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Violence (not between main characters)

Attempted rape

Attempted murder

Attempted removal of unborn child from mother’s stomach

Suicide 

Cheating—married couple; however, her husband is responsible for people trying to kill her, so she can’t easily get a divorce
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I pulled into the garage and grabbed my purse from the passenger seat as the garage door closed behind me. I got out, not immediately noticing the man until he stepped out of the shadows and stood in front of me as I neared the front of the car. I gasped and clutched a hand to my chest, fear rushing through me as I tried to step away from him. 

“Are you Charlie?” he asked, his voice deep and menacing as he cocked his head to the side and studied me. His eyes traveled slowly down my body, lingering on my very swollen stomach. The teardrop tattoo beneath his eye crinkled as he grinned, pure evil radiating off of him. 

I shook my head, not denying that I was Charlie, but more so in disbelief that this was happening. He wasn’t anyone that I had seen around town before, which, given how many tattoos he had that covered his neck and arms, I would have known if I had seen him before. 

“My boss said you would be worth it, but I wasn’t sure what he meant. Now that I see you, I understand.” He licked his lips as his hand shot out and grabbed me by the throat, pinning me against the side of my SUV. 

My hands instinctively reached up, trying to pull his hand away, but he was too strong as he leaned in, putting his full weight on me. I held back the disgust as I felt the thick bulge of his erection as he rubbed it against my thigh. 

“Take whatever you want,” I gasped, struggling to get the words out as he pressed tighter on my throat. “We don’t have much. Take what you want. Just please don’t hurt me.”

“What I want is your baby.”

My eyes widened with fear as I shook my head. 

“No.”

His eyes narrowed as anger flashed in them before his fist struck me across the face. 

“I wasn’t asking.”

Tears trailed down my cheeks as the pain spread quickly. Blood trickled down my face, but I wasn’t sure where it came from. He let go as he stepped back and reached behind his back to retrieve a knife. I knew I would be dead if I tried to make a run for it, even though he was clearly taking his time torturing me. 

“Please! Don’t!” I cried, my body trembling with fear as he grabbed me by the throat again and pulled me toward him. “Don’t do this!” 

He ignored my pleas as he dragged me across the garage to where there was a space on the floor and shoved me down on my back. 

“It will be over before you know it,” he said, standing above me as the knife glistened in the light hanging over us. 

“She’s not ready. She won’t survive if you take her out now. She needs a few more months. Please!” Tears ran down my face as I tried to move away from him before my back hit a wall. “Don’t do this. Don’t take her from me! I’ll give you anything you want; please don’t do this.”

“Unfortunately, your husband already made a deal, and my boss isn’t the kind of guy who takes no for an answer.”

Bile rose in the back of my throat as I thought about Jason and how he could do something like this. I knew he had a gambling problem and that it had recently gotten out of control, but I would never have expected him to sink as low as offering his unborn child as payment for the debt he owed.  

“I can get the money he owes. I just need a little time to start selling stuff. Please. There has to be another way,” I begged, panicking as he crouched down in front of me. “Please.”

“I gotta say, I like it when women beg. Maybe I’ll stick around and have a little fun with you once I’m done collecting what your husband owes. I bet that pussy is real tight, isn’t it?” He leaned down, his breath hot against my ear as he spoke. He pressed the tip of the knife against the side of my stomach as his other hand wrapped around my throat again. 

I stayed still, trying not to provoke him because it wasn’t just my life that was in danger. She wasn’t even born yet, but I would do everything in my power to protect my daughter. 

“Is that what you want? For me to fuck that pussy the way you need, since we both know how useless and pathetic your husband is? Do you need a big, thick dick to get you off?”

I tried to swallow down the nausea that was rising to the surface once he let go of my throat and  his fingers trailed down the side of my arm. My skin prickled as goosebumps spread across it, the threat of death sounding more appealing than whatever he was conjuring up in that sick brain of his. 

“I’ll take your silence as my answer,” he growled, hitting me across the face again before dragging the knife across my stomach. 

I screamed, a sharp, piercing sound that echoed through the garage as the sharp, burning pain spread through me. My eyes widened in horror as I felt the heat of blood as it spread across my shirt quickly. I had no idea how deep he had cut me or if he had hurt the baby. Even if it wasn’t deep enough to get the baby out, it was still a cut that could get infected and put her life at risk. 

