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      Black Blade Protection is an agency that first appeared in the Surrender series. It’s been waiting for a chance to launch as its own series for a few years. The time has come! Get ready for nurturing bodyguards who will lay down their lives to protect their own.

      

      Eloise

      My life sucks.

      It has from the moment I was born.

      My car is out of gas on the side of the highway.

      A nice man stops to help me.

      But are there any nice men living on Earth?

      Apparently not.

      I’m not even surprised when he takes me hostage.

      I’m almost too tired to care.

      Kill me now and put me out of my misery.

      

      Cannon

      The woman I rescue is broken.

      She doesn’t trust me.

      She won’t even give me her name.

      The mention of going to the police makes her panic.

      There’s no way I can leave her and walk away.

      What she needs is for someone to offer her a leg up.

      I am that man, and I’ll prove it.

      Because there’s no way I can let her go.

      She’s coming home with me.
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      Eloise

      

      “That is not mine.” I’m shaking as I stare at the bag of white powder Officer Larkin dropped on the desk in front of me. I don’t even know what the substance could be because I’ve never had any experience with drugs in my life. Cocaine? Crack? Is crack a white powder? Meth? I think that’s a liquid.

      Larkin smirks. “Try again. I asked you where you got it.”

      I sit back in my chair and cross my arms. Larkin is the high school officer. He patrols the hallways and parking lot. He’s a dick on a good day. None of the students like him.

      I’ve only been at this particular high school for six months, but I quickly learned to steer clear of this man. No one needed to warn me. I figured that out for myself on day one. When I entered the building, he noticeably sized me up from head to toe, lingering far too long on my breasts.

      He’s a lascivious fucking prick. He makes my skin crawl. When I see him in the halls, I turn and walk the other direction. I’ve even caught him lurking outside the girls’ bathrooms when I come out. I’ve prayed it’s all in my head.

      But here we are.

      I won’t let him see me weak. “Mr. Larkin, I’m telling you I’ve never seen that before. I don’t have a clue what that powder even is.”

      He laughs at me. “That’s rich coming from you, Ms. Brighton. You’re not exactly the poster girl for sweet and innocent.”

      I flinch. “What’s that supposed to mean?” Fuck. You.

      He’s standing behind the desk in his small office. He made me sit, but he’s still on his feet, which I’m certain is intentional to make him seem intimidating. It’s working.

      His chuckle is evil as he sets his hands on the top of the desk and leans toward me. “How many foster homes have you been in, Eloise?”

      “What does that have to do with anything?” My heart rate has picked up. I’m fucking nervous. I don’t like the vibe in this room, which probably used to be a supply closet until they hired an on-site officer.

      My hackles are on edge at his implication. The fact that I’ve been moved around to different foster families more times than I care to admit has absolutely nothing to do with me. Never once have I been in any kind of trouble.

      He glances at an open manila folder in front of him. “You’ve been with five families since you started high school. Lord knows how many families couldn’t tolerate your behavioral problems when you were in elementary.”

      My breath hitches. I’ve never had behavioral problems. Not once. He didn’t read that in any file unless someone planted it there. I glance at the mysterious bag of white powder. Speaking of planted…

      But why would someone do this to me? Who?

      I purse my lips. Anything I say is simply going to egg Larkin on.

      “Seems to me you have a problem, Eloise.” He leans back, crosses his arms, and smirks yet again.

      I stare at him, trying not to let him see my fear. He’s baiting me. Someone told him lies about me. Someone put false information in my folder. And someone planted whatever that shit is in my locker.

      I’m fucked.

      Before he called me in here, I sat outside his office for over an hour. He stopped me in the hallway after the last bell and ordered me to wait for him. And then the man disappeared. He was probably on duty outside dealing with dismissal, and I’d begun to think he’d forgotten me when he finally showed up.

      He eyed me with a narrowed glare as he marched past me, holding out a finger. “I’ll be with you soon. Don’t move.” And then he went into his office and shut the door.

      I should have run away. But how much trouble would I be in if I’d done that?

      Larkin rounds the desk and leans against the corner, far too close to me. His knee grazes mine as he crosses his ankles. “I’m a contracted officer, Eloise. Do you know what that means?”

      “No.” I can’t bring myself to call him sir. He’s an asshole and doesn’t deserve my respect.

      “It means until I report you to the station, there is no record of your crime.”

      I cringe. “I didn’t commit a crime.”

      He scoffs. “According to your file, you’ve been in trouble with the police a number of times.”

