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Chapter One
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Tired blue eyes stared at the white screen, their gaze unblinking in the twilight. She’d been there, on the veranda, for a long time, and had barely noticed the light slipping away.

“Are you going to call it a night soon?”

The sound of Molly’s mom’s voice stirred her from her self-imposed stupor, and she turned to meet it.

“I guess,” she replied, glancing back to the screen on her lap.

She’d been there for over two hours, but she’d barely managed to write two hundred words. It seemed her muse was on a permanent break.

“Come inside and I’ll fix you something to eat.”

Molly sighed. Ever since she’d flown south to stay with her parents, all her mother wanted to do was feed her. She must have put on ten pounds in a fortnight. 

“I’m fine, thanks, Mom.” The reply barely disguised her weariness.

The older woman stalked toward her, resting her arm against the back of the ancient rocking chair. The piece had been in the Clary family for at least three generations.

“You are not fine, honey. That much has been clear to me and your dad since you came down here.”

Molly gazed up at her mother, eyeing the concern that was etched into her face. For a moment, all other thoughts were abandoned apart from the angst she had inadvertently caused her parents. She recalled the way her mom had looked at her when she’d arrived in England before the trial. The way she had hugged her, and the way her dad had cried on the phone. She’d never known him to show any emotion before, but on that day in London he had sobbed like a baby, utterly unable to speak when Molly had taken the phone from her mom. Molly felt the weight of guilt tighten inside her. Her therapist had said those feelings were to be expected, but every time she looked into her mom’s eyes, she swore she could drown in the guilt.

She closed the laptop, leaving it on the chair as she rose to give her mother a hug. “I’m okay,” she told her in the most convincing voice she could muster. “I’ll be okay. Just give me some time.”

Her mom was nodding as she drew away, but Molly could see the tears in her eyes. 

“I just can’t help thinking about it.” Her voice was barely audible. “Everything you went through over there.”

Molly turned away from the crying woman. She had become detached from the emotion, and found she hadn’t been able to cry since the trial collapsed. It was a shame it hadn’t fallen apart a little earlier. Then she could have saved her parents from hearing any of the details of what had transpired between Connor and herself, but apparently that wasn’t possible. Connor’s last act of torture had been to bestow that little gift upon her, and now every time she looked into her mother’s eyes she could see the hurt as the older woman imagined what the court had described. The details had sounded so cold in the London courtroom. The smallest gestures and sensations reduced to a clinical analysis by the state’s lawyer. Molly remembered how ill she’d felt in those days, despite the support of those who had flown all those miles to stand by her side.

She also recalled Connor, his memory emblazoned into her mind for all time. It had been weeks since she’d seen him at that point, months even, and then suddenly there he was, sauntering into the courtroom. His gaze seemed to find her immediately, as though he was tuned into her body somehow, and then, once the connection had been reignited, it was impossible to ignore. Those dazzling green eyes had drilled into her, undressing and disabling her in the way only he could. Connor had seen her at her most fraught and vulnerable, he’d reduced her to a thing, there for his amusement, but he’d also set her world on fire in ways a lawyer could never understand, let alone describe in a courtroom. 

But Molly knew and Molly understood, and as she gazed into his face, she knew Connor was aware, too. Whatever happened in that courtroom, whatever the verdict, they couldn’t take that away from them. That connection would be there forever.

No law could erase what had taken place; no authority could lessen its impact. 

Worse than all of that though, had been Molly’s anxiety about what other people thought. Could they tell when they looked into her eyes? Could they see Molly’s devotion to the man who had captured and held her? Was it obvious? Based on the way her parents had arranged therapy almost as soon as the plane had touched down on American soil, she had to assume that the answer was yes.

“Molly?”

Her mom’s croaky voice burst the bubble of Molly’s thoughts, and she forced a smile in response.

“It’s over now,” Molly reassured her with a gentle squeeze of her shoulder. Reaching for her laptop, she pulled her mom in close and directed her back inside the house. “It’s like the therapist has been telling me, we all have to put it behind us.”

Her mother nodded as they reached the doorway. “You’re right, sweetheart,” she murmured. “I’m so proud of you, and how strong you’ve been, and you’re right. It is over, and it’s time to move forward.”

Molly watched as her mom disappeared inside, hesitating for a moment against the door frame.

“I’ll warm some milk for you.” The sound of her mother’s voice reverberated down the corridor. “You can take it to bed with some cookies.”

“Great, thanks,” Molly sighed as she gazed out into the evening sky. 

The darkness had come abruptly, as it always seemed to now, seizing the light and casting it away. It was at times like this that she missed Connor the most. It seemed like his calling card was everywhere; the beauty of the night, and the sudden chill in the air. She imagined his arms around her, the touch of his hand against her skin. Whether he was punishing or caressing, there had been an odd reassurance about the contact. Molly closed her eyes, focusing on the memory of that feeling. She would probably never have that again, and each day it seemed like the recollection slipped a little further away from her.

