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“But I know, somehow, 

that only when it is dark enough can you see the stars.”

― Martin Luther King, Jr.

A note from the author

––––––––
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TRIGGER WARNINGS.

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

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

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

The same is true in the Savage Affection series.

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

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

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

Tucker Bowman is dangerous.

Read on if you want to know how, why and where that leaves poor Ella Bennett...
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Abandoned
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The Cold

Ella Bennett

––––––––
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THE FIRST THING ELLA noticed was the cold. The chill crept along her legs until she curled into a tight ball, but still, the bitter air gnawed, biting at her fingers and toes as she huddled, searching for heat.

Later, the chill became a nagging friend, plaguing her until the temperature tempted her from her sleep. Stirring, she acknowledged how uncomfortable she was and that no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t lift her hands to pull the blankets higher around her body.

Why?

The question resonated between the remaining layers of her subconscious, her head aching as she tried to grasp for answers.

Why am I so cold?

Ultimately, it was bird song that roused her entirely, the sound of busy feathered friends making nests that persuaded her weary head that perhaps her discomfort wasn’t only a bad dream. Blinking open her eyelids told a perplexing tale—a story of leaves, sticks, and hard earth.

I’m outside?

At least the discovery explained her sore limbs and the type of cold that had sunk into her bones. But why was she sleeping out in the open?

Swallowing back on her rising anxiety, she tried to pull herself upright against the bark of what looked like an enormous and ancient tree. That was when the reality that ought to have been obvious dawned on her. She understood why she wasn’t able to move her hands properly.

I’m tied up! Terror ricocheted around her tired body, shattering any lingering drowsiness. What the hell has happened to me?

Straining against the fetters she could feel at her wrists, she forced herself back against the tree trunk. Lifting her head, she took in her surroundings. Trapped inside what looked like a brand-new sleeping bag, her body was confined. She lifted her wrists to the top of her fabric prison, finally able to make out what was binding her. To her dismay, she realized it was a thick and coarse rope, and by the way she was struggling to part her feet, there was something similar securing her ankles.

“What happened?” Her breath was irregular as she struggled to recall.

Ella hadn’t gone to sleep outdoors. She knew that much. She didn’t even like hiking, let alone camping, and even if she’d been crazy enough to indulge in such an outdoor pursuit, she’d never have been foolish enough to go to sleep without a tent—preferably one of those huge two-man types with a separate area for washing and space for a large air mattress.

“I didn’t do this.” There was power in saying the words out loud, as though the birds whistling overhead somehow judged her for her predicament. “I didn’t come here, didn’t bind myself!”

She yanked against the rope holding her hands together, as if one tug was all it would take to separate them. Frustrated to find her liberation was not so easy, she tried to take stock. Closing her eyes, she fought to recollect how she’d ended up there.

What could she remember from the night before, or perhaps more critically, what couldn’t she remember?

What was the last fragment of memory she recalled?

It was a simple enough query, but try as she might, there was only black wooliness where there once had been clarity. Her head ached as she concentrated. Had she been drinking? It was possible. Ella liked a bottle of wine as much as the next woman, but still, she couldn’t remember the details that had led to her waking alone and bound in the forest.

A low pulsing thrum interrupted her efforts, and heart racing, she recognized the sound of a vibrating phone.

“My phone!” Her pulse spiked as she searched around, trying to ascertain where the notification had derived. The reverberation had been muffled, as though the phone was shoved inside her pocket, but when she lowered her bound wrists and felt around the pockets of her joggers, there was no device to be found. “Where’s my phone?”

Thick, hot dread filled her as she grappled to find the device. Ella never went anywhere without her phone. Wherever she was yesterday, it would have been with her. Knowing how attached she was to her technology, it was probable that she was holding the damn device when she’d fallen asleep. Someone would have to have drugged her to remove it.

A wave of cold panic washed over her. “Maybe my drink was spiked, or...” Her voice trailed away as she wrestled with what else might have transpired.

Why couldn’t she remember anything?

The phone whirred again, the device buzzing right by her left thigh. Heart hammering, she lurched for the lifeline, seizing it from its hiding place between her legs.

“Thank God!”

Grasping the phone, she brought it closer to her face. Whatever bubble of relief she’d acknowledged at discovering the device abruptly burst when her gaze fell over it. It wasn’t her phone. The slim-line technology wasn’t even a brand she recognized.

Tapping at the buttons as best she could in her fettered hands, she held the device aloft. “This isn’t mine!”

