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Languished
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DARKNESS. 

Peering around the limited expanse of his cell, Mark Lawes found nothing except the overarching shadow of night. Closing his eyes, he blew out a breath. Why torture himself by searching the same dank space for the thousandth time? Even if the lights had been switched on in the cellblock, there was nothing to see except aging mold and peeling paint. 

I deserve better than this.

Nothing was ever going to change while he was entombed in that damp Victorian crypt.

“Hey, Lawes.” The gruff voice of his cellmate, Paul Dylan, interrupted his dismal train of thought. Lawes tensed, already sensing where the so-called conversation would lead. He seemed to have had the same ‘chat’ with a number of Dylan’s mates. “Are you awake?”

Lawes considered ignoring Dylan’s call, but weeks of sharing what little personal space he had with the idiot had taught him there would be little point. The moron wouldn’t stop bleating until he’d been heard.

“What do you want?” Lawes ground his teeth together, trying to quell his growing irritation. He’d been stuck in confined places with troglodytes like Dylan for too damn long.

“I heard what you were in for.” Dylan’s voice sounded gleeful. “Kidnapping all those women and keeping them in the basement. Nice!”

In the gloom of the lockup, Lawes rolled his eyes. “What about it?”

He’d been listening to cretins like Dylan jerk off to reports of his crimes ever since word had got around about why he was there. So what if his current cellmate had finally heard the rumors? He had nothing to tell Dylan.

“So, it’s true?” Dylan’s chuckle echoed around the suffocating space. “You sneaky bastard! I wouldn’t have thought you had it in you.”

“That’s because you don’t know me.” And that was how Lawes wanted it to stay.

If he had to endure the ongoing nightmare of serving time, then he’d do so alone. He didn’t need allies. The inmates and the screws were as bad as each other.

Whatever the judge said, Lawes didn’t consider himself to be a criminal. Dylan and the other scum held in the place were genuine delinquents, while he and his old dental partner, Fuller, had only acted in good faith. Sure, they’d indulged themselves in their fantasies, but they’d also taken care of those women, and despite the theatrical performances some of the alleged ‘victims’ had displayed in court, he and Fuller had only given those whores what they wanted. Those women had been too afraid to ask for what they most craved, too ashamed... but shame meant nothing to him.

“Tell me about it.” Apparently undeterred by Lawes’ curt tone, Dylan sounded eager to hear all the gory details, but Lawes had bad news for the goon—that wasn’t going to happen. 

The things that had happened in the swanky dental surgery facility he and Fuller had built, along with the joys of the basement, were for their consumption only—his and his old friend’s. Lawes’ attention flitted fleetingly to the memory of Brandon Fuller. He hadn’t heard what had become of him since the end of his trial. 

“What were the women like?”

“None of your business.” Lawes squeezed his hand into a fist, resisting the urge to smack it into Dylan’s not-so-pretty face. “Go to sleep, Dylan.”

“Don’t be like that.” Dylan’s voice lowered to a snarl. “We could be friends, man. I’ve heard you could use a friend or two.”

“I don’t want any friends.” Lawes hissed the words over the edge of his bunk, waiting for the inevitable wallop from below as Dylan kicked out at the flimsy metal bedstead. The impact came as expected, shaking the rickety frame in the shadows. Clenching his jaw, Lawes disregarded the tremor. Let Dylan take it out on the bed.

Better the bed than me.

“You ain’t gonna last long in here.” Dylan practically sang the prophecy, his insight breaking into a deep cackle.

I won’t be here long enough to care, you dick. 

Lawes bit down on the retort, knowing there was no point in articulating it. Men like Dylan were common thugs and robbers. They didn’t have real intellect and couldn’t understand what Lawes had hoped to achieve. They were all looking for an excuse to kick off and beat the seven bells out of prisoners like Lawes, but Lawes wasn’t going to give his nefarious cellmate any justification. He’d meant what he’d said—he didn’t want friends—but he could also do without a long list of enemies. Adversaries were difficult to avoid in the narrow rooms and corridors of the crumbling prison. 

