the world, and its spite. Jamie was young, she’d done nothing wrong. It wasn’t right that she was snatched from her life by that evil.

   Whirling around, she wanted to punch and kick and spit, but when she lifted her eyes to Archer’s she couldn’t make herself hate while she was this numb. “What happened to the kid?” he asked.

   That was his first question. Not about his money. Not about Tag’s address. Jamie. His first question was about Jamie. There was a heart in this man. One he kept well-hidden and rarely used, but it was in there.

   Releasing all her breath in a sob, she sank against his chest and allowed every iota of pain to bleed from her eyes in a torrent of tears. Nya wasn’t a crier, she prided herself on keeping her shit together, especially in front of people.

   When his arms closed around her, she should’ve been reminded of who he was and backed off. She didn’t. Tears of exhaustion, stress and grief came out in a perpetual conveyer belt that she wasn’t capable of slowing.

   “I guess she didn’t make it,” he muttered.

   Standing in this parking lot, she forgot that she was still technically his captive. In the fresh air of this crisp night, she felt free. Nya had something Jamie had been denied—life—and it put her troubles into perspective. 

   “They killed her,” she said. Acknowledging it aloud stoked familiar anger and her tears began to dry. “Your hideous, disgusting, depraved friends murdered an innocent woman.”

   “They weren’t my friends. Jonno’s the only one of them I know,” he admitted. “Rape is fucked up. There’s never a need for it. It disgusts me… I found out just how much tonight.”

   Which would be why he couldn’t let Bryant and his buddies violate her body. Nya couldn’t think about herself, or about what she’d been through. Focusing on Jamie, she became fixated on the injustice of her employee’s death. 

   “I’m going to make them pay,” she said, grasping for purpose. Feeling helpless infuriated her. Having a goal gave her direction. No one else would avenge Jamie, she had no boyfriend, few friends, and none of them knew the true, detailed horror of what Jamie had endured like Nya did. “I won’t let the bastards get away with it. Those sick fucks don’t deserve to jeer and pat each other on the back. They were proud. They enjoyed her agony. I can’t let it happen. I’ll find a way, I’ll make them pay, I’ll—”

   “Calm it, Squirm,” Archer said, opening a hand on the back of her head to gather her hair in a fist that he kept against the back of her skull as he eased her chin up to look down at her. “You don’t go after guys like that, not a woman like you.”

   “Why not?” she demanded. “Someone has to show them, has to—”

   “It’s revenge is what it is,” he said. “And if you go into a situation full of rage like that, you’ll never be thinking straight. They’ll do to you what they did to her.”

   He could be right. Her anger turned itself inward, she hated that she was feeble, pathetic, unable to act on what was right because she wasn’t physically strong enough. “You didn’t see it, Archer. What they did to her…” The pictures that had played in her mind every night came back to her now in a rush. She hadn’t slept much while locked up in Archer’s bathroom, but she wasn’t sure she’d have found slumber in a five star penthouse suite, because what she’d seen those men do to Jamie in Sizzle was too horrific to forget. “It’s like a movie playing on repeat and I—”

   “I’ll help you.”

   Her thoughts jarred to a halt and the mental image of Jamie paused then faded as she tried to figure out what Archer was saying. “Wh…? What?”

   Blinking into the face of a man who a few hours ago she wanted to spit at, Nya watched her own determination bleed into his eyes. “Tonight… at Bryant’s…” he said. “What I saw those guys do to you… I don’t kill in front of witnesses, I never have. It’s the dumbest thing anyone could do….”

   His lips grew narrow when he clenched his jaw and that anger he’d battered the steering wheel with came back. “But?” she asked, sensing there was more. 

   “You didn’t scream like that when I burned you.” After skimming a hand up and down her arm, he locked his fist around the cuff on her wrist, but he wasn’t squeezing, this was consoling. “What I heard tonight wasn’t pain, it was terror. You were fucking terrified. I wanted to gut every guy there, me included… I should never have put you in there, I… I thought I could do it… It made sense…”

   Because he needed his money. Now that she was seeing beyond the brute, she thought about her encounters with Archer. The first time she’d seen him in Sizzle, he’d been intimidating, aloof, and domineering with his size and attitude. Given that, she’d have run away from him fast if she could. 

   Except he’d actually done her a favor that night. Whether it was deliberate or not, taking her away from Sizzle when he did, actually saved her from Jonno and his buddies. Yes, sticking her in a trunk then locking her in his bathroom were both extremes that she wouldn’t forget in a hurry, but she’d lived through worse. 

   “Why did you burn me?” she asked because it was the worst thing he’d done to her yet.

   “Better than cutting off a finger or scarring that beautiful face,” he said and his hand left her wrist to rest on her cheek.

   Tilting her face into his palm, she appreciated him being here and offering her a human connection when she needed it. Learning of Jamie’s fate had hit her hard. The trauma of what she’d witnessed was worse than anything Archer had put her through and that was where all of her fury was focused. 

   He’d wanted to scare her into giving up Tag’s location and that was why he’d burned her. If losing fingers or facial disfigurement were the other options, she was glad he’d chosen the branding. 

   “You’ll help me?” she asked, trusting that he’d had a fright of his own tonight, which had made him rethink what he was capable of doing to her. 

   Hearing her scream in fear had been more difficult for him than seeing those men touch her, or maybe it was a combination of the two that made him pull her out. Whatever it was, he’d changed his mind. He could’ve abandoned her in the room with Bryant and waited in the car with the radio on loud and still come away with his money. But he hadn’t. He’d rescued her and she doubted he’d put himself or any woman in that situation again.