      I gasp. “I’ve never once been in any kind of trouble.”

      He lifts a brow. “You calling me a liar, Eloise?”

      “I’m telling you your information is crap.”

      “And yet, who do you think the police will believe when I call them?”

      The blood drains from my face. What is he alluding to?

      He leans back to pick up the file and scans the page, rattling off a list of lies. “Shoplifting twice, drug possession three times, evading arrest once, curfew violations four.” He points toward the clear bag. “Do you know how much time you would serve in prison for having that much cocaine on you?”

      I can’t breathe. Is he serious? My jaw drops open.

      Larkin jeers at me as he sets the folder down and crosses his arms again. “I see you turned eighteen last month. You’re an adult now. That makes possession of illegal drugs a much more serious offense. You were supposed to graduate in a month. I see your foster parents agreed to let you live there until then.”

      I stare at him. I’m certain my eyes are wide. I can’t figure out who planted this. Surely not another student. I don’t even know anyone here that well. Plus, how would they have access to my files? And they couldn’t have actually created false police reports.

      “You’ve got two options, Eloise.”

      I can’t even blink. My head is pounding.

      He grabs the edge of his desk and leans closer. So close I can smell his breath. Burgers from lunch. I want to vomit. “Either I call this in right now and you spend the next twenty years in prison, or you choose door number two and follow my instructions to avoid hard time.”

      My mouth is so dry I can’t even lick my lips or swallow. I might faint. He’s fucking blackmailing me.

      He leans even closer. There’s less than an inch between his face and mine. “Let me tell you something, Eloise. If you think I don’t have the power to put you in prison, you’re wrong. I have an entire file that demonstrates you’re nothing but trouble. These records with the police do exist. So I’d think twice about taking your chances. I have an exemplary record with the department. It would be your word against mine. An obvious problem child with a drug addiction and a history of arrest against a cop.”

      I white-knuckle the arms of the chair.

      “You’re going to go home and act like everything is fine. At midnight, you will pack a backpack and sneak out of the house. You’ll meet me here in the rear parking lot at twelve-thirty.”

      My ears are ringing, and I gasp when Larkin grabs my chin and holds it painfully. “Make it look like you simply ran away, Eloise. No one will give a fuck. You’re eighteen. Are we clear?”

      I don’t move a muscle.

      “Are we fucking clear?” he shouts.

      “Yes, sir.” I hate myself for caving, but what the fuck am I supposed to do?

      “Good. See you in a few hours. If you’re not there, I call the cops. If you run, I call the cops. They’ll have a warrant out for your arrest before morning. If you tell anyone about this, same thing. Your word against mine.” He releases my chin and pats my cheek condescendingly. “Go.”

      I grab my backpack with shaky hands, stand, and hurry from his office. I don’t even glance back.

      I don’t know what the hell is going to happen to me, but I do know my life is fucked either way.

      I only manage to hold my tears until I get home and into the room I share with another foster child. She’s seven. I lie on my bed and try not to hyperventilate.

      My life has been shit from the moment I fell out of my mother’s womb, and it looks like it’s about to get a whole lot worse.
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      Four years later…

      

      Eloise

      

      “Fuck!”

      This cannot be happening.

      I slam my palms on the steering wheel and scream loud enough to send birds flying in every direction. I know because I have the window rolled down and the mass fluttering of wings nearly makes me piss myself.

      Don’t cry. Do not fucking cry.

      I grab the key and turn it, hoping by some miracle the car will restart. It doesn’t, though. Of course not because I’m out of fucking gas.

      Looking around, there’s not a single sign ahead of me on this two-lane highway. I haven’t been paying attention, so I have no idea how far I am from the next town, nor do I have any recollection as to how long it’s been since I last passed a gas station.

      I get out of the car, turn toward the piece of shit, and kick the tire.

      “Shit. Fuck. Damn.” Now my foot hurts.

      This hunk of junk may or may not start again, even if I put gas in it. It has about ten other problems. I’m not certain it’s entirely empty. Could be that it stopped running because the oil light’s been on for two days. Could be the check-engine light wasn’t a suggestion.

      “Fuck,” I shout again, stomping my feet. I’ve been in a lot of binds in my life, but this one might possibly take the cake.

      Nope. Who am I kidding? This won’t even rank in the top ten of my worst days on this godforsaken planet, and that’s if I have to walk God-knows-how-many miles to the next gas station.

      I run my fingers through my hair and look around. On the bright side: it’s not raining. Also, it’s summer in Washington, so the temperature is mild today. Guess I’d better start walking.