“Wait until I tell my mates about how you don’t wanna share.” Dylan laughed. “They’ll all wanna ‘chat’ with you.”

Lawes pressed this hand to his temple with a sigh. He knew the types of chats that went on in this place, especially in the abandoned shower block. When were those guys going to get it through their thick skulls that they just weren’t his type? Lawes preferred them bound and with a uterus. 

“I can’t wait.” 

Lawes wondered if Dylan was bright enough to discern his sardonic tone. After so long being forced to keep company with lowlifes, he realized he wouldn’t be surprised either way.

“You shouldn’t be so tightlipped.” Dylan was still whining about Lawes’ refusal to share the details of his crimes. “My pals could make your stay here more comfortable, ya know? They could get you chocolate and cigarettes.”

Chocolate and cigarettes? Was Dylan joking? He wasn’t a kid.

“Those are really bad for your teeth, you know.” Lawes smiled into the darkness, the gesture relieving some of the tension in his body. He knew Dylan wouldn’t understand the connection between his prior career and dental hygiene, but his cellmate’s ignorance made the scenario all the more amusing.

“Girlie mags, then?” His cellmate sounded increasingly desperate. “Whatever you want.”

“What I want is to be left alone.” The last thing Lawes wanted was some fifth-hand porno magazine from the 1980s. Scum like Dylan would never understand he had rather specific proclivities that needed tending to. After the things he’d enjoyed with Fuller, no amount of pornography would ever satisfy him again. “Just go to sleep.”

“You just turned down the best offer you’ll get.” Dylan’s voice was full of scorn. “We could have got you what you wanted.”

What Lawes wanted was for his friends to sign the appropriate papers and expedite his early release. That’s what he’d been promised weeks ago. That’s what he longed for. He’d languished in the disgusting hellhole of a prison for long enough, and every time he closed his eyes, the mental picture of why he was there sprung into his head.

Hannah Bowman.

There had been plenty of women—recollections of their frantic faces as they clutched the bars of their cages were available to him any time he liked—but it seemed only one of them had the power to haunt him.

“You’ll regret it.” Dylan sounded annoyingly sure of himself. 

Lawes longed to wipe the cocky grin from his face, but some battles weren’t worth the effort. 

“Just you wait and see...” His voice droned on, throwing around threats Lawes had no interest in hearing, so he muted the grating noise coming from the bottom bunk.

Lawes had other things on his mind. 

Better things. 

Far more enticing thoughts than those that were garnered from listening to Dylan ramble on.

For starters, Lawes enjoyed musing on what he was going to do when he finally got out of jail. What he was going to do to the little girl who’d testified against him and stamped the final nail into his proverbial coffin, where he’d take her and all the fun times they’d have together.

By the time Dylan had stopped ranting, Lawes had a clear mental image of her fate.

Hannah wouldn’t know what had hit her.
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Mirage
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“WHAT CAN I GET YOU?” The bartender leaned closer to be heard over the rhythmic thud of the club’s bass line. 

Mirroring the gesture, Hannah Bowman raised her voice. “Three gin and tonics, please.”

“Got it.” He nodded, turning to organize the drinks, and Hannah’s attention flitted back to her friends. 

Shannon and Milly were seated at a nearby table and appeared to be engrossed in conversation. Hannah smiled as she watched them. She’d forever be grateful for their love and support. They, along with ample therapy, had pulled her out of the darkest pit of her life and empowered her to start thinking about a future again. For the first time in years, she was ready to contemplate a new relationship. Given what Hannah had been through, that was nothing short of miraculous.

“Here.” The bartender’s voice caught her attention as he pushed the drinks across the bar. “Anything else?” he prompted.

“That’s all, thanks.” She reached into her purse for her credit card and thrust it in his direction. Tall and dark-haired, he might have been a decent candidate for her to ‘move forward’ with, but it was damn near impossible to strike up a spontaneous conversation in a club so loud.