   “You get me my money, don’t screw me over with Taggert, and I’ll make sure you get your payback.”

   A trade. Yes, she could go for that. A man like Archer who could torture and slice through flesh would be a formidable weapon to have on her side. All he was asking for in return was what was rightfully his and a guarantee that she wouldn’t let Tag kill him for what he’d done to her. That he was willing to be so fair and reasonable made her wonder if he wasn’t as invincible as he made out.

   Before she would shake on it, she had a caveat of her own. “You won’t hurt, Tag, will you? This isn’t some ploy to—”

   “I won’t hurt him,” he said and cupped her chin. “As long as I get my money.”

   This money was important enough for him to kidnap her and for him to risk his life by confronting Tag, making her curious. “Why do you need this money so bad?”

   If he was anything like her, and they did seem to come from the same social level, twenty grand was a helluva lot of money. But when you’d lived your life with nothing, it was no hardship to live without money or material things. The adage of not missing what you’d never had applied to the dregs of society.

   Taking a step back, he gave her room to breathe while she awaited his response, which he took his time about giving. “I have a sister, she’s sick.”

   Medical bills could ruin a person. Folk like them didn’t have medical insurance. “What’s wrong with her?” she asked, not that she’d be able to do anything to help. 

   He snagged the loop on her wrist strap to lead her back to the car. “None of your business,” he said, shoving her down into the seat.

   That was an abrupt end to what had been the first moment of bonding they’d shared. But she could understand him putting up barriers when talking about family. If he cared about his sister, loved her, then he wouldn’t want to share her business. Talking about his sibling’s illness could upset him, and men like him didn’t get upset in front of unfamiliar women in deserted parking lots.

   The journey back to his apartment was quick, but that was a testament to his speed rather than the distance between the store and his street.

   Traipsing up the stairs, he kept the loop of her cuff tight inside his knuckle to pull her along. It was nice that he let her use her legs for the short ascent between the car and his apartment rather than carrying her again, but she wasn’t sure what would happen next when they got back inside and he locked the door. 

   With his finger still hooked in her cuff, she waited, then followed him when he tugged. Nya was in the rear hall before she figured out what he was going to do.

   “No!” she hollered and tried to pull back by dropping her weight. But he was prepared. Ducking, he circled his arm around her waist to pick her up under his arm.

   While he carried her into the bathroom, she punched at his shoulder, but that didn’t stop him from chaining her to the pipe. In a patronizing show, he ruffled her hair and she snapped out to try to bite, but he was already out the door, leaving her alone as his prisoner once again.

    

    

   “Archer!” 

   She’d been calling out since he put her in there. Nya wasn’t afraid of him, not like she had been. Having connected with him in the parking lot, she saw him as something other than a man to be feared. 

   When she’d started calling for him, she’d been angry. Now she called out in a sing-song voice, the point being to annoy him into acknowledging her. He’d told her not to scream, that his neighbors wouldn’t come to her aid, but it wasn’t his neighbors attention that she wanted, it was his. 

   If they were going to make a deal to help each other out, he’d have to learn to treat her like an equal, not a captive, and she’d have to get out of there to teach him that.

   “Archer!” she shouted again. “Arch—” 

   The door flew open, bouncing off the closet door and springing back only to be stopped by him moving into the doorway. She smiled. Proud that she’d achieved her goal.

   Knowing the layout of the apartment and its size meant it was guaranteed he’d hear her, and here was the proof. Nya had known all she had to do was outlast his patience.

   “Will you shut the fuck up,” he said. “If I wanted to hear you screaming my name, I’d fuck you senseless.”

   She couldn’t be discouraged because this was progress. Hooking her fingers onto the rim of the basin, she hauled herself onto her knees. “Maybe you can hold that thought ‘til after.”

   He frowned. “After what?”

   “I’m hungry.”

    

    

   And that was how she got onto the couch. 

   The TV was wall-mounted beside the window. The couch faced that with its back to the central kitchen table where he’d burned her. The open-plan kitchen was on the other side of the table. 

   Blackout blinds covered the window, but enough light shone from the floor lamp in the corner to let her examine the space, though a coffee table was the only other furniture in the room. Like the bedroom, the living space was meticulously clean. Archer seemed to like minimalist living. There were no knick-knacks or pictures on the walls.

   The TV was on, but muted on some sports event. She wasn’t watching it because her head was beginning to swim, and she recognized the signs of what was about to happen from previous experience. That was why she’d elected to lie flat on her back on the couch. Fainting spells weren’t as frequent now as they used to be before she got her anemia diagnosed.

   Opening her hands at her side, she had enough space on each side of her that she could fit another of herself on here if she had to. Her head and feet didn’t touch the arms of this massive piece of furniture.

   “Vegetarian,” he muttered from the kitchen. “Who the fuck is a vegetarian?”

   When she’d come out of the bathroom he’d put her on the couch and before he even got as far as the kitchen, she’d told him she didn’t eat meat. “Me,” she said. “I don’t like red meat; it’s not a political choice. I eat eggs, wear leather shoes and even tickle the beaver once in a while.”

   He said nothing to her quip and she wasn’t going to sit up to seek a reaction. A fridge opened, a couple of cupboards slammed then he huffed. “Soup,” he said.

   “That’ll do,” she said.

   Noise and movement in the kitchen ended with the microwave starting up. A second later, he appeared at the back of the couch, not to look at her, but to get closer to the game on TV. Seeing him doing ordinary things like an ordinary man helped her to relate to him. It was seeming more like he was simply a desperate man doing desperate things and not a man who was inherently evil. 