Why was there a strange phone caught in the sleeping bag in which she was confined? Who the hell had put it there?

No doubt the same person who put me here.

She shivered at the disturbing thought. Someone had done that because people didn’t just wake up bound in the woods.

Someone had done that to her.

“I’m in trouble.” Her body stiffened as she fought back the tears welling in her eyes. “What am I going to do?”

Staring at the strange phone she’d found wedged between her and the sleeping bag, she gripped the device tighter. Maybe she could use it to call for help.

There’d have to be a signal. She peered once again around the canopy of trees above her, hoping the greenery wouldn’t denigrate the chances of finding one. Please let there be a signal.

Switching on the phone, she held her breath. This was it—her way out of this nightmare. All she had to do was to make an emergency call, but to her horror, the screen reverted straight to a message she’d never seen before.

She’s never known yours.

Her brows knitted as she tried to make sense of the riddle.

Don’t start Bowman.

Remember, I don’t

Have time.

Contact doesn’t bother

me.

Do this again?

Many say until

Then, but we have never agreed.

Alarm bells rang in her mind.

What the hell was that supposed to mean? The message didn’t even make sense! No direct threat had been made to her, and the missive didn’t even mention her by name, but deep down, Ella knew it was bad news.

Someone had tied her up in the sleeping bag, and whoever that was had slipped the device she now clutched inside that bag with her after, presumably, ensuring the message she’d read was the first thing she’d find.

But who? The pain in her head made her want to throw up. Who would do this to me? She pulled in a shaky breath. If only I had my phone, I could—

The sound of heavy footsteps snapping twigs behind her punctured the raging questions in her mind.

Someone was walking in the woods.

In a flash, her spiraling thoughts registered what that meant. Either she was the luckiest woman in the world who, after waking up in dismay, was about to be found by a helpful passerby. Or—her heart skipped a beat as she stumbled upon what the other option was—or someone who knew that a woman had been dumped in the woods was on the lookout for her.

Oh God.

Fresh panic erupted in her chest, the apprehension spreading across her body until she could scarcely take another breath.

Pressing herself against the tree, she strained her senses to listen harder, her trepidation ratcheting up with every new crunch of leaves. Whoever it was, they were close. Close enough, she thought she could hear their breath as they neared.

For one protracted moment, she realized her fate. If the person approaching brought ill intent, there was nothing she could do. Bound at both her wrists and ankles, she’d struggle to even get to her feet, let alone make a run for it. She was a literal sitting duck.

I could call out.

Her throat dried at the prospect. Shouting for aid would alert the newcomer to her presence, which would either be the best thing that had happened to her since she’d woken up or the start of an entirely new nightmare.

But what choice did she have? Without help, she’d struggle to break free of the ropes and would be stuck there on the cold, hard earth without so much as a drink.

She had to do something.

She had to take a leap of faith.

Whichever choice she opted for, she only had seconds to choose. If she kept her mouth closed, there was a chance, although albeit a slim one, that whoever approached might pass her by and fail to notice her. But if they did, they left her without means of escape, vulnerable to both the elements and whatever wildlife might frequent the area.

But if she spoke up, she ran the risk that whoever was there meant her harm. She was between the devil and the deep blue sea.

I have to call out. Her hands trembled as she grasped the unknown device between them. The thud of footsteps sounded as though the passerby was right behind her. I have to hope it’s someone who can help me. The monologue played through her head as, holding her breath, she braced for whatever was to come. They could cut her loose and call the authorities. It’s my only hope.

“Hello?” She hardly recognized her own voice as it carried beyond the thick girth of the tree. “Can you help me?”

The footsteps stopped, their absence reverberating a sudden cruel silence.

“H-hello?” Her voice broke as she forced herself to speak. “Can you help me?”

“Ella.” The deep, gravelly voice of a man resounded through the leaves, although she didn’t see its owner at first.

He knows my name! Fear furled in her stomach, knotting as she grappled to rationalize how that was possible. Who is he, and how does he know who I am?

One thing seemed certain, though—no innocuous stranger would have been able to identify her.

“Who are you?” Twisting in the direction of his voice, she wrestled down her terror. “How do you know me?”

One long stride presented an answer to her initial inquiry at least. The footsteps belonged to a giant of a man, his towering presence all the starker compared to her own cowered form.

For one lengthy moment, they only stared at one another. His dark eyes pierced her with an angry intensity as she grappled for what to do next.

“You’re Ella.” He spat out her name as though it left a nasty taste in his mouth.

“Y-yes,” she stammered.