      I sigh as I look into the back seat. Everything I own is in this car. Granted, there’s nothing of any value. It’s mostly clothes—all of which are dirty. I have a pillow and a blanket because I’ve been sleeping in my car for a few weeks. There’s a backpack with some of my belongings in the trunk. That’s about the only thing I would really care about.

      It’s not as though someone is going to steal this piece of shit, and if someone pulled over to rob me, they’d be disappointed. What I can’t do is lock it. Well, technically, I can lock it, but what I really can’t do is roll up the window. I haven’t been able to for a week. The mechanism is broken.

      I glance up at the sky. It could rain at any moment. This is Washington state. It rains. A lot. But the sky is blessedly clear today.

      I round to the other side, open the creaky door, and reach into the glove compartment. I grab the three dollars wadded up in the corner. This is all the money I have. I was hoping to make it to a small town and find a job. In fact, if I don’t find a job, I can’t even buy gas to return to my car. So until then, it’s going to sit here. I hope it doesn’t get towed. I sure as fuck wouldn’t be able to get it back, and I’d lose my belongings for good.

      As I slam the passenger door a bit harder than necessary, a truck pulls off the road onto the shoulder behind me and comes to a stop. A man gets out, shuts his door, and heads around the hood toward me.

      I have mixed feelings about this. I’m not a very trusting person—for good reason. Men are especially not trustworthy humans in my experience. I could use some help, but do I want it?

      “Car trouble?” he asks. He looks nice enough. He’s about thirty-five, jeans, clean T-shirt, gray baseball cap. His smile is polite. But I’ve certainly seen men smile at me before, and most of them were assholes in the end.

      Still, I’m low on options here. “Out of gas,” I say.

      “Ah. Well, that’s an easy fix.” He nods in the direction we were both heading. “It’s not too far until the next town. I can take you to get gas and swing you back to your car. Won’t take more than ten minutes.”

      I consider his offer, chewing on my bottom lip. Two things come to mind.

      One, he’s just given me an important bit of information. It’s not far to the next gas station. I could probably walk and not have to stress over stranger danger. Though walking along the side of the highway presents its own level of risk.

      Two, I’ve misled him into thinking I could actually procure gas and return. I can’t because I don’t have enough money to even purchase a gas can, let alone the contents.

      At my hesitation, the man holds out a hand. “Where are my manners? Name’s Pete.”

      I’m a lot of things, but rude isn’t one of them, so I shake Pete’s hand. “Eloise.”

      “If getting into a car with a strange man is too daunting, I get it. I can stop at the autobody shop in town and send them out to you.”

      Well, that’s nice of him. Assuming he would actually do it. He looks harmless. Though it’s difficult not to roll my eyes at that thought. If I had a dollar for every time I thought a man looked harmless in my twenty-two years…

      What I need is a job, and wasting an hour walking into town before I can even start that process will put me that much farther behind. Plus, I’ll look windblown and have messy hair. “Is there a diner in town?”

      “Yes. It’s a nice one. I’ve eaten there plenty of times.”

      “Maybe you could just drop me there? If you don’t mind.”

      “Of course. No problem.” He backs up toward the passenger door and opens it. “Climb on up.”

      While he rounds to the other side of the truck, I head for the open door.

      It’s fine. He’s just a man. It’s not like he’s going to drag me to a cabin in the woods and murder me.

      As soon as Pete pulls onto the road, he glances at me. “Where’re’ya headed?”

      I chuckle. “Well, to be honest, the diner.”

      He laughs. “Long-term goals are always good. Thinking too far out is overrated,” he jokes. “I haven’t seen you around here before.”

      “Yeah. I’m just passing through.” This man doesn’t need details about my life. I like the fact that he’s from this town, though. He can’t possibly be a serial killer.

      A minute later, I’m confused when he turns off the highway. I kind of figured the gas station and diner would be right on this road. And then he makes another turn…

      My heart rate picks up. I’m sure I’m being paranoid. But now we’re on a street with homes. A rundown street with sparse homes. “Uh, where are we going?”

      “Oh, fuck. Sometimes I forget I didn’t speak out loud. I just need to stop and grab my checkbook. I was actually on my way to town myself to get a part for my truck. It’ll just take a second, and then we’ll be back on the road.”

      I try not to react. I assume all the blood has left my face as I try to keep breathing while gripping the arm rest. He could be telling the truth. But why do I know he’s not? For some reason, I’m quite certain this will be the worst day of my pitiful life. Probably the last.