   Needing to head off the feeling of weakness before it became debilitating, Nya wished that she had her pills and tried not to give in to the temptation of sleep.

   “I had my purse in Sizzle,” she murmured. “Do you have it?” 

   She could’ve lost it in the street; her memory of the night she was brought here had been blurred by the flood of adrenaline coursing through her at the time.

   “It was in my trunk,” he said, fixated on the game.

   Thank goodness for that, without it she’d be screwed. “Can I have it?”

   “I don’t think so,” he said. 

   Irritation trumped her patience to be polite. It might be understandable that he wouldn’t give her back her personal belongings when they were captor and captee, but they’d have to come to some sort of truce if they’d meant what they said in the parking lot. 

   “There’s no weapon in it,” she said, though it held almost everything else a woman could possibly need.

   “It weighs a ton, what the hell is in it?” he asked.

   A burst of surprised energy made her eyes open to find that his concentration was still set on the TV like it was no big deal that he hadn’t gone through her purse. But for a woman who valued privacy so much, it had quite an impact on her to learn that he’d respected it. Archer wanted Tag; he didn’t want her, so he hadn’t violated her privacy.

   “Everything I need to split in a hurry,” she said.

   “Get yourself into a lot of trouble?”

   “I tend to… get involved.”

   Friends, boyfriends, employers, colleagues, it didn’t help that most of the people she knew were criminals or poor souls who had addiction issues. Nya was from the street and those who crossed her path were too. They fought hard, they fought dirty, and they never gave up. Battling through each day hardened them, but taught them to accept and deal with anything.

   In the past, Tag had told her that she couldn’t leave well enough alone, that she thought she was made of steel and could fix anything… she hadn’t been able to fix Jamie.

   The microwave beeped, signaling that it was done, and Archer disappeared from behind the couch. A minute later he came back and put a bowl on the table. “That shit’s hot, you get any on me and you’ll be back in the bathroom.”

   The idea of injuring him had its appeal. Except, the way she figured it, they’d come to an understanding, so they were partners now. Although it was possible he thought she was manipulating him to gain her freedom, and didn’t realize how she valued his offer to take down Jamie’s murderers.

   “I really do need my purse,” she said, twisting to slither off the couch onto the floor.

   He sat on the couch beside where she was on the hardwood floor. “No chance, Squirm. Girls like you carry Tasers or some shit—”

   Curling toward him, she put a hand on his knee. “I need my pills, Archer.”

   His scowl grew curious. “Pills?”

   Just to prove that she had nothing to hide and that she was willing to trust him, she said, “You can get them, they’re in a bottle in the pouch at the back.”

   Getting up again, he went to the kitchen. A cupboard opened and she heard him raking in her purse, then he came back reading the bottle. “Your last name is Yorke?” he asked, tossing her the bottle.

   Tipping the medication into her hand, she swallowed it down without water and sagged against the front of the couch, her head falling onto the seat. “Thank you.”

   “Why do you take iron?” he asked. 

   “I get anemic. My blood pressure drops and sometimes I faint… I guess that’s why I’ve been fading out.”

   “Eat,” he said, touching the edge of her bowl.

   Crossing her legs, she leaned over the bowl to scoop the smooth liquid onto her tongue. “I thought it might have been whatever you injected me with that made me feel wobbly,” she said.

   “It wasn’t.”

   Access to food gave her a singular focus, it took another six spoonfuls before she asked, “How’d you know? What was in that needle?”

   “Antibiotics, to stop infection of your wound.”

   What? No way. The whole time she’d been worried he was trying to poison her, it turned out he was treating her. The spoon clattered when it hit the bowl. “But you… you let me believe it was going to hurt me.”

   Nya was in shock, but Archer was fixated on the television. “You made an assumption, Squirm,” he said, rising half out of his chair only to flop back when his team didn’t score. Exhaling frustration, he addressed her. “Thought you might have been allergic when you passed out so fast.”

   So he hung her up on the shower rail and dowsed her with cold water to waken her senses and figure out if he’d just committed murder or not. “Just the anemia, no allergies.”

   “I’ll remember that for the next time I stick you.”

   That better have been a joke, and from the lack of menace in his voice, she guessed it was. “No more sticking,” she said, punching his knee then returning to her food.

   She didn’t know he was still examining her until she glanced back and caught him peering at her. “You’re not afraid of me anymore, are you?”

   Her shouting-out stunt in the bathroom probably proved to him that his ability to intimidate her had dwindled. “You showed me your limit tonight,” she said, slurping from her spoon. “Not only do I know for a fact that you won’t rape me, but you’ll rescue me from any other man who tries it.”

   “That’s what you fear?”

   Watching the light reflected in the red soup, Nya was reminded of her past and suddenly, she wasn’t so hungry. “More than anything.”

   “But I hurt you, what if I do it again?”

   “The burn was terrifying,” she said, turning her hand until she felt the bite of pain that still shimmered over the injury when she moved her wrist in a certain way. “But I’ve been hurt by men before. I’ve had boyfriends kick the shit out of me.”

   “Men who hit you?”

   She shrugged. It was never nice to be hit, but she was no stranger to it. Her father had beat her and when he was gone, her brother took over. Not all men were the same; she’d known good, decent men too. Like Tag, he’d never laid a hand on her. 

   It would be useful to know which category Archer fell into. “You’ve never hit a woman? Never in your life?” she asked. Being a strong, physical man who had no trouble watching another in pain, she found it tough to believe that Archer had always restrained himself.