“That was just to get us started. Next time I ask you if you want my hard dick inside of you, answer me.” He pressed the knife against my stomach again, cutting slowly into it as he kept his weight on me. 

I looked around frantically, desperate to find something to use as a weapon to get him off of me. 

He dug deeper, moving the knife deliberately as he watched me bleed. 

I knew I only had seconds before it was too late. I had to do something. Anything. There was no way that I was going to give in and let him take my baby from me while I bled out on the garage floor. 

Knowing that Jason had something to do with this sent a flurry of rage seeping through me as fire singed my blood. I would make him pay for this. I would make sure that he never had another chance to hurt my daughter or me.

I shook my head, forcing myself to focus as he continued cutting my stomach. To my left was a rusty nail. It wasn’t much, but it was the only option. 

My hand darted out as I stretched the best I could, given that he still had most of his weight holding me down. I grunted as I pushed further, feeling the sharp pain as the knife went deeper into my stomach as I pulled away from him. I felt the tears prickle my eyes as I grabbed the nail and whipped my hand around as quickly as I could, stabbing him right in the eye as he looked up to see what I was doing.

“You stupid fucking bitch,” he yelled, dropping the knife as he stumbled to the side and crouched down, holding his eye.

Once he was off of me, I scrambled away and rushed to stand up. My heart hammered loudly in my ears as I looked around for something else to use. If I wanted to get away, I was going to have to do more than just stab him in the eye. I didn’t have much time, given the amount of blood I was losing from the cut to my stomach. I was going to have to hurt him badly enough that he wouldn’t be able to get up and come after me, or kill him. My stomach soured at the thought, but I pushed it aside, relying on my survival instincts to kick in. 

On the other side of my car was a rack with various dumbbell weights that Jason occasionally used. I grabbed the biggest one I could hold, which was barely five pounds, and rushed over to him, swinging it as a sickening thud rang out in the room when it collided with his head. His body crumpled to the floor in front of me as he lay lifeless. Whether he was dead or not, I didn’t know. But I also didn’t have the time to stand around and find out. If I was going to escape, I needed to act quickly. 

I quietly opened the door from the garage into the house and stopped for a second to listen for the sound of voices. Jason was supposed to be at work, but that didn’t mean anything. Obviously, this guy had been given access to our house to try to kill me and take my baby, so I had no idea who or what else might be waiting for me. 

I tiptoed around the corner and went into our bedroom, locking the door behind me. I checked the bathroom and closet quickly to make sure no one was in there before rushing back to the bathroom and lifting my blood-soaked shirt to examine my stomach. There were several deep cuts, but the bleeding wasn’t as bad as it had been a few minutes ago, so I was thankful that it didn’t appear that I would need stitches. While it felt worse than it looked, I was relieved that he wasted so much of his time torturing me rather than actually doing the job he had been sent to do. Never in my life had I felt more protected by a guardian angel than I had in that moment. 

There wasn’t time to stop and take care of my stomach, so I grabbed a duffel bag from under the bed and began filling it with clothes and first aid supplies. I had no idea where I was going, but I knew I couldn’t come back without risking my life. I had to pack with the intention of never coming back to this house, ever again. Whoever Jason was working with was ruthless, and they would make sure the job was finished, especially if I killed one of their guys. I grabbed a few pictures from my nightstand and tucked them into the bag, reminding myself that I didn’t have time to stop and be emotional. If I wanted to survive, I had to keep moving. 

We had a small safe in our closet, but I knew it would be empty. Nothing was safe around Jason these days, especially money. Thankfully, he didn’t know about the secret one I had hidden behind the shoe rack that I installed shortly after finding out about his gambling problem. I opened it and pulled out the stack of cash I had been saving for a rainy day, not knowing that I would now be heading into the biggest storm of my life. 
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I walked through the door of a rundown-looking bar, thankful for the warm air that rushed over me once I was inside. I kept my head down and walked toward the bar in the back as I ignored the curious looks I got from those sitting at the tables around me. It was a small town, so it shouldn’t have surprised me that everyone would stop what they were doing the second a stranger walked in.  