      He pulls into the driveway of the last house on the road. It looks ordinary enough. Do serial killers own regular homes and do their killing on site?

      Pete turns off the engine, pockets the keys, and jumps down from his side of the truck. I hope he’ll jog toward the garage or front door, run inside, and be right back.

      But that’s not what happens.

      Nope. Because my fucking life sucks.

      Instead, he comes around to my door, opens it, and reaches a hand out. “Come in. Promise I don’t bite.”

      “Uh, I’ll just wait here. You’re only grabbing your checkbook, right?” Who uses a fucking checkbook these days anyway?

      “Yep. Might as well come inside.” He doesn’t move.

      “I’m good here.” I realize I never even buckled my seatbelt. What’s wrong with me?

      Suddenly, Pete—if that’s even his name—steps closer, grabs my arm, and yanks me out of the truck. Before I can scream, he has a hand over my mouth and he’s hauling me toward the front door.

      Fucking fuck. Every moment of panic I’ve ever felt combined doesn’t match with the terror I feel right now. And that’s saying something. He’s taller than me, so my feet don’t touch the ground. Grabbing his forearm, I try to pry it off me. I need to get free of him before we get into the house. I need to run.

      I kick back at him, but it’s too awkward since I’m facing out. I can’t get purchase. I dig my nails into his arms, but he doesn’t even react. He says nothing as he wraps one large arm around my middle and uses the other one to open the door.

      I try to scream, but motherfucker. Who’s going to hear me out here? I’m not sure how close the next property even is. The moment we’re inside, my panic increases. I keep screaming. “Help! Put me down! Help. Someone, help!” I know my words are useless. If shouting stood even a tiny chance of drawing attention, he would have covered my mouth again.

      Pete keeps moving straight through the living room and into the kitchen. It’s not a big house, so the two are connected with a large archway. I try to take note of my surroundings, thinking that might come in handy later. Meanwhile I fight him as hard as I can.

      When we reach the kitchen, he pins me against the counter, one arm still around me. He yanks open a drawer and pulls out a roll of duct tape.

      This causes me to become hysterical. I scream louder and struggle as much as I can, but I’m too fucking small and no match for his strength and size.

      He sets the duct tape on the counter and opens another drawer.

      My blood runs cold when he puts a gun to my temple. “Shut the fuck up, bitch. You’re giving me a migraine.”

      All the air leaves my lungs. My fear turns to a deeper terror. “Please,” I beg. “I don’t own anything worth stealing.”

      “Do I look like I intend to rob you, Eloise?” he hisses against my ear, still holding the cold barrel of the gun against my skin.

      I hate that he knows my name. Tears run down my cheeks. I can’t stop them. “Please, just let me go. My father will be expecting me to check in soon. He’ll worry and start looking for me if I don’t call.”

      Pete chuckles sardonically. “I doubt that. Now shut the fuck up.” He turns and pulls a chair out from where it’s tucked under the kitchen table. “You’re going to sit here and behave yourself. If you can do that, you might live.”

      I buck and yell as he tries to lower me to the chair. I saw the duct tape. I will never be able to get away if he uses that to secure me.

      Pete slams me into the chair and holds the gun to my forehead. “Shut the fuck up!” he shouts. “If you move one goddamn inch, I’ll put a bullet in your head.”

      I’m shaking violently as I grip the side of the chair. I do not want to die today. I also don’t understand what this asshole wants from me. I’ve been in more tight binds than the average human sees on primetime television if all they watch is crime shows, but no one has ever held a gun to my head.

      Keeping the barrel of the weapon pressed firmly against my temple, he shifts toward the counter, grabs the duct tape, and holds it out to me. “Rip off a piece and put it over your mouth, you stupid bitch.”

      He wants me to tape my own mouth?

      Pete shakes the tape. “Now! Fucking take it.”

      I jump in my seat as I reach for it.

      “Six inches. Don’t fucking tear off some tiny sliver.”

      I’m crying, but I need to stop my tears because if I cover my mouth with this fucking tape, I’m going to need to breathe through my nose. My hands are trembling so badly I can’t get hold of the end of the tape. I also don’t have any nails. I didn’t exactly go to the salon for a manicure this week.

      “Hurry the fuck up! Jesus.” He shakes the gun, pushing it into my cheek.

      I finally manage to grip the corner of the tape and pull on it.

      “Six inches. If you make it too small, I’ll pull off two feet and wrap it all the way around your fucking head twice. You hear me, bitch?”