   “I don’t like doing it,” he said.

   “You told me about your S and M girlfriend,” she said, running her finger around her empty bowl to catch the smudges of leftover soup, so she could lick up every drop. “Your bathroom is a great cell though, if you’re going for discomfort. The floor is hard, the space cramped, with the light on and that damn dripping faucet—”

   “I know,” he said with a discreet smile. “I’ve done this before.”

   “Kidnapped and tortured innocent women?”

   He didn’t hesitate or apologize. “You’re Tag’s girl, you’re not innocent, and my captives are usually guys.”

   Which explained why he had chains, padlocks, and reinforced pipes lying around. But she was still fighting against his assumption that she belonged to Tag in a romantic way. That belief could cost her something further down the line, so she had to rid him of the idea as thoroughly as she could.

   Pulling his knee out of her way, she crawled around it to kneel between his feet. Without making eye contact, she rose as she pulled his face downward and pushed her mouth onto his. 

   The kiss was supposed to prove a point. 

   She hadn’t expected it to be so electric. 

   Tension coiled around her body and gravity pulled on her pelvis. Getting higher, she welcomed his hot tongue into her mouth to be strong and dominant over hers. 

   Archer tipped her face to take control of the kiss. Fizzing awareness zapped in her loins, it tickled as she swelled in readiness. Moisture thickened between her folds, warming her in preparation for the thing that she shouldn’t want from him. 

   Her throat narrowed, making her want to cry out. Invigoration tensed and teased the flesh of her pussy that she had never considered offering him until now. When he slid his hips closer to her body, which was still positioned between his thighs, he grasped her waist to steady her, encouraging her to press herself into him.

   One of his hands slid down, around to her spine which he pressured as he closed his knees to clamp her into place.

   “Archer,” she breathed, bowing her shoulders to separate from him by an inch.

   “What the fuck did you kiss me for?” he asked. 

   The reason seemed ridiculous now while they were both still dazed by the impact of what they’d shared. “If I was Tag’s girl, I would never have done that.”

   “You don’t cheat?” 

   “I don’t cheat,” she said. “And the guy I end up with would demand loyalty from me, he’d expect it, and guarantee it in return. He’d brand me deep to protect me against any other guy moving in on his turf. He’d protect our relationship with his life and so would I.”

   Fidelity was something she was passionate about. His gaze drifted toward her cuff. “Brand you,” he murmured and she realized that was exactly what he’d done to her. “You’re already wearing my mark and that baby isn’t going anywhere.”

   Her point was made. This was when she was supposed to retreat. Archer’s arm was still curved around her and his legs flanked her body. Resting her forearms on his thighs, she exhaled, why was she always attracted to men who were bad for her?

   “Loyalty is a rare quality.”

   She knew what he meant. Fidelity was as rare as integrity. “I told you, I’m not a whore.”

   “I’m beginning to believe you,” he said and leaned in for another kiss.

   She was saved from spurning or accepting the kiss by a knock on the front door. Archer pushed her back to get up by lifting a leg over her head. He went to the door and answered it. She’d have thought he’d check who was there first, but this guy was laid back until he sprang into action, and so far he’d been able to handle every threat that had come at him. 

   “What the fuck do you want?” Archer asked, laying a forearm on the doorframe and another on the back of the door.

   “Came to find out what the fuck happened.”

   Nya knew that voice. Just as she reached a point where she could see beyond Archer’s barbarity, a worse example of it had just shown up. That voice belonged to the man who’d pinned her to the wall and threatened her in Sizzle.

   “Get the fuck away from my door, Jonno.” Archer attempted to close it, but from the thud, she’d guess that Jonno stopped it with a foot.

   Nya couldn’t see the faces of the men, Archer had his back to her and was in the open door space, blocking Jonno, but she could tell he wasn’t pleased. Trying her best to be silent, she began to move backwards on her hands and knees. 

   Crawling to the end of the couch, she stayed low to hide behind the arm. Peeking up over it, she waited to hear what would be said next. Behind her was the hallway to the bedroom and bathroom, but there was no escape back there, she’d be trapping herself in a dead end if she tiptoed away.

   “Did you find him? Did the bitch give him up?” Jonno asked. “I let you have her. I deserve to know where the fuck that prick is.”

   “She didn’t tell me. I don’t know the answer.”

   “Bullshit! You get answers, you never fuck up getting information. Why’d you think I let you take her?”

   “You let me take her because you didn’t have a choice,” Archer said. “And she was mine the minute I walked out with her. I don’t owe you a damn thing.”

   “You came to Sizzle ‘cause of me, I gave you the tip that she was the way in. We had a deal.”

   “A deal?” Archer snarled. “Here’s a fucking deal for you, Jonno, get the fuck away from my door before I slice you open, balls to throat. You don’t come to my place shouting the fucking odds. I let you live once, I don’t gotta do that again.”

   The tension remained, but Jonno’s attitude swung a one eighty. “Hey, now, Archer, come on, don’t be like that. I’m sorry, ok? I didn’t mean no disrespect. I’m just not used to you taking so long to do your job, you know? I’ve got the guys breathing down my neck; we’ve been chasing Tag a long time.”

   Archer relaxed. “Now you want to make friends with me? Did you forget who you were dealing with for a second?”

   “I just want to see her,” Jonno said. “You do still have her, don’t you?”

   “Might.”

   Nya began to inch backwards again. If Jonno saw her in Archer’s living room eating soup, he might get the idea that they were allies, which they sort of were. Jonno didn’t have the same limits that Archer did. Jamie had died while Jonno was in charge. 