Anyhow, I’m not desperate. She smirked. I deserve to take my time and find the right one. 

“Thank you.” The bartender handed back her card, his gaze spearing her. “Why don’t you sit down? I’ll bring the drinks over.”

“Oh, thank you.” Taken by surprise at his generosity, she slipped her card back into her purse and watched as he loaded their gins onto a tray. The club wasn’t heaving, but there were enough patrons waiting to be served that she hadn’t expected the offer.

Maybe he likes the look of me, too.

The thought was encouraging as her focus followed him around the side of the bar. It lingered too long on his tight-looking backside before her brain instructed her feet to catch up with him. Tottering forward on her heels, she almost bumped straight into another person who was waiting in the line behind her.

“I’m sorry!” She steadied herself as her attention rose to greet the face of the stranger she’d inadvertently careened into, but as she acknowledged his knowing expression, her heart nearly stopped beating altogether.

“Hello, Hannah.” His lips stretched into a shrewd smirk. “I was wondering when you’d notice me.”

“Lawes!” She spat out his name, leaping away from him as though she’d been stung.

It had been more than five years since she’d last set eyes on him, but he didn’t look much older than she remembered, and despite her best efforts, she did remember him. Hannah could never forget the face of the man who’d captured her.

Vivid flashbacks burst into her head of the things he’d done—the cages, the leashes, and the sheer cruelty he and his partner had inflicted on not only Hannah but on other women under the guise of their dental practice. Her breath was labored as she fought for air, attempting to steel herself. 

How the hell was he there? 

He was in prison, wasn’t he? The last Hannah had heard, he and his sick partner in crime were both detained at His Majesty’s pleasure. 

“Hannah?”

Hannah spun at the gentler voice, its resonance barely audible over the bassy strum. She was stunned to find Shannon standing beside her.

“Are you all right?” Concern flickered in Shannon’s brown eyes. “The bartender brought the drinks over, but you seemed to be in a trance over here.”

Trance? 

“He’s here!” Hannah’s voice trembled as she recalled the hard look in Lawes’ eyes. It was that same dark expression she’d witnessed too many times before.
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“WHO’S HERE?” SHANNON grabbed her hand. “You’re cold, Han. Maybe we should get you home?”

“No, I...” Hannah flung an arm out in Lawes’ direction. “This is one of the guys who abducted me. He’s back!”

The old, familiar tension from those bad days clawed at Hannah’s throat, threatening to cut off her air supply. Lawes had found her! Somehow, he was out of prison, and he’d managed to track her down. He—

“Honey.” Shannon squeezed Hannah’s fingers, and moving closer, she whispered into her ear. “There’s no one there.”

“What?” Hannah twisted around to the place Lawes had been standing, anticipating his pitiless smile, but to her incredulity, he was gone. “Where’s he gone?” The adrenaline rushing through her system was making it difficult to think. “He was right there.”

“Come on.” Tugging her toward the table, Shannon urged Hannah back to the relative sanctuary and ushered her onto the seat beside Milly. “Let’s talk.”

“What happened?” Milly’s gaze slid between her two friends.

“I saw Lawes.” Maybe it was only her imagination, but the music seemed to have subdued around them. 

“The guy who hurt you?” Milly threw Shannon an apprehensive look.

“Yeah,” Hannah went on, trying to catch her breath. “He was in the club.”

Milly rubbed Hannah’s forearm. “There was no one there. The bartender delivered the drinks, and you just sort of stood there.”

“What?” Hannah’s brows knitted. “No.” That didn’t make sense. “He was there, Milly. He spoke to me.”

“It’s been a long night.” Shannon reached for her glass and drained half of the contents. “Why don’t we call an Uber and go home? You’re staying with me, Han, so I’ll make sure you’re okay.”

“No, I...” Hannah paused, unsure what she was going to say. 