      I nod, unable to control my sobs as I pull on the roll until I’m pretty sure it’s long enough for his taste.

      “Tear it with your teeth.”

      I bring it to my mouth and do as he instructs. It takes me a few tries before I’m able  to rip it. “Please… What is it you want from me? Maybe if I call my dad, he can wire you some money.” I don’t have the foggiest notion if wiring money is even a thing. Nor do I have a father. But I’ll say anything to keep this situation from escalating.

      He bends closer to me, holding the gun against my temple again. His eyes are wild, and his teeth are gritted as he speaks. “Put. That. Fucking. Tape. Over. Your. Goddamn. Mouth. Right. The. Fuck. Now.” When he finishes, he lifts his free hand and slaps me so hard across the cheek that I’m dazed for a moment and almost fall over.

      “Now!” he screams.

      I lift the tape with shaky hands and slap it over my mouth. I’m crying uncontrollably. I’m going to die today. I’m scared out of my fucking mind. I don’t know why this man wants to kill me, but it’s clear he’s not playing with a full deck.

      The moment the tape is in place, cutting off my ability to scream or argue my case, he moves toward the drawer again, reaches back without looking, and pulls out a long rope.

      I consider jumping up and running for the door, but I would never make it. He’d shoot me before I made it two steps. I’m sobbing so hard now that I’m seriously concerned about my airway as he sets the gun down and yanks my arms behind my back behind the rungs of the chair. It all happens so fast.

      This fucking asshole ties my wrists together and loops the rope around the chair rungs several times before coming around to the front so he can tie my ankles to the front legs of the chair.

      When he’s done, he takes a deep breath and steps back as if the job is done. Once again, my blood runs cold. What if the job is done? What if his role was to find a woman, tie her to this chair, and leave her for someone else to…

      I’m shivering. Snot is running down the tape and dripping off my chin. I sniffle and panic when that cuts off my airway, so instead I blow out. My snot spews in front of me.

      Pete isn’t even paying attention. He’s on his fucking phone now. He taps the screen several times and then holds it up. What the fuck? Is he taking pictures of me?

      I don’t get it. It’s not like he’s going to demand a ransom. From whom? He doesn’t have enough information to try to squeeze money out of someone. And if he did, he would know I have no one to squeeze money from.

      He starts typing, and it’s obvious he sends that picture to someone. Fuck. Just fuck.

      I tug on my arms, but he’s tied me so tightly there’s no way I would ever get free, even if he left me here alone. I’d die in this chair.

      Pete grabs the gun from the counter and paces out of the kitchen and into the living room. “That bitch better fucking get her ass here if she knows what’s good for her,” he grumbles.

      I try to make sense of his words. I don’t think I’m the bitch in that statement. Someone else is. Did he send my picture to lure someone else to the house? A woman? What the fuck? I don’t get it.

      I look around, taking in my surroundings. It’s an ordinary house. Nothing special. He’s not rich by any stretch of the imagination. Who did you text, Pete…?

      He paces back toward me. “You better hope my fucking wife is paying attention to her phone and gets her ass home in two hours. If not, you’re dead.”

      I stare at him, not blinking. His wife?

      My heart races. I’m at the mercy of another woman? He probably beat her and she left him, and now he’s using me to get her to come back. If I were her, I’d ignore his text and never return. Maybe she’ll call the police, though? There’s a chance. Or maybe she’ll never even see the text.

      Calling the police would cause me more problems than it’s worth. I’d rather take my chances without their involvement.

      I’m going to die. Today. In this fucking asshole’s kitchen.

      Because I have bad fucking luck. I should have stayed where I was yesterday, waited another day before moving.

      I try to put myself in his wife’s shoes. What if my fucking ex sent me a text showing me that he had a woman tied up in his kitchen and threatened to kill her if I didn’t come back?

      I don’t have to wonder what his wife is thinking right now because I am that woman. This could happen to me. Would I trade my life for a stranger’s?

      I do know I wouldn’t call the police. Ha. The man I’m hiding from is the police.
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      Eloise

      

      Two hours…

      I have no idea how long it’s been since that clock started. Seems like six hours, but I know that’s not true based on how high the sun is.

      Pete keeps pacing. That’s all he does. Pace, mumble, swing that gun around, and glance at his phone. I have to assume his wife has not responded to his text. That means nothing.

      There are so many possibilities. She could be on her way here now. She could have ignored his text and thrown her phone in the river. Perhaps she never saw the text at all.