   Avoiding unwelcome hands on her body was an engrained ambition of Nya’s. In this situation, one simple act could protect her, should protect her, even if it wasn’t something she wanted to do. Continuing to reverse, she crawled into the bathroom, turned on the light and went back to her tether. 

   Because she didn’t know how well Jonno knew the methods Archer used to hold the prisoners he’d confessed to having here on a regular basis, she copied what had been done before and wrapped the chain around her ankle. Holding the padlock in place, she didn’t lock it, and she wouldn’t until she absolutely had to. 

   Craning, she heard them move into the apartment. The front door closed and their voices carried in tones rather than specifics. She didn’t know if they would come into the bathroom or not, but they were definitely in the apartment. 

   Curling on the floor, she held her fingers on the padlock, hesitant to snap it into place until the last second, which came a breath later when the bathroom door handle rattled. Archer had never rattled it before; usually he just came stomping in. So Nya guessed that he was giving her a warning. She snapped the padlock into place and closed her eyes to give the illusion that she’d been sleeping here for a while.

   Keeping her eyes shut, she saw no reason to talk to either of the guys unless it was necessary. If that need arose, she’d take her prompts from Archer – he wasn’t going to trust her until she trusted him.

   “There,” Archer said. “Now get the fuck out.”

   “Wait a minute,” Jonno said. “We’re here, she’s giving you shit. Let’s have fun with her. Teach her a lesson.”

   “You want to watch me cut her?” Archer asked. 

   Nya didn’t like his deadpan tone, so blunt and cold like he might mean it. The taste of his kiss still hung on her lips. Corners of her body were still enlivened by the awakened curiosity she had for this man. Yet, he stood there implying he was ready to hurt her again.

   “You and those fucking blades. Any other guy gets a babe like this locked up in his place and the bitch would be chained to the bed, not the toilet. We’d get off on sticking our dicks in her. You’d rather stick her with your blade!” Jonno said with a laugh in his voice.

   “Who said I haven’t stuck my dick in her?” Archer asked, still displaying no emotion. “Why would I want you to watch me fuck her? I never understood that about you and your crew. You love waving your tackle in each other’s faces.”

   That almost made her laugh, though Archer’s intonation wasn’t humorous. “If we work in tandem, she’ll give Taggert up,” Jonno said, ignoring the jibe.

   “You want me to cut her while you fuck her. Don’t think so, Jonno.”

   “What’s the problem?” Jonno asked. 

   “You come here to get laid?” Archer asked, losing some of his patience. “Go look for your kinky shit elsewhere.”

   One guy shoved the other and something soft hit her face before the door closed. She waited a few seconds before prying her eyelids apart. The men were gone and for the first time the light was off.

   Taking the soft, fresh fabric from her face, she realized it was the towel that usually hung in a loop by the door. Folding it up, she stuffed it under her head to use as a pillow. While listening to movement and voices in the living room, she fell asleep.

  


  
    

    

   
six


    

    

   Mmm, coffee. The smell of it warmed her nose before Nya even opened her eyes. When she did on a yawn, she noticed a mug on the floor right in front of her face. The shower was running and from the noise of the water she guessed Archer was using it.

   As she sat to pick up the cup, she realized that she was closer to the center of the room and there was only one way that could be possible. Whipping around, she grinned when she saw that the chain was no longer around her ankle, in fact, it was gone from the room altogether.

   Getting to her feet, she drank the delicious java that she’d missed so much, with delight. Coffee was her life blood. Gulping it down, she had finished most of it by the time she put it on the ledge over the sink that served as a vanity below the vast inset mirror. Then, turning on the faucet, she bent to wash her face. 

   “Fuck, Squirm!” Archer called from the shower and she quickly turned off the water. 

   “Shit, sorry,” she called back, unsure if she should cringe or laugh, though the latter came more naturally.

   Opening a panel of the mirror, she found floss and used his toothbrush to clean her teeth. There was no comb or brush, though that didn’t surprise her, Archer’s hair was short enough that finger-combing it would probably do.

   She sought out a towel in the closet just as Archer’s disappeared from the shower curtain rail. He didn’t turn the water off, so she hopped onto the toilet lid to hang her towel over the rail that she wouldn’t have been able to reach without the boost in height. 

   The curtain went back and he stepped out with a towel around his hips. While he examined her position on top of the toilet, he ran his hands through his hair. “Do what you’ve got to, and then we’ve got to get this straightened out.”

   She didn’t ask what, because she already knew what he meant. He went past the sink, out of the room and she was left to bathe alone, unsupervised, and untethered.

    

    

   It seemed pointless to get washed and then put on last night’s dirty dress. So Nya kept her towel on and left the bathroom to find out if Archer had anything else for her to wear.

   The bedroom door was open opposite the bathroom when she opened the door. Archer was sitting on the edge of the bed, tying his boots as she stepped out of the steam-filled room.

   “What do you need?” he asked without raising his head.

   Daylight shone through the blinds on the window beyond his bed. She hadn’t realized how she’d missed natural light until she was faced with it. “Something to wear.”

   Sitting up, he took in her appearance. “I can give you a tee shirt. Not got many women’s clothes lying around.”

   She’d guess not, Archer didn’t strike her as the cross-dressing type. “Wearing a tee shirt is better than wearing nothing,” she said and when one of his brows slunk up, she laughed. “If I’m naked when we show up at Tag’s he’ll get the wrong idea.”

   “That you want to screw around with him or that you’re screwing around with me?” he asked.