Who was this guy? She didn’t have to be an expert in behavioral psychology to ascertain that whatever he was there for, it didn’t bode well for her. His clenched fists and stiffened jaw conveyed how little patience he seemed to have.

“What do you want with me?” Her question hung in the air as, slowly, he lowered and crouched before her.

“You’re mine, Ella Bennett.” His gaze narrowed as it fell over her sleeping bag. “You’re coming with me.”
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Chapter Two
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The Captor

Tucker Bowman

––––––––
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“WHAT?” HER EYES WIDENED as her wrists rose to her chest. “What do you mean?”

Rising to his feet, Tucker considered his initial judgment of the hapless girl. She was older than he’d imagined, but that was because in the years since he’d last seen Alexander Bennett, he’d lost track of time. He’d expected the girl Bennett had promised to be barely legal, but the woman slumped before him now appeared to be in her twenties.

Still far too young for me.

Tucker hadn’t known what to expect when he’d come to collect her. Bennett had provided no photographs of the woman, but Tucker had come regardless. Her aesthetic, he realized, was irrelevant anyhow. He wasn’t there to pick up a piece of art. She was bartered stock between the two men.

Collateral.

He didn’t know how he felt about taking another human being. Or perhaps to be clearer, he didn’t give the ethical issue any thought. Ella Bennett was a surety, the closest thing to a guarantee Tucker had that her father would cough up the money he owed. It had been years, after all, that Bennett’s debt had stood.

It was time for Tucker to be paid.

He didn’t intend to hurt the girl. He’d feed and keep her warm, but she was his until her father paid his debts, and Tucker had little in the way of a conscience left to pity her fate.

“You heard me.”

He had no intention of playing games with his new property. It was bad enough that instead of amassing the cash he was due, he was now responsible for the woman panting in front of him. He hoped she wouldn’t be more trouble than she was worth, though judging by her panicked responses, he already knew the answer to that riddle. 

Women were always trouble.

“No.” Shaking her head, she sent her dark blonde hair flying. “You said I was yours, but that’s ridiculous. I don’t belong to anyone. I don’t even know who you are!”

“So, you did hear me.” He blew out a breath.

Her theatrics were exactly what he’d feared. Tucker had a good solitary life in the wilderness. He didn’t need anyone, let alone a member of the so-called fairer sex, to complicate things.

Frustratingly, though, Bennett had left him with little choice. The man was a ghost and damn near impossible to find, but when Tucker had finally pinned him down, his foe’s finances were in a heap of trouble. The four million in adjusted currency that Tucker was due was nowhere to be found in Bennett’s bank accounts or available from his other assets.

That absence had led Tucker to the inevitable conclusion—if Bennett couldn’t pay up, then he’d pay another way. Tucker had been in favor of breaking half the idiot’s bones, one by one and in chronological order, but the groveling man had instead presented the idea of his daughter.

Watching her frightened green eyes, Tucker recalled the conversation with the sniveling man.

––––––––

[image: ]


“WHERE’S MY MONEY, BENNETT?” Tapping the toe of his huge black boot against the flooring in Alexander’s office, Tucker’s finger caressed the gun’s trigger. He didn’t like guns anymore and had no intention of shooting the bastard, but using Bennett’s own weapon against him was too good an opportunity to miss.

“It’s like I said.” Bennett gasped for air. His bloodied and broken nose made the usual route for air all but impossible. “I don’t have it yet, but I will get it, Tucker. I promise.”

“Oh, you promise?” Tucker laughed at the shallow vow. Bennett’s promises were worth less than his failing businesses. “Well, why didn’t you tell me before? I could have saved myself a journey here.”

“I mean it.” Bennett threw his head back in an attempt to stem the flow of blood from his nostrils. “I’m good for it. I just don’t have it yet.”

“Then my original plan continues.” Tucker chuckled as he waved the gun over Bennett’s head. The advantage of having already knocked him to the ground was that it wouldn’t take much effort to keep him there. “I’ll break a bone for every thousand you owe me, but don’t worry, when the pain gets too much for you to tolerate, I’ll pistol whip you to sleep. We can start again when you’re ready.”

“Wait!” Lifting his palm, Bennett urged for patience. “I have a contingency plan.”

A contingency plan? This ought to be good! “Go on...” Tucker could do with a laugh.

“What about my daughter?” Bennett met his eyes, finally giving up on controlling the blood loss. His white shirt was already completely ruined.

“What?” Tucker snapped. Why was the man who owed him bleating on about his family?