      Quite frankly, the worst possibility is that she called the cops and they’re about to storm into this house and save me. I’d rather take a bullet to the head than be rescued by the police. That’s a fate worse than death.

      I’m scared out of my fucking mind. My thoughts are all over the place. Now that time has gone by and I’ve had a chance to think, I’m beginning to hope the clock runs out and no one shows up. I wouldn’t wish for his wife to trade her life for mine. Not in a million years. She left him for a reason. He’s an unhinged lunatic.

      Just because the time is up, it doesn’t necessarily mean he will kill me. He tied me to this chair to stage my predicament for his wife. He might have lied to her and me about killing me.

      I really don’t want to die today. But I’m also tired. I’ve been on the run for six months. It’s no way to live. My money ran out a long time ago. I never stay anywhere very long. I find jobs in places like diners, work for a few weeks until I build up some cash, and then take off for the next town.

      I’m exhausted. I’m out of steam and ideas. Living on the run is harder than I imagined. When I escaped my hellacious life, all I could think about was lying low and staying under the radar. All I did was trade one problem for another. Now I can’t sleep because I have to keep one eye open and look over my shoulder.

      No matter what town I’m in or what diner I’m working at, I flinch every time the door opens, a cold sweat breaking out on my skin as I look at the door to make sure no one has found me.

      It’s not rational. No one knows where I am. I took very little with me. The clothes on my back, a few dollars, and a backpack that contains my few mementos. When I got away, I was lucky. Someone helped me get to the bus station. I bought my ticket with cash and headed as far away as possible. Seattle. When I arrived, I bought my car at a used dealership, and I’ve been holding it together with duct tape ever since.

      Ha. Duct tape. That’s what’s keeping me from telling this asshole to go fuck himself. I’d almost like to beg him to shoot me and put me out of my misery.

      But I’m not quite that desperate yet. I want to live. I pull my shoulders back and stare at Pete. Maybe that’s not even his real name, but it’s all I have.

      I flinch when he looks at his phone again and cusses. He lifts his head to look at me and narrows his gaze. “You bitches are all the same. You think you’re so fucking important, but you’re not. You’re just cunts who don’t know your place. Can’t even keep the fucking house clean and get dinner on the table on time.”

      I inhale sharply as he stomps closer to me and leans in.

      Spittle comes out of his mouth to spray my face as he continues his rant as though I’ve personally failed him. Does he think it’s a lecture I’ve never heard before? Because it’s not. I could write a book on this topic.

      “Where’s my fucking dinner, Eloise?”

      “Why are there dirty dishes in the sink?”

      “Where are my favorite shirts?”

      “Couldn’t you at least manage to get the laundry put away?”

      “Have you never used a fucking stove before?”

      “I’ve shown you ten times how to fold my damn socks. It’s a mess in this drawer. Were you raised in a barn?”

      There’s nothing Pete can say that will shock me. I’ve heard it all a hundred times. But he keeps talking anyway. “You better start praying, Eloise, because when the time runs out, you’re dead.”

      My eyes widen. Why the fuck would he have to kill me just because his wife doesn’t show up? I don’t have a damn thing to do with his beef with her. If my mouth wasn’t covered, I would try to negotiate with him. Maybe if I agreed to get dinner ready or fold his clothes, he would let me live another day. Maybe I could sweet-talk my way into his world until he let his guard down. I could make a run for it at the first opportunity.

      That’s not going to happen with the duct tape on my mouth, though.

      Pete cackles. The sound raises the hairs on my neck. “My fucking wife probably thinks I’m bluffing, and it’s just your damn bad luck that you’re the first bitch I’ve brought back here to lure her home. Bitch has a fucking soft heart. So I’ll have no choice but to kill you. I need to send her the pictures so she learns a lesson. How many women do you think she’ll let me murder before she comes crawling back? One? Two? Three? She’s too much of a sniveling cunt to let me slit the throats of very many.”

      I gasp behind the tape. He plans to slit my throat? Jesus. The gun would be much faster. Tears run down my cheeks again. I can’t stop them. I’m panicking.

      He laughs. “Yeah, I’ll make sure you’re scared when I get ready to do it. Perhaps I’ll set my phone up and make a video. That will be more effective. Don’t worry. I’ll sharpen the blade so you’ll hardly feel it. My wife will be horrified when she watches the blood drain out of your neck. I’m sure it’s a fairly quick way to die, though. Don’t you think?”

      Pete rises and starts pacing again.