   His black tee shirt strained across his shoulders when he leaned forward to rest his elbows on his wideset knees and link his hands.

   Holding on to her towel, Nya crossed the hall to enter his bedroom. “If I was screwing around with you, would you let me walk naked into a room full of men?” she asked, trying to get more of a measure of this enigmatic man.

   Thrilling lust inflamed her again. The confusion of yearning for this awful, merciful conundrum of a man, made her craving for him more intense. She’d never had such an instant a reaction between her thighs as she was having right now, the closer that she got to him. 

   There was something about his large, formidable hands. They’d been used to inflict such pain, and proved their deft capability. Those hands had hurt her, and yet she hungered to have them apologize by committing themselves to her pleasure.

   “No, I wouldn’t,” he said, sitting straight to curl his fingers around her narrow waist when she moved to stand between his feet. “But I don’t screw around.”

   “You’re not a whore?” she asked. Smiling, she took her hands to his shoulders and squeezed. He was so solid. Simmering sensation stirred in her breasts.

   “No,” he said. “Whores don’t interest me; I like my girls to stick around.”

   A daring, irrational part of her wanted to drop her towel and climb into his lap. But if he wanted relationships, not one-night stands, then she had to figure out if she wanted to stick around with him or not, which meant restraining herself. 

   As of this minute, there was no great love here, just desire. He was attractive and wrong for her, a dangerous bad boy who would break her heart if she didn’t keep her wits about her. His pick-up lines probably enticed plenty of women. Nya liked to think she was street smart and she had heard bullshit from men trying to get into her pants for years. If this guy was for real, she might entertain messing around with him. But if it was an act, she’d be happy to drop him on the curb, mysterious stud or not.

   “What time did Jonno leave?” she asked, brushing a hand over his hair, tousling her fingers through it.

   “Late,” he said. “The bastard drank all my beer.”

   She pouted and got even closer, forcing him to tip his head back. “I had to take my cuff off,” she said, showing him her wrist. After scrutinizing it for a minute, he brought it down to his lips, stunning her with his affection. This seemed like the right minute to get the awkward formality of expressing her gratitude out of the way. “Thank you, for not letting Jonno…” It seemed she thanked him for protecting her virtue on a daily basis these days.

   “I’ve never branded a woman before,” he said, kissing her wrist again then setting her back so he could slip out to retrieve his first aid kit from his in-built closet.

   The deep second-degree burn would scar, it still had to fully heal, but she could make out the edges now. The outer triangle was surprisingly even. Inside the shape, the non-injured parts were like an insignia. 

   The tail of the C led into the beginning of the uppercase A. The crossbar of the A was diagonal, coming from the lower right tip of the A crossing over the other side of the A and coming to a stop in a curved flourish in the middle of the C.

   “Only men?” she asked, when he sat and pulled her down beside him.

   “Figured you’d prefer that to other types of torture I use.”

   Which was sort of how he’d explained it in the parking lot. Being alone in the bedroom, she had a chance to delve deeper into what Archer was about. “You use torture?”

   “It’s more effective than you think,” he said. “Lowlifes don’t protect kin and country, they protect themselves. I don’t have to exert much pressure to find out what I need to know.”

   “Is that why you have all those knives?”

   He cleaned her wound with a wipe, then blew on it to dry it, making her shiver. This was the first time that when she pulled away he let her free herself, proving that he wasn’t holding her tight.

   “We’ll leave it uncovered today,” he said, putting some ointment on it after bringing her limb to his lap. “Where will I find Taggert?”

   The question made her draw back. “Tag?” So much for building trust. Was this a change in tactics? Torturing her didn’t work, so he tried seducing her instead?

   “I’m not telling you that,” she said. “Haven’t you listened to what I’ve said?”

   “You said you couldn’t give me what you didn’t have, you’ve got it now, right? He gave you his address on the phone.”

   Turning her hand to curl her fingers on his thigh, she shuffled closer. “I meant what I said about him digging in if he thinks you’re threatening me. You can’t go to his alone, he’s expecting me and if you tell him that I gave you his address—”

   “He’ll hurt you?” 

   Suppressing her instinct to roll her eyes, she shook her head instead. “He’ll hurt you because he’ll assume you’ve hurt me.” Which he had, so Archer couldn’t deny it if Tag asked. “And if you think about it, you have hurt me. This only got easier because of last night when I saw something in the way you protected me. And you’ve promised to help me punish Jamie’s killers too. I need you and we’ll be allied as long as we have to be.” Which could be a while depending on how long it took them to track down the men responsible for killing Jamie.

   “What are you trying to say, Squirm?”

   “I’ll take you to Tag. I’ll talk to him for you. We’ll get your money. But, you have to trust me and stop thinking of me as your prisoner. I’m here by choice; I want to help you so that you’ll help me. You have to give up the tough guy act, Archer. You don’t have to threaten me or hurt me. You’ll get what’s rightfully yours. Relax, and show me that you trust me.”

   “I loosened your chain and fed you, didn’t I?”

   Was that his proof of trust? Taking a deep breath, Nya didn’t want there to be any misunderstanding between them. “Why did you take me from Sizzle and hurt me?”

   “Taggert has enemies. More than I think you know.”

   She’d seen the men in Sizzle. Those who hadn’t been preoccupied with Jamie were focused on one thing: locating Tag. “That doesn’t answer my question.”

   “Jonno told me you were the link to finding your boy Tag. I don’t know how Jonno figured it out.”