Was she about to insist she was all right? If so, maybe she ought to take a long look at herself first. 

Either Lawes had truly been there to spook her—a prospect that terrified her half to death—or she’d imagined the entire encounter in the middle of a club. Both outcomes were troubling, at best.

“It’s okay.” Milly’s voice was soothing. “I’m ready to go home, anyway.”

“But I just got us cocktails.” Hannah gestured to her untouched gin.

“Drink up.” Shannon forced a smile as she pulled her phone from her purse. “I’ll order our ride home.”
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Consequences

––––––––

[image: ]


“HOW ARE YOU FEELING now?” 

Milly lowered her voice, glancing around the bustling coffee shop, although Hannah doubted anyone was listening. 

Few would be interested in the experiences of one neurotic woman with post-traumatic stress disorder.

“Much better.” Hannah feigned her upbeat timbre. “And the best part is, I haven’t seen either of my captors since that night in the club.”

“Don’t do that.” Shannon peered at Hannah from over her expensive coffee.

“Do what?” Hannah turned Shannon’s way. “I’m being honest.”

“And I’m glad,” Shannon retorted. “But don’t use that derisory tone about yourself. Han. You’ve been through so much, and you’re doing amazingly well.”

“You’re being kind.” Hannah shook her head with a smile. 

There were no two ways about it. Both of her friends were angels. They’d been by her side day and night ever since her hallucination. Hell, Milly had even taken time away from her job to make sure Hannah wasn’t alone.

“We love you,” Milly reminded her. “And you’re being too hard on yourself.”

Hannah doubted that was true. She’d thought she’d been over the worst of the Lawes and Fuller experience, thought the court case and years of counseling would have laid their ghosts to rest, but she’d been wrong. The image of Lawes in that club had been as tangible as Milly was in the cafe. Hell, she’d even imagined bumping into him. If physical contact was possible in her invented landscape, what else could her mind conjure? She dreaded to think.

“My old shrink talked about this once.” Hannah glanced at the daily specials board. “It’s called psychological overspill, or something like that; when you’ve been through something so horrendous that the mind decompartmentalizes it, and it takes time for the remnants to surface.”

Hannah wasn’t sure if the condition she’d mentioned was real or something she’d just made up. Crippling self-doubt seemed to be a disconcerting, new reality for her. She didn’t seem able to trust anything she thought she saw or remembered anymore.

“That makes sense.” Shannon placed down her coffee cup. “You did go through something awful.”

“I know.” Hannah closed her eyes briefly, trying not to think of the dank basement where she and the others had been held. “It’s just... I thought I was over this by now.”

Over it? She might have laughed had her past not been so traumatic. There was no getting over what those men had done to her. She would carry the scars for the rest of her life. 

“You’re doing so well.” Milly smiled, then added. “But perhaps it’s too soon for you to be looking for a man, Hannah. I mean, there’s no rush.”

“I need this, girls.” Hannah’s voice sounded pained. “I need something more in my life than only work and the memories.”

“You have us.” Milly patted her hand. “You always will.” 

“I know, and I’m so thankful for you both.” Hannah’s gaze traveled between them. “But I feel ready, you know? The hallucination in the club was just a setback. I still need to move forward.”

Milly and Shannon shared a lingering glance, although neither one of them spoke.

“Well.” It was Shannon who ultimately splintered the silence. “If you’re sure, then of course we’re happy to help.” She gestured to the dating app on Hannah’s phone. The device had been sitting there as the three discussed her state of mind. “Show us who you have in mind.”

Hannah’s heart rate accelerated as she reached for her phone and flicked into her ‘favorited’ selection. Only two men had made the cut. 

“These two.” She slid the phone across the small table for her friends to see.

The first, Rafael, was originally from Spain and worked in real estate, but it was the second, Saul, who had really caught her eye. His photograph showed a smart and driven man with a mischievous glint in his eyes, and Hannah liked the sound of that.