“Hi. Can I get a glass of iced tea, please?” I asked as I attempted to climb onto the barstool. I avoided looking at the man behind the bar as he studied me intently. I adjusted my hair, trying to pull it over my shoulders in an attempt to hide the bruises along my throat. The last thing I needed was for anyone to start asking questions about how they got there. 

“Iced tea?” he asked, his deep voice surprising me enough to get me to look up at him.

I nodded my head and then quickly looked away before he could say anything else.

He grabbed a pitcher from behind the bar and filled a glass before setting it in front of me.

“Thank you.” I grabbed the glass and held it between my hands for a few seconds to let the cold calm my nerves a bit. “Is there a restroom I can use?”

That was my only reason for stopping here, and had there been anything else around, I would have gone there instead. But the snow was falling faster than I could clear the windshield, and I knew this might be my last chance to stop somewhere safely before I had to get back on the road and pray to get to the next state safely. I had been driving for the past five days, making sure to go through as many towns as possible and stopping only in big cities where everyone was too busy to notice me. I slept as much as I could in the car, finding hotels or parking lots that were full so I could blend in easily. 

“In the back by the window,” he replied, pointing in the general direction.

I attempted to smile as I struggled to get off the barstool, but it hurt. Everything in my body hurt.  

I was pleasantly surprised that it was a single-person restroom so I could have a few minutes to myself without worrying about anyone else walking in. My eyes quickly scanned the bruises on my face, hating that even the best makeup in the world hadn’t been enough to hide them. They hurt like hell, but being pregnant meant that I was cautious about what I took for the pain. I no longer had the luxury of going to see a doctor when I needed to, so I was entirely responsible for keeping my baby girl safe until she decided it was time to come. 

I rubbed a hand over my stomach, wincing when my shirt pulled across the tender spot where I had been cut. I let out a shuddered breath and stepped away from the sink before I gave in and allowed myself to break down like I wanted to. I didn’t have time to fall apart ever because I was now a single mom on the run with my unborn child. Life just got more complicated than I had ever dreamed. 

I used the restroom and washed my hands, then opened the door to find a woman waiting on the other side. Her eyes narrowed on me as her jaw tightened. I looked away as I felt her taking me in, noting every bruise and cut on my body that I had tried to hide.  

“Sorry,” I apologized awkwardly. It wasn’t like she had knocked or anything, so I really didn’t need to apologize. But the way her icy blue eyes burned into mine made me take a step back. It was like being an animal in the wild and having her assert her dominance over me. Thankfully, this was just a quick stop in a small town I would never see again, so it didn’t matter. I had bigger things to worry about. 

“It’s all yours.” 

I stepped out of the bathroom and ignored the heat of her gaze as it stayed on me while I made my way back to where my drink was sitting. I had no intention of actually drinking it, especially since I had walked away and didn’t have any way of knowing whether it had been tampered with. I had no idea how deep the trouble Jason was in, which meant I couldn’t trust anyone or anything. While this seemed like an innocent place to stop, that didn’t mean it was. For all I knew, they could have been tracking me and sent someone to intercept me before I reached the next big town. 

“How much do I owe you for the tea?” I asked, pulling my wallet out of my purse. I was running low on cash but couldn’t risk using any of my credit cards. I didn’t want to make it easy for them to find me, and tracking my credit cards would be a sure-fire way to know exactly where I had been. I would need to get food later, so splurging for tea wasn’t the best use of what money I had left, but I also couldn’t ignore when nature called. 

“It’s on the house,” he responded, resting his hands on the bar as he leaned in and pinned me with a look.

I swallowed hard, trying to look away, but I couldn’t. It was like he had me in some trance, and I couldn’t break free. But the last thing that I needed was for anyone in this bar to remember what I looked like or to be able to say that I had been there.

“Thank you.” I turned to leave but stopped when his words made me freeze.

“Whatever you’re running from won’t find you here,” he said so matter-of-factly that it made my heart stutter. I slowly turned to face him, assuming I had heard him wrong. 

“What makes you think I’m running from something?”

He leaned against the counter behind him and folded his arms over his chest.

“You’re clearly not from around here. You ordered a drink that you didn’t touch so that you could use the restroom before trying to rush out of here. You’re covered in bruises and blood that I’m guessing is from a wound you haven’t seen a doctor about, given the way you wince every time you move. You have bags under your eyes that say you haven’t slept since you decided to run, probably because you’re constantly looking over your shoulder.”