   As she’d told him before, Tag had set her up in Sizzle when he found out she was stripping. He’d stormed the place to pull her out. Plenty of staff and patrons had seen them together both in that strip joint and in Sizzle. Their association went back years. It didn’t surprise her that they’d been connected.

   “So you sauntered in to corner me?”

   He didn’t bullshit her with evasive answers, which was a point in his favor. “I didn’t know Jonno was gonna leave dead bodies in the street, he’s an idiot. We should’ve had all the time we needed in the club. It was closed, and there was no one in the street. He should’ve got the bouncers inside, cornered them and Jamie, and used them to manipulate you into giving Tag up,” he said, providing evidence of his experience.

   That night would’ve gone differently if Archer had been driving the ship. “How would you have done that?” she asked because forewarned was forearmed.

   He ran a fingertip down her arm then got up to go to the dresser on the wall by the door. “I’d have hurt them,” he said, without compunction.

   Startled, it took her a second to appreciate his honesty. “What is it that you do?” she asked. Experience in delivering pain and extracting details didn’t tell her how he made a living.

   “I deal in information,” he said, closing a drawer and turning around to hold up a tee shirt.

   “White?” she asked and shook her head. “Not when I don’t have any underwear. Anything darker?” He went back to the drawers. “How does someone deal in information?”

   Pushing back on her hands, she slid herself into the middle of the bed. Maybe it was because she hadn’t been on one for a while, but this felt like the most comfortable mattress she’d ever been on and that made her relax onto her back. Closing her eyes on her view of the ceiling, she stretched out her toes to discover that she fitted the width of the bed.

   “Sometimes I find out what people want to know and track that information down for them. Sometimes I hear something I know is of value and hock it to the highest bidder.”

   “So you’re an investigator?”

   He scoffed and the bed shifted. “Not even close,” he said. Opening her eyes, she found him lying on his side next to her, his head propped on a hand. “I’m direct. Very direct.”

   “I noticed,” she said, glancing at her wrist.

   He didn’t hand over the grey tee shirt bunched in his hand, he dropped it onto his hip and curled his thumb inside the tucked-in part of her towel.

   “What are you doing?” she asked when he pulled it out.

   “I want to see if those bastards hurt you.”

   Opportunistic pig, she thought, but relaxed, he’d seen her chest last night and modesty was the first thing a stripper had to cast off. With meticulous care, he peeled her towel away and reached over to lay it flat on the bed. 

   Allowing his open palm to trace the high peak of the breast he’d exposed, Archer picked up the other edge of the towel and rose up to lay it flat in the space he’d vacated. 

   Naked, lying on the open towel in the middle of the bed, Nya scrutinized his expression as he examined her figure. 

   The thickening of his member was obvious in his jeans and she was proud of provoking that reaction. So proud that she arched her waist to better present her body for his hungry gaze. 

   “Are you playing with me, Squirm?” 

   “Are you playing with me?”

   If she’d had the thought that their flirtation could be manipulation then his keen mind would’ve considered the possibility for sure.

   “Women and games don’t go together. I get bored of bullshit,” he said. “I’m a straight shooter.” 

   “But a bad aim,” she said. His fingertips touched the inside of her knee, but paused without making progress when his questioning frown emerged. “In the bathroom, you threw that knife at my head and missed.”

   “I hit what I aim at,” he said. “If I’d have meant to hit you, you’d be dead already.”

   And with what she’d seen of him in action, she wouldn’t underestimate that. “I’ve never been very good at games,” she said. “I can have a bit of a temper. My poker face sucks.”

   “You’re stubborn and emotional. I noticed.”

   Not much of a surprise. Those fingertips of his began to skim up and she clamped her thighs together to block him. “I don’t think there are any bruises up there… he didn’t get that far.”

   Looking over her again, he pulled his hand from between her thighs. “I don’t know which bruises were him and which were me.”

   There were various blotches and bruises on her body, she’d checked them out in the shower, and she couldn’t identify the source of them all either.

   “Would you feel better if I said all was forgiven,” she said, and it was clear he hadn’t expected her to say that. “We’re allies now, equals. If you help me like you said you would, all this, the bruises, the scars, it’s meaningless.”

   “So if I slice every man who touched your friend, you’ll forgive my sins?”

   “Yep,” she said because she needed his strength. “After.”

   Lunging down, he touched her ear with his lips. “Fuck your forgiveness,” he breathed. “I like my sins.”

   Shoving off the bed, he tossed the tee shirt onto her body and left the room. 

   Nya thought they were making friends, she didn’t expect him to be antagonistic. After yanking the tee shirt on over her head, she dashed out of the room to follow him. “The only way Tag lets you go without hurting you is if I’m on your side,” she said when she entered the kitchen to see him cleaning the coffee machine.

   “Your buddy can’t hurt me, Squirm.”

   It amazed her how confident Archer could be. “He won’t be alone, he’ll have guys with him.” 

   He always did, Tag’s charisma attracted an entourage, but he was loyal to the men who were loyal to him and that core group would go to any lengths to protect each other. Archer was one man; Tag could have anywhere from three to thirty men with him.

   “What are you going to tell him about us?” Archer asked, wiping his hands on a kitchen towel.

   Sparks bounced between them, sure, but one kiss hardly constituted an ‘us’ in her opinion. “Us?” she asked.

   “We rock up there together and your boy will think I’m fucking your pussy or fucking you over. We’re not friends. I’m not there to protect your ass. Why else would we go there together?”

   He had a point. Tag knew who her friends were and she didn’t need anyone to protect her from Tag. “Let me go in there alone,” she said. “I’ll go to him, find out about your money.”