Despite the many horrors Lawes and Fuller had put her through, there was something that had shaken Hannah to her core, something she could never tell anyone. 

The things they did to me. 

Heat bloomed on her face as she pushed the sordid recollections away. The dentists had been pitiless and inhumane, but she’d never been able to get past the way their treatment had made her feel—the way they’d made her body feel. Just as the debasement had left psychological wounds, her physical reaction to their authority still haunted her. She remembered the electrifying touches and how their caresses had brought her to life—whether she’d liked it or not. 

I didn’t like it. She swallowed down her rising emotions as the words pinballed around her head. No one could like the things they did.

No one sane could argue otherwise. The police had arrived, and they’d witnessed the scene for themselves—the cages and the chains. But deep down, Hannah was forced to acknowledge something else... something terrible. As well as the terror, there had also been the most incredible desire. 

Lawes had done things to her she’d never even conceived, and even though she’d loathed the atrocious liberties he’d taken, she couldn’t deny, if only to herself, how much his approach had amplified her arousal. Hannah hadn’t realized she’d enjoyed the subjugation until he’d heaped it on her, but those dark memories still disturbed her dreams. Sometimes, they paralyzed her with fear, but at other times, her responses were different. She was ashamed of the number of nights she’d needed to relieve the tension at her core when those dreams had tugged her from sleep.

That was why Saul’s profile intrigued her so much. Something about the gleam in his gaze was naughty and called to the parts of her Lawes had awoken. That was what she wanted—as well as the tender care of a man who loved and respected her, she craved a partner who could dominate her in bed.

The best of both worlds. Her lips curled into a tiny smile. Once I trust him. 

Hannah gripped the handle of her coffee cup as she watched Milly and Shannon evaluate her choices. Whoever she dated, trust was going to be a burning issue and one, she suspected, that would take a long time to resolve. But after many long nights of musing on the dilemma, Hannah knew it was time to take a risk and put herself out there. 

“Well, okay.” Shannon’s gaze sparkled with interest as her gaze rose to Hannah’s. “These two look interesting. Who do you prefer?”

“I don’t know.” Excitement furled in Hannah’s belly at the lie. She knew precisely who she preferred, but for some reason, she couldn’t admit it to her friends. 

In case they discover the truth. 

She shifted uncomfortably in her chair, wondering if they’d noticed her growing blush. Fortunately, their focus was entirely on Hannah’s phone.

The long nights Hannah had spent wrestling with her proclivities had been hard enough. There was no way she was ready to disclose those feelings to her friends. She hadn’t even managed to confess them to her counselor, who, in principle, was bound to offer her confidentiality. The fact that she wasn’t able to confide in the two people who’d been there for her from the get-go gnawed at her, though. Shannon and Milly had been so good to her, and she repaid them with partial deception. It wasn’t right.

“I like him!” Milly pointed to the screen. 

“I prefer the other one.” Shannon smirked as she glanced up. “He has sexy eyes.” 

“Which one?” Hannah knew exactly who Shannon had chosen, but she played along regardless, noticing how her pulse sped up as Shannon elaborated.

“This guy.” Shannon flipped the phone around to face Hannah. “It doesn’t say much about him, though. Have the two of you chatted?”

“A little.” Hannah’s blush deepened. In the last few days, she and Saul had chatted a lot.

“I say, more than a little.” Shannon laughed. “Look how red she’s become, Milly!”

“Don’t!” Hannah’s hands rose to cover her heated cheeks. She loathed how easily her complexion gave her away. “I’ve never used online dating before, but, yeah, it has its advantages.”

She didn’t go into how she and Saul had spent days flirting online, how she’d revealed many of her dark fantasies to him, and how his domineering personality turned her on. Clenching her thighs below the table, Hannah was well aware of how their chats had affected her. 

“It seems as though you’ve already made your choice, Han.” Milly chuckled as she sipped her coffee. “I say, go for it.”