The door opened, crashing against the wall on a gust of wind, making me startle as a gasp slipped out. 

“And you freak out the moment the door opens because you don’t know who is going to be on the other side,” he added, giving me a pointed look. 

I swallowed hard and pressed my lips together. Shit. I really sucked at trying not to be obvious or going unnoticed. 

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I lied, the words burning my throat as my nose stung from trying not to cry.

“Fine. If you’re not running, then come sit down and have dinner. It’s on the house.”

My stomach growled at the thought of something other than the junk food I had been eating from random gas stations along the way. I missed real food. 

“I can’t,” I said, hesitating instead of just getting the hell out of there like I needed to. “I have to go.”

It was true, yet I didn’t know what was stopping me from leaving. It was like my feet were glued to the floor, refusing to take another step into the unknown. While this place was also the unknown, there was something about it that felt somewhat calm... and safe. 

“I hate to break it to you, but you’re not going anywhere for a few days at minimum,” the woman from the bathroom said, walking past me and taking the seat where I had been sitting at the bar. She pinned me with a look as she picked up my iced tea and took a long sip of it. 

I worked my jaw back and forth as I watched her. I was too tired to try to get into things with her, let alone over stupid stuff. 

“And why is that?” I questioned, hating the attention currently on me. So much for keeping my head down and staying unnoticed. But I needed to know why exactly she thought I wasn’t going anywhere for a few days. Was she part of the whole baby-stealing operation? Or was this something darker, and I stepped into the wrong small town, where they were going to keep me there until they got what they wanted from me?

“Because that storm is just barely getting started. We’re about to have one of the biggest blizzards we’ve ever seen, which means all roads in and out of town will be shut down,” she replied matter-of-factly. 

I blew out a breath, feeling more relieved than I should because getting stranded in the middle of nowhere during a blizzard wasn’t something I needed on top of everything else. But it was also nice to know that they didn’t have plans to rip me apart and take my baby. Or at least they didn’t seem to... for now. 

“Great. That’s just great, given that I don’t even know where I am,” I admitted, trying to keep from looking at the attractive man behind the counter who was still watching me. 

“Nowhere.” The woman smiled, but it didn’t feel genuine.

“Nowhere?” I arched an eyebrow, not having the time or patience for her to bullshit me. My nerves were shot, I was exhausted, and my stomach growled loudly, reminding me that I had been neglecting basic human functioning for the past few days. 

“Nowhere, Colorado.”

“This tiny town is seriously called Nowhere?” While I knew I had crossed into Colorado at some point, I seriously doubted they would name a town something as silly as Nowhere. 

“Yes.” She pressed her lips together and raised her eyebrows as she challenged me to continue questioning it. 

“A lot of people don’t know that this town exists,” the guy behind the bar said. “We like it that way.”

“That seems odd. Why wouldn’t you guys want people to know about your town? Don’t small towns thrive off of people visiting them?” I asked, not sure I really wanted the answer.

“Because people don’t come to Nowhere to settle down and start families. They come here to be forgotten,” the woman answered. 

As she turned her head, I noticed a long, jagged scar that ran down her neck. 
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I tried to mind my business and give her space as she devoured the grilled cheese like it was her last meal, but seeing a pregnant woman covered in bruises did things to me. Like make my blood boil hotter than the tomato soup I made to go with her sandwich. 

The bar had died down as everyone tried to make it home before the storm. I had a million and one questions I wanted to ask the beautiful stranger in front of me, but I kept my distance as she continued to look around, fully guarded every time the door opened. 

“Do you want more?” I asked, nodding to the empty plate and bowl in front of her.

“No. Thank you. It was delicious, but I’m beyond full now. How much do I owe you?”

“It’s on the house. Remember?” I tossed the towel over my shoulder and cleared the dishes, setting them in the sink behind me. Eventually, I would run them to the kitchen, but at that moment, I didn’t want to leave and risk her sneaking out. I had no idea where she was trying to go, but I knew she wasn’t going to get there until this storm passed. The least I could do was make sure she didn’t do anything stupid, like try to leave and get stranded somewhere, left to die in the beat-up car she pulled up in earlier. 