   The slant of his mouth was almost a smile. “Don’t think so, Squirm.”

   “You don’t trust me?”

   “I don’t trust you,” he said. Nya couldn’t be offended by his honesty; their alliance was still in its infancy. “We’re going to your boy’s tonight, you and me, we’re getting my money.” 

   Tag would be suspicious of Archer. He’d never been known for cutting anyone a break, especially someone who might be considered an adversary. Reasoning with her oldest friend would be difficult. But if anyone could persuade him to make peace with Archer, it was her. 

   Protecting Archer felt right because he’d protected her. The only reason she survived in Sizzle was because he’d pulled her out. He’d protected her from Bryant and his friends. And, he hadn’t let Jonno get his hands on her last night. 

   Nya would have to play mediator. “I will help you, Archer. I’ll do everything I can to make sure Tag doesn’t hurt you, but… I need assurance that you won’t hurt him.”

   The new set of his brow didn’t inspire her with confidence about his intentions. “If he comes for me, I won’t hesitate to take him down.”

   She wouldn’t ask him not to defend himself; she wouldn’t ask that of anyone. But if she asked Tag not to hurt Archer, he wouldn’t, so she didn’t have to worry about that. “Is it your plan to go in there and…”

   “Kill him? How would I get my money if he was dead? I guess I could extort it out of you… You’re so close to him, you must be in his will, right?”

   Could that be humor or was this an example of his information extraction skills? “I don’t know,” she answered. “We’ve never talked about it.”

   His eyes travelled down to her legs. “We’ve got a few hours until we go over there,” he said, though she didn’t know the relevance of delaying the trip until later. “I could do you a favor.”

   That sounded suspiciously like another line. Cocking a hip, she drew her hand up to rest on it. “Meaning?” she asked, expecting a lewd answer.

   “I’ll take you to your apartment, you can pack whatever shit you need. Women are weird about needing their own crap, right? And I ain’t having you walk into a room full of guys dressed like that neither… I don’t think wearing my shirt is better than wearing nothing ‘cause all I’ve thought about since I seen you in it is sex.”

   


  
    

    

   
seven


    

    

   Wearing her own clean and undamaged clothes was a treat. Nya had never thought of herself as someone who placed much premium on material possessions, but it was nice to be comfortable.

   Archer had worn his frown as he went around her studio apartment, opening drawers and doors like he wanted to learn more about her. Except she didn’t like his prying, so went around after him, closing them in his wake. He’d respected her privacy to this point, now that they were becoming associates, it seemed that chapter was over.

   So they squabbled about his nosiness, and she found out that he hadn’t explored her purse because he had some kind of aversion to the mystery of women’s things, like their purses and medicine cabinets. But he had no problem sitting on her bed and checking out her underwear. He even switched on her vibrator.

   They’d eaten at hers and stayed there until he stood and declared they were leaving. Much as she’d assumed it would be, Archer confirmed that their destination was Tag’s place when he asked for directions as soon as they got into his car.

   Leading him to Tag might be a mistake, but it was the only way to make progress. It was this or live the rest of her life on Archer’s bathroom floor. The men would come face to face eventually, either when Tag came looking for her or when Archer tracked Tag down. This just sped things along.

   Archer could be playing her; he was dangerous and could be ruthless. But he was a guy on his own and Tag was tenacious. Her friend would be able to take on Archer while surrounded by his guys if he had to protect himself or her. In the opposite respect, Nya was confident that she could talk Tag out of hurting Archer. Meaning that all being well, this situation should be defused soon. 

   During their journey to Tag’s new apartment, Nya checked the map on her phone several times. The address wasn’t in an area typical of the type Tag would choose to live in. Instead of the usual affluent districts of the city he liked, this was in a student haunt. 

   The building they parked outside was twenty stories high. She checked it out while waiting for Archer to come around the car to let her out. When they were on the sidewalk, he curled a finger around the metal loop on the cuff she’d chosen to wear over her brand. Archer had advised her to let the wound breath for a day, but turning up at Tag’s wearing evidence of Archer’s abuse wouldn’t be a good kick-off point. 

   “Before we go in, I have to tell you,” she said, pausing outside the revolving door that would lead to the lobby. “Once you get your money from Tag, just leave.”

   “Leave?”

   She should’ve said this in the car, but she’d been too busy thinking about why Tag might be staying in this weird area. “You won’t need me anymore after you’ve been paid, right?” she said. “Take the money and walk.”

   His sharp tug on her cuff made her stumble against him. “We walk in together, we walk out together.”

   She shook her head. “I’ve stayed with Tag a bunch of times. Maybe I’ll walk out tonight, maybe we’ll have a drink and a meal… I don’t need a chaperone with my oldest friend.”

   “And your other friend at Sizzle, what about her?”

   Nya wasn’t letting him out of their deal, maybe he didn’t remember that she knew where he lived. “I haven’t forgotten our agreement. When I want to call it in, I’ll find you.”

   With that decided, they shared a final look before he turned her body and patted her ass to urge her into the revolving door. He wasn’t gentleman enough to give her space in her own segment, he crowded in behind her, entering the lobby with his strength grasping her shoulders. 

   “What apartment is it?” he asked when they got into the elevator.

   “Twenty-two,” she said. 

   The placement of the apartment inside the building was another surprise. Tag liked to live on higher levels as those with better views tended to be more expensive. But this apartment was on the second floor. They could’ve taken the stairs, but they were already in the elevator, so travelled the short journey up the single floor.
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