“Really?” Somehow, Hannah had expected more resistance from her friends. She thought they’d continue the ‘it’s too soon’ mantra and try to convince her to back away from the dating app.

“You deserve to be happy.” Milly shrugged. “And you know we have your back.”

“Damn right,” Shannon concurred as she drained her drink. “If you agree to meet this, Saul, we want to know where and when, and we’ll expect you to check in after an hour, so we know you’re all right.” She winked. “Those are our terms, young lady.”

“Yes, Mum.” Hannah’s laughter filled the space around them as she reached for her phone. 

Her tone was sardonic, but as she slipped her phone away, she’d rarely been more appreciative for such good friends.
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Schemer
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LAWES WATCHED HER FOR a while. He noticed each fidgety gesture as she checked her phone, then her watch, before she glanced around the restaurant. His table, at the far end of the dining room, was obscured by two enormous indoor plants and a multi-colored aquarium. Hannah never saw his furtive stares or had the chance to acknowledge his pleasure at her clear disquiet.

Just like old times...

He grinned. It almost was, except the gorgeous woman, heavy-breathing at the other end of the establishment, was fully clothed and wondering where her date was.

Saul was late, and unfortunately for Hannah, Lawes knew he wouldn’t be coming. He ought to know, after all. He’d been playing the cat-and-mouse game with her for weeks. It had been fun, too. For a while, at least—knowing she was out there, hanging on to his every word. He’d hardly believed his luck.

Since his early release from prison for good behavior, the hours had been hard to fill, though his lawyer assured him Lawes was lucky to get early release at all. His numerous counts of kidnapping should have seen him behind bars for many more years, but as it transpired, he’d gone to prep school with the guy running the prison, and the two had formed an alliance of sorts, facilitating his departure from the hell that had been incarceration. He hoped Brandon Fuller had the same luck at his prison, though Lawes hadn’t been able to confirm what had happened to his old friend and partner.

Being free had led to the question of what to do next. Sadly, returning to dentistry after prison had been a definite no-go. He and Fuller had been struck off the medical register, and instead, he’d found himself on one designed for sexual offenders. 

There was only one thing on Lawes’ mind as he sat, night after night, in his tiny hostel room. One thing that drove him and kept him up at night.

Revenge.

He didn’t deserve his current situation. He’d once lived in a gorgeous five-bedroom townhouse, and now he was reduced to one tiny squalid room... for what? So, he and Fuller had helped a few women express their sexuality—so what? He didn’t merit that kind of fall from grace. A number of his old captives had collaborated on the stand to take him down, but only one had been the true perpetrator of the revolt, triggering the spiral of defiance and disobedience among the others.

Hannah.

Hannah with her soft hair and tight body. Hannah with her long limbs and smart mouth. Whether she realized it or not, and he accepted she might not, the woman had become his nemesis. The one who’d riled the others into revolution, who’d stood up to him and failed to break. 

In the darkness of his cell, and later his hostel, and the small, crappy house he moved to, the idea of finding her and getting her back had become the air he’d breathed, a consuming dream that had dominated most of his waking hours, as well as the hot dreams he enjoyed at night. But the reality was little more than a distant dream. That was until he’d decided to Google her. Right then and there, he’d spotted her account on the ridiculous dating app, and a plan had formed in his mind.

He’d become Saul, a façade who could lure and cajole her. After all, he already knew the things that got Hannah’s hot little pussy wet. She, for her part, would be none the wiser, naively playing along with his suggestions, night after night. His plan had escalated when she’d suggested they meet. That’s how he came to find himself sitting in the restaurant on that fateful evening, his hard dick straining against his pants as his hand skimmed over the full syringe in his pocket.

Suppressing his smile at the thought of what awaited her, he sipped his beer. He ought not to be indulging in alcohol, not with all the things he had in mind to do, but he’d allowed himself one—one lubricant to wet his whistle and ease him into the evening. He’d earned that much during his time inside—all those months sitting in a dingy cell with the lowest forms of pond life. He warranted one drink and all the dehumanizing things he was going to do to Hannah—just as soon as she was his again.