“I have money. I can pay.” She reached into her purse and pulled her wallet out when I lifted my hand to stop her.

“I’m not taking your money.”

“Why do I get the feeling that this is a fight I’m not going to win?” She tilted her head and studied me, her gorgeous green eyes shining in the light above where she sat.

“Because you won’t.”

“Okay, but I think your boss might have a different answer if he knew you were giving free food to some stranger who just wandered in.”

“He’d be fine with it.” I fought the urge to smile since she had no idea that I was the boss. 

“Well, then, allow me to get out of your hair so you can finish closing up and get home before that storm gets really bad.” She turned on the barstool, gripping the side of the counter as she tried to get down. 

It wasn’t the first time I’d noticed her wincing when something touched her stomach, and something told me that it wasn’t just her being uncomfortable this late in her pregnancy. I would be willing to bet money that her injuries went further than just the bruises on her face and neck.

“You don’t need to leave,” I said softly, holding her gaze.

“I do. I apparently have no chance of getting out of town with the storm moving in, so I need to see if there’s a cheap hotel where I can get a room.”

“I can already tell you there’s not. The closest hotel is two towns away. You won’t make it there before you get stranded on the side of the road.”

Her eyebrows shot up her forehead as she turned and stared at me in disbelief.

“Are you kidding me?”

“Nope. I told you this town is purposely small. We like it that way.”

“Yeah, but to not have a single hotel? That seems a little crazy.”

“Not when you don’t want outsiders to have a chance to stick around. Forcing them to go two towns over to get a room guarantees that they won’t want to come back here.”

“Well, then, I guess I picked the wrong town to stop and pee in,” she joked, the corners of her lips curling up just a tad into an almost smile.

“Maybe.” I shrugged. “But you picked the right town to hide in.”

A flush of color washed over her face as she quickly looked away from me.

“Look, I don’t know what it is that you’re running from, but I can tell you’re running.” We could continue to skirt over the obvious all night, but I was tired of acting like I didn’t know what was really going on. I came around the bar and stood in front of her. 

“Trust me when I tell you that you’re safe here. You can stop looking over your shoulder as if you’re expecting the worst to happen. Whoever you’re running from isn’t going to find you here.”

“How can you be so sure of that?”

“Because I’ve lived here a long time, and I’ve seen plenty of people come and go from Nowhere. Those who are new don’t tend to stick around.”

“Unfortunately, the people who are after me aren’t the kind of people who scare easily. And I have something they want, which means they’re not going to stop until they get it.” She rubbed a hand protectively over the top of her stomach before wincing and pulling away. 

“They won’t find you here,” I assured her. “Not with that storm moving in. You’re safe here. I promise. Take a few days to rest and reset before you take off again.”

She took a deep breath in and slowly let it out through pursed lips.

“I’m eight months pregnant and stranded in the world’s smallest town with below-freezing temperatures and not enough gas to keep the car running long enough to keep me warm tonight. I’m not sure which part of that is supposed to make me feel safe.”

My eyebrows rose as I stared at her in disbelief.

“You’ve been sleeping in your car?”

She nodded but looked away. 

“I didn’t have anywhere else to go. Even if I had the money to get a room somewhere, I would have to use a credit card, which would let them trace my activity and see where I’ve been. I needed to save what cash I had left for food and gas.”

I tilted my head back and scrubbed a hand down my face. This was so much worse than I expected.

“Yeah, well, that all ends now,” I said, trying to keep my voice level so I didn’t show my frustration or scare her.

“What does?”

“You sleeping in your car.”

“I hate to break it to you, but that’s literally my only option. You said it yourself that the closest hotel is two towns away and that I won’t make it in this weather.”

“And I meant it. You won’t.”

“Then what are you proposing I do?” She put her hand on her hip and studied me. “There was literally nothing around here when I stopped. Where do you expect me to sleep if not in my car?”

“You’ll stay here. With me.”
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“I’m sorry,” I stammered, my eyebrows raised in surprise. “What did you just say?”

“I said that you’ll stay here with me.” He rocked back on his heels as if this wasn’t earth-shattering news. 

“I don’t even know your name,” I blurted out as my mind scrambled to make sense of everything. A million things raced through it, but not knowing his name was the only thing it focused on right then. 
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