“You could take her as a warranty.” Bennett’s breath was ragged as he implored from his knees. “An assurance that I’ll get you your money.”

“Your daughter?” Tucker couldn’t believe how low Bennett was prepared to stoop to save his own sorry ass. “Why would I want to take your daughter?”

“She’s all I have.”

If he didn’t know him better, Tucker might have thought Bennett’s voice wavered with emotion, but he was sure that wasn’t true. Bennett was a worm. Only a spineless piece of trash would offer his own child to a man like Tucker Bowman.

“You want me to take your child as collateral?” Even Tucker couldn’t believe Bennett’s lack of ethics.

“Just for a while.” Bennett shrugged, spitting out a mouthful of blood behind him before he turned back to his antagonist. “Until I can get the money to you.”

“How long?”

Why was he even considering going along with the absurd plan? The last thing Tucker needed was another person at the cabin, let alone a whining, spoiled princess raised by Alexander Bennett, but something about the plan chimed with him.

What better collateral was there than the swine’s own flesh and blood? Surely, holding his daughter hostage for the cash would lubricate Bennett’s greasy wheels and ensure Tucker’s millions ended up where they needed to be—back in his hands.

“A couple of months?” Desperation flashed in Bennett’s eyes, as if he’d just realized what he was saying, but it was too late. Tucker’s interest had been piqued. Perhaps he could use the daughter as a means to pile on pressure—a type of added interest to the loan. “I’ll pay for her bed and board.”

“Too bloody right you will.” Why should Tucker be any further inconvenienced by Bennett’s delays? “And that cash you can give me upfront. I’ll need extra food and timber for heating.”

“You will make sure...” Bennett’s voice trailed away.

“What?” Tucker could scarcely believe the jerk had any demands in light of his arrears. “Make sure of what?”

“You’ll take care of her, won’t you?” A deep crease appeared in Bennett’s already-aged brow. Tucker didn’t recognize him at all anymore. “She’s still my daughter.”

“Oh, yeah.” Tucker didn’t deny his sardonic tone. “I’ll treat her like royalty. You have my word.”

––––––––
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STARING DOWN AT ELLA now, Tucker could see why Bennett had been concerned. The woman looked terrified, her chest rising and falling so fast, he wondered how she hadn’t passed out.

It might have been easier that way, Tucker mused. I could have just flung her over my shoulder and taken her home.

As it was, the logistics would be a lot more complicated. Bennett had stashed her away in a sleeping bag, and based on her shocked expression, Ella had known nothing of her fate before she’d woken up in the forest. Bennett had probably drugged her to guarantee compliance.

What an awful father...

“I think that’s for me.” His tone softened as he reached for the phone in her hands and took it for himself.

“It’s not mine,” she managed as she drew her bound wrists closer to her chest. “It doesn’t even make sense.”

He didn’t know whether to applaud or condemn Bennett’s attention to detail. The guy had used some of the strongest-looking ropes Tucker had ever seen on his own daughter. If her ankles were fettered the same way as they’d discussed, it meant her escape was all but impossible.

“It’s not mine, either.” He flicked on the device and devoured the missive.

Interesting.

Bennett had crafted a rudimentary skip code. Tucker hadn’t read one of those since his days in the military, but it only took a few seconds for him to decipher it. The message included irrelevant words, but if he only read every third one, it made perfect sense.

Bowman.

Don’t contact me again 

Until we agreed.

Tucker scoffed. Bennett needed psychological help if he thought he could instruct Tucker about when to contact him. They’d agreed Ella would stay for two months while Bennett got his cash. As far as Tucker was concerned, the clock had already started ticking. 

“But the message is for me.”

“So, you’re Bowman?” She swallowed, her gaze expectant as she craned her neck to meet his.

“The name’s Tucker.” He had no reason for formalities.

Her brow furrowed as she presumably tried to make sense of what was happening. “Do I know you?”

“No.” Slipping the device into his back pocket, he assessed her again. She looked to be about five and a half feet and didn’t seem to be overweight. His plan to haul her over his shoulder might still be the best one. That way, she’d stay bound until he decided otherwise.

“Will you untie me, Tucker?” She lifted her trussed wrists toward him. “Then I’ll be on my way.”

“I don’t think so.” The little lady wasn’t going anywhere. “I already told you, you’re mine.”

“Stop saying that.” Withdrawing her hands, she shivered. “I don’t know why I’m here.”

Trust an asshole like Bennett to leave the explanations to him.