His gaze flitted back to her, his heart hammering faster as she caught her lip between her white teeth. One thing was for sure... her teeth looked better than he remembered. Maybe she’d had them seen to in his absence?

I doubt it. He gripped his glass tighter. We put her off dentists for life.

“Shame.” He lifted the glass to his face, allowing it to hover in front of his lips as he eyed her. “She has such a pretty mouth, too.”

She was on her phone again, her brows knitting as her focus flitted from the device to the door for at least the hundredth time since she’d arrived.

“He’s not coming, darling.” Draining the remainder of his glass, Lawes watched as she called over the waitress. “Time to give up on Saul.”

Adrenaline flooded his system as she explained her predicament. Presumably, that she’d been stood up and wanted to pay for her glass of wine before leaving. Her dejected expression was scintillating, but it was nothing compared to the way she’d look as soon as he had her where he wanted her. He’d seen all of her hot, imploring looks, and he couldn’t wait to relive them all over again.

Fishing his wallet from the pocket not housing the syringe, he slid out a note that more than paid for his drink and waved it at the nearby server. The blonde, who turned to acknowledge him with a feigned smile, might have been tempting had he not known a better, kinkier proposition awaited him.

“Can I get you anything else, sir?” She eyed his empty glass hopefully, no doubt counting on a larger tip if he said yes.

“No.” He pushed his wallet away, his attention reflexively returning to Hannah, who seemed to be counting money from her purse to cover the cost of her glass of wine. “Just this, please. Keep the change.”

“Thanks.” The blonde’s brow rose as she took the note from him, though whether it was surprise or disappointment at his generosity, he couldn’t say. 

She’d never know how long it had taken him to save for the events he planned for that night. How many long nights he’d spent plotting. Her only part in his perversity was to serve him, then forget him the moment he walked out of the door.

He watched Hannah rise from her seat and yank at the short skirt she’d selected. The chosen attire suggested she definitely wanted to make an impression on Saul, and Lawes was pleased to report it had worked. Even crawling in her cage hadn’t looked so good on little Hannah Bowman.

Grabbing her purse, she headed for the exit without so much as a glance back. 

So far, so good.

As the door swung closed behind her, he rose to his full height and followed, his long strides taking him to the restaurant’s entrance within a few seconds. Pulling back the door, he paused and stared into the evening air, pleased to see she wasn’t still lurking there. Her spinning around to see him in such a public place would have required a dramatic pivot to his plan he hadn’t accounted for. 

Fortunately, as it was, she wasn’t there. His pulse was assuaged by the reprieve. Instead, he was met by the cold, dark street, the front of the place illuminated by the only streetlight in the immediate area. 

Where are you, Hannah?

Straining his senses, he stepped over the threshold onto the concrete, but he didn’t have to wait long to discover where his target was hiding. Her voice floated to the doorway from the side of the building.

“...easier if I just get an Uber.” Hannah sniffed. “You were right, Shannon. It’s too soon. I’m not ready for this shit.”

Stepping out of the doorway, he rounded the corner in the direction of her voice, hesitating as he peered quickly around the wall. There, standing on the quiet road, was his captive. Visibly distraught, she was on the phone again and apparently so distracted with heartache, she didn’t notice his presence. 

“Thanks.” Hannah shook her head. “But I should have known better.”

Lawes glanced around briefly, taking stock of who was around. A couple who looked dangerously close to one another had just left the restaurant, but they’d headed off toward the busier main road. Aside from them, there were only two empty cars, both parked at the front of the building.

The gods, it seemed, were smiling on him. Consumed by her sorrow, Hannah had headed in the quieter direction to talk to her friend. That meant two helpful things. First, she’d taken herself closer to the place he’d parked his car at the far end of the dark alley that ran parallel to the eatery he’d chosen, and even more pleasingly, there was absolutely no one in the vicinity to save her.