      I struggle against the ropes all over again. I wish I were stronger. I wish I could ignore his words and not let them affect me. He’s trying to terrorize me, and it’s working. I rock the chair forward and backward and then from side to side. We’ve reached the stage in this scenario when it doesn’t matter if I get injured falling on my head, face, or shoulder.

      Pete spins around and holds his gun up again, aiming it at my head. “Sit still, you fucking bitch. I will shoot you if you keep up that racket. Do you think I give a fuck if you die?”

      I stop moving completely. My heart is racing. My vision is blurry from the tears. Snot is running down my face again. I might die of fright and save him the effort.

      He resumes his pacing, in and out of the kitchen. I can see most of him through the archway at all times. Even if I couldn’t, how would that help? Falling over onto the floor won’t cause me to be suddenly untied. It would just injure me.

      Suddenly, there’s a blur of movement. I gasp as it all happens at once. The front door opens, followed by two men entering the house. Someone rushes in from my left, and someone comes from behind me.

      Four men come out of nowhere.

      It takes them about three seconds to pin Pete to the floor and secure him with zip ties. One of the men puts a foot in the middle of his back.

      Pete starts shouting, “What the fuck? Get the fuck off me. Who the fuck are you?”

      Someone grabs the duct tape from the kitchen table and uses it on Pete, wrapping it around his entire head.

      My heart pounds. I can’t believe what I’m seeing. Who are these guys? SWAT or something else? I don’t see anything to indicate they are with the police. No badges. No logos. Nothing.

      One of the men squats in front of me. “I’m going to take this tape off your mouth.” He reaches for the edge and slowly peels it back while another man cuts away at the ropes around my wrists.

      The moment the tape is gone, I gasp for oxygen. My arms and legs are free a few seconds later, and I slump forward, unable to support my own weight.

      The man in front of me catches me and pulls me against his chest. “I’ve got you. You’re safe now.”

      I’m shaking so badly I can’t pull myself off this man. “Are you with the police?” I manage to ask.

      “No, angel. We’re with a private agency. You’re safe.” He stands, helping me to my feet at the same time. “I’ve got you.”

      “He was going to kill me. He said so. How did you find me?” I wail. My panic hasn’t ended. Who are these guys? There’s a good chance I’m not one bit safer now that they’ve rescued me.

      The man holding me is muscular and huge. When I sway, he easily lifts me off my feet and cradles me in his arms. He holds me protectively, even covering my eyes until he carries me out the back door, presumably to keep me from seeing one more second of the action.

      I struggle. “I’m good now,” I argue. “Put me down.”

      He tips his head to frown at me. “Angel, you’ve been through hell. You can barely stand up. Let me get you out of here.”

      I panic further and look around as he hurries through the backyard and into the tree line. What the hell? My panic resumes full force. “Where are you taking me? Who are you?” I try to get free of him, but I’m too weak and tired. So drained that I can hardly hold my head up, let alone walk or run.

      “My name’s Cannon, and I’m taking you to my SUV. It’s hidden a few houses from here. I promise you’re safe with me.”

      Those words are like cold water doused on my face. “No. God, no. Let me go. Please.” I’m wailing again.

      Cannon pulls me closer to his chest so my face presses against his neck and runs with me.

      Ohgodohgodohgod. What I have now is a new captor. Why? I don’t have the energy to fight him off, so I go limp in his arms. I’m running out of will. Even if I managed to get away from him, I would likely stumble and land on my face. There’s no way I could run for help. Any possible adrenaline rush I might have had is zapped. I’m out of steam.

      I’m aware of a door opening, and then he climbs into the back of a vehicle and shuts the door. He leans me back in his arms and reaches across the seat to grab something.

      Renewed strength causes me to buck upward and reach for the door, but he traps me against him with an arm around my waist. I hear a zipper behind me, and then he tilts me back again and gently wipes my face.

      “I know you’re scared, angel, but I swear you’re safe.” He continues cleaning me up with a soft cloth. I think it’s a T-shirt. He wipes my eyes and my cheeks and my nose.

      He smells good, and that annoys me. Plus, he’s attractive. That pisses me off even more. I shouldn’t find any man attractive. Fuck men. But this one is really good-looking. Deep brown eyes bore into me. His brow is furrowed, putting a wrinkle between his eyes. He has thick brown hair and a well-groomed beard. It’s soft. I know because my cheek has rubbed against it several times.

      I stare at him. My heart slows. Could I possibly be safe? No. Of course not. I’ll never be safe. But I do feel in significantly less danger than I did five minutes ago.

      “What’s your name, angel?”