“Listen.” He lowered himself to her eyeline, suppressing the urge to laugh as she recoiled and almost slid down the side of the tree. “I understand this is strange for you.” He was sure that was an understatement. Ella was about to discover that dear old Dad had bartered her in exchange for a loan extension.

“What do you want with me?” It appeared to be taking every ounce of her courage not to burst into tears as he knelt beside her.

“You’re coming with me.” Hadn’t he already told her that?

“Wh-what? Where?” Her focus flitted around him as if a cozy cottage was going to materialize from thin air. 

Tucker had news for her. His cabin was miles away from where they were and could only be reached on foot.

“Back to my place.” Turning, he stared in the direction he’d come. If he started the journey now, he’d have them back by supper time, though with no one at home and no time to hunt, menu options would be limited. Perhaps he’d start work on the pie he’d made. His stomach growled at the idea.

“Your place!” She edged away from him as far as the sleeping bag allowed. “Look, I appreciate I might not like the answer to this question, but why do you want to take me back to your place? Are you going to hurt me?”

Hurt her? His gaze drilled into her flustering face.

“I’ve no plans to hurt you.” Not unless her father reneged on their deal. “But I do need you to cooperate.”

“I...” She exhaled with apparent exasperation. “I don’t understand.”

“It’s your father.” He might as well get straight to the point.

“What about him?” The crease in her otherwise flawless brow deepened.

“He owes me.”

Time suspended as he watched the pieces of the puzzle fall into place in her mind. Tucker swore he saw the actual moment she started to comprehend her true position.

“My father owes you money?” Her jaw tightened as the blood drained from her face.

“That’s right.”

She was actually more attractive than he’d given her credit for, although her new ashen complexion wasn’t especially flattering.

“He offered you as an indemnity.” Rising to his feet, he glanced at the sky. The morning was slipping away. He’d need to get them moving soon, but he was keen to see how she’d react to her predicament.

Tucker knew from experience that betrayal wasn’t an easy cross to carry, and there were few greater treacheries than exploiting your child for your own benefit. The way she dealt with the next few minutes would tell him a lot about the woman he’d agreed to babysit.

“What the hell?” She gazed into the distance between the trees, her mouth parting. “How could he do this?”

“Because he’s a spineless piece of sputum.” It was the kindest description of Alexander Bennett that Tucker could muster.

“Oh God.” Her hands quivered as she hunched over. “I can’t believe this.”

“I bet.” Tucker had never been one for family, but he couldn’t imagine how he’d have felt in Ella’s place.

“What will you do with me?” She blinked away tears as her gaze rose to meet his.

“Do with you?”

“Yes,” she squeaked.

“I haven’t thought.”

That much was true. Tucker had only got as far as stocking up on firewood and ensuring there was enough meat to feed the two of them. Even though Bennett had indicated a longer stay, his plans didn’t stretch much beyond the next few days.

“Then just let me go.” She pulled in a breath.

“I can’t.” Wasn’t she listening to him? Ella would have to learn to pay attention if this new arrangement was going to work.

“Why?” Her voice cracked as she glanced up at the enormous tree she’d been leaning against. Wiggling her feet up the sleeping bag, she forced herself upright. 

He couldn’t help but admire her determination as she finally managed to stand.

“You know why.” He folded his arms across his chest, watching the way her attention darted around the tiny clearing.

What was Miss Bennett expecting to see? An escape route, maybe, or a magical portal that had just opened up in the forest? Surely, she understood what was coming. She was going with him, and there was nothing she could do to prevent the inevitable. She couldn’t be foolish enough to think there was a way out. He couldn’t contemplate being stuck with a woman that stupid.

“I already told you.”

“But please!” Yanking at the ropes securing her wrists, her face reddened. “You don’t need to do this.”

“This isn’t going to be easy.” It was more a statement to address his own growing exasperation than an expression of solace for her. Ella would do as she was told whether she liked it or not, but he’d much prefer her cooperation. Or, at least, he’d rather not have to fight her all the way home.

“It doesn’t have to happen.” She employed what she probably thought was an imploring tone. “Just let me go. No hard feelings.”

“I’m going to say this one more time.” His patience was running out. A long trek awaited him, and his pace would only be slowed by her additional load. “You are coming with me.”

“No.” Her expression crumpled, her shoulders rolling forward as she lifted her hands to banish her impending tears.

“Yes.” His voice deepened as he sought to be clearer. “You’re mine, and that’s a good thing. What do you think would happen if I left you out here?”

“Untie me, and I’ll be fine.” Petulance echoed in her tone, although he sensed even she didn’t believe her words.
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