“No, really.” She walked farther down the narrowing road as her conversation continued. 

He couldn’t believe how nonchalant she was being about her personal safety. Hadn’t the things she’d experienced taught her anything? Evidently, her distress was great enough to have distracted her. 

“It’s just my luck.” Hannah gulped back whatever emotion she was feeling for Saul, completely oblivious to the real threat only meters from where she stood.

Buoyed by the net that appeared to be closing around his victim and not wanting to push his luck, he stepped back and pressed himself against the wall beside the restaurant’s entrance. Let her wander into the dark. She was making it easy for him.

“Everything all right, mate?” A nosey bugger who’d just left the place turned to stare at him. 

“All good.” Lawes threw him a grin but ensured his voice remained low. It was normal for Hannah to hear other voices outside the restaurant, but he didn’t want any chance that she recognized whose voice she was hearing. “I just needed a piss before my taxi arrived.”

“Right.” The annoying guy chuckled. “You might have better luck up by the main road. Cabs rarely come down as far as this.”

“Got it.” Lawes was counting on it. “I’m just waiting for my girl, and I’ll join you up there.”

“Have a good night.” The idiot lit a cigarette as he strode away.

Lawes watched as his silhouette shrank, his attention returning to the reason he was there. Edging back around the wall, he was ecstatic to see she’d walked even closer to where his car was parked.

Time seemed to slow as he edged closer. Conscious of the sound of his every step on the concrete, he reached into his pocket and pulled out the syringe. He might not be in dentistry anymore, but he still had friends in the medical profession. Some even who were sympathetic to his plight and favored his sexual proclivities. Those pals had armed him with enough sedative to knock the pretty little Hannah out for a few hours. That was all he needed.

“It’s fine.”

He could still hear her conversation as he approached in the shadows. 

“I can book a car while you wait on the line with me, and anyway, it’s not like I’m in trouble.” She snorted. “Apparently, even men who pretend to like me can’t be bothered to show up.”

The suffocating pause that followed stretched out around him as Hannah’s friend replied. With one ear pressed to the device, her concentration was focused on the phone, but she might still hear him approach, turning too soon and ruining his plan. 

Just another meter... 

He held his breath as he neared, aware that every second was pivotal, each one potentially precarious.

Pressed against the wall with the syringe raised, he was less than a foot from her when she held the device aloft and logged into her Uber app. Even in the half-light of her phone, she was a vision, her pale skin begging to be pierced.

In the end, it was over in a heartbeat. One long stride saw his hand close around her mouth, muffling her cry as the fancy-looking phone smashed to the ground below. He pulled her body against his, holding her there for one blissful second before he plunged the needle into the side of her neck.

By the time he’d glanced around to check they were still alone, she was already wobbly on her feet, her body collapsing into his waiting arms as though they’d never been parted.
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Chapter Four
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Apocalypse

––––––––
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HANNAH HEAVED IN A breath, her eyes flickering open only to close again. Her lids were heavy, unusually so, although she couldn’t remember why. She hadn’t had that much to drink last night, had she?

No. The thought was emphatic in the haze of her blurred senses. I only had one glass of wine, remember?

The thought echoed in her head, forcing her to recall the events of the night before. She’d gone to the restaurant to meet Saul, and the bastard hadn’t shown. She’d been on the phone to Shannon, hadn’t she, ordering an Uber to take her home? She could recollect those moments, the glumness that had resounded in her chest at Saul’s rejection and how she’d resisted Shannon’s offer to come and take her home. She’d been crestfallen, sure, but not drunk. So why was her head so unwilling to cooperate?

“There she is.” A male voice floated from somewhere overhead, interrupting her confusion. “My Sleeping Beauty.”

She froze.

His Sleeping Beauty? 

His? 

Hannah wasn’t anyone’s. That’s what her alleged date with Saul had been about—taking her first tentative steps out into the world of men since her awful abduction—but she was light years away from being ready for a commitment.
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