      I stare at him. There’s no fucking way I’m giving him my name. Not even my first name. I may never give it to another living soul again.

      He sets the T-shirt aside and brushes curls from my forehead. “It’s okay. You don’t have to talk.” He reaches around me again. This time, he holds up a bottle of water. “I bet you’re thirsty.”

      I stare at it for a moment. Is this a trick? I feel like a dumb girl who got lured into a van with promises of candy or puppies. That’s basically what happened today. I’ve made so many bad choices in my life that I probably am a dumb girl. But, fuck me, I’ve also had really bad luck.

      Cannon. What kind of name is that? He unscrews the lid from the bottle and holds it out.

      I’m suddenly very thirsty, so I reach for it, but my hand is shaking violently, and the moment I grab it, water sloshes over the top. It splashes all down the front of both of us, and I gasp, flinching and pinning my gaze on Cannon’s. It’s a knee-jerk reaction to expect him to slap me for getting his shirt wet.

      Instead, he wraps his steady hand around mine, pulls me more upright, and tips the water toward my lips.

      I guzzle it because I’m so fucking parched.

      Cannon doesn’t admonish me in any way. He doesn’t say a word as I drain the water bottle. When it’s gone, he tosses it on the seat. “Good girl. You can have more in a minute. I don’t want you to have too much at once. Your stomach will get upset.”

      I stare at him. I can’t breathe. Did he just call me a good girl? No one has ever called me a good girl. Tears run down my cheeks. I can’t stop them. I have the sense that he really might be a nice guy who rescued me with no ulterior motive. I’ve developed a sixth sense for assholes, and I don’t get that vibe from Cannon. Although heaven knows I’ve been wrong before. Pete, for example.

      I suppose there are some decent men in the world, but I’ve rarely met them. I had a guidance counselor in high school who tried to help me once when I was about fifteen, but I only saw him a few times before I was transferred to another foster family and had to switch schools.

      A few times, I thought men were going to be nice to me, and then I found out they just wanted something. Usually sex. I’ve had a rough life. I deserve a fucking break even if it’s only for ten minutes in the back of this SUV. I’m going to pretend this gorgeous man who’s looking me in the eyes like I matter is kind. I can’t wrap my head around any other possibilities today. I’m tapped out.

      Cannon picks up the T-shirt again and wipes my cheeks. “Is anyone looking for you, angel?”

      I swallow. I’m not going to answer that question either. For some reason, I don’t feel like lying to this man, but there’s no way I’m going to divulge a single word of my truth.

      He strokes my cheek. “It’s okay,” he repeats. “I get it. You don’t know me. Why should you trust me? I bet you trusted Pete Stark, and that didn’t go so well for you.”

      No, it did not. He’s right.

      “You’re probably thinking I’m no better than him. I just yanked you out of that house with no explanation and brought you to my SUV. I’m a stranger. I understand why you’re hesitating.”

      He pushes the sleeve up on my shirt and examines my wrist. When he’s done, he does the same to the other arm. “He tied you so tightly that you really didn’t have any way to rub your skin raw.”

      I ignore him. I’m immune to the ache in my arms and wrists. I clear my throat. “Are you going to take me to the police station?”

      He licks his lips. “Is that what you want?”

      What a strange response. No, I don’t fucking want to go to the police, but who the fuck is this guy if he’s not the police? I slowly shake my head.

      “Then, no. I won’t take you to the police station.” He doesn’t ask me why I don’t want to go. He just affirms he won’t do it.

      “How did you…” I don’t quite know what to ask.

      “How did we find you? We work for a private agency. We’ve been watching that house for a few weeks. As soon as we saw that he’d taken you hostage, we came, but we were two hours away. I’m sorry it took so long.”

      “Is his wife okay?”

      Cannon frowns. “His wife?” Then his face smooths out. “You must mean June. Yes, she’s safe. How do you know June?”

      “I don’t. He kept talking about her. I think he was using me to lure her home. I didn’t expect her to come. He’s unhinged. He would have killed both of us.”

      “I suspect so, yes. She hired us. How did you know Pete?”

      “I didn’t. My car ran out of gas a few miles down the road. He stopped to help me.” I roll my eyes.

      Cannon winces. “I’m so sorry. I can’t imagine the trauma you’ve been through.”

      I don’t respond. I’ve been through so much trauma in my life that this incident will feel like a blip on the radar in a few days. My luck is so bad that I’m sure someone will actually rape and murder me by the end of the week. Why not? I obviously pissed off some higher being in a previous life.
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