“Come inside, Molly!” It was her father this time. “Tell me about your day.”

Molly blinked into the darkness, unsure how to respond. Now that she was back, it seemed her parents wanted to treat her like a little girl again, in some desperate attempt to protect her. But it was too late.

“I’m coming,” she cried back without turning her head.

The last thing she wanted to do was tell him about her day. There was absolutely nothing to say anyway. Writer’s block had hit her like a freight train since she’d come back to America, and since the majority of her friends were based up in Pennsylvania, most days now consisted of walking her hometown and staring at the damn laptop. If life in England with Connor had been a prison, then this was fast turning into one, too. She might be able to dress, and walk on two feet and leave the house here, but it was becoming obvious that was where the autonomy ended. There was no liberation in this freedom, only a vacuum where her life had once been.

Where Connor had been.

“Your milk is ready,” her mom called.

Molly drew in a deep breath, steeling herself to go and feign some resemblance of normality with her parents. She knew what she had to do to get through, minute by minute, and hour by hour. Breathe, wash, dress, eat; she observed the functionality of life like it was her new religion, but beyond that, there was nothing. Her heart no longer picked up its pace when her favorite songs came on the radio; she no longer saw the beauty in the local countryside. Everything was bland, boring and lacking in meaning without Connor, and there was no getting past it. Her therapist, Mrs. Rosen had told her to be patient; to give herself time, but it had been nearly seven months already. How long did it take to move on with what was left of her life? How long could she expect to look in the mirror and see his face smiling back at her? 

She couldn’t write without him either, that much was obvious and completely debilitating. Either she’d lost her mind completely or Connor had sucked every ounce of color from her life. Whichever fate was true, Molly was fucked.

Her words to her mother echoed through her mind at that moment. 

“We have to put it all behind us...”

She snorted at the thought, shaking her head into the dark street beyond her parents’ porch. Mrs. Rosen knew nothing, and sadly neither did her mom and dad. There was no putting Connor Reilly behind her, and Molly knew it. He had made sure of that the day he’d absconded from custody. There was to be no justice for her, no closure, no end to the memories that haunted her, and in her heart, she knew the truth. No quantity of time could erase them. Nothing would make a difference.

“He haunts me still,” she whispered, unaware that she had said the words out loud until their resonance stirred her from her private musings.

She shivered at the sound, and Molly knew it wasn’t just the evening air which had caused the response. Connor did haunt her. He was still out there somewhere, and this would never be over.
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Chapter Two


[image: ]




The sun rose over the city, lighting the dirty river Thames until it almost seemed beautiful. Almost. Connor was rather like the river himself. He could appear to be dazzling and flawless, but beneath the façade lurked a dark monster few knew, and even fewer understood.

Molly had understood. The tiny taunting voice in his mind sounded almost depressed as it goaded him, and he sighed at the reality of its words.

“Problem, Connor?”

Connor turned to find his brother, Dalton, leaning against the expensive doorframe. Everything here was overpriced, as though spending too much money was a guarantee of quality. Connor scoffed at the idea, missing the simplicity of his little house in Essex. He’d never understood the notion of grandeur. Just because you had money didn’t mean you had to flaunt it; it was classless and unnecessary.

“I’m just thinking,” he replied as Dalton sauntered into the empty boardroom. 

“Better late than never,” quipped his brother.

Connor threw him a glare, but it softened as Dalton’s face came into view at the window.

“Did you miss this place?” he asked, sensing that his joke hadn’t gone down too well.

“Not especially,” sighed Connor. “I liked it where I was. I liked the solitude.”

Now it was Dalton’s turn to snort. “Solitude?” he repeated. “More like, you liked the naked American sex slave you had leashed in your bedroom.”

Connor smiled at the mental image he painted. “Yeah, that too,” he agreed. “I definitely miss that.”

“We know where she ended up.” Dalton’s tone was casual, but one look at his face told Connor that this was the reason he’d joined him here. This was the information he wanted to relay. “If you’re interested?”

Connor eyed him for a moment longer. He’d known Dalton forever, and after their parents had died, they’d been almost inseparable. He had been the first person he’d called after the life had slipped from Lydia, and the one he’d called again after her sister had come digging around. Connor couldn’t remember for the life of him why he hadn’t called Dalton when the detectives had first shown up at his door all those months ago. He should have done, but that was the Molly effect. She had come along and changed everything.

“I know where she is,” he answered after a lengthy pause. “She’s living with her parents. She flew back there after a period in Pennsylvania, and before that she was hauled up in so-called protective custody, not so far away from here actually.”

Dalton laughed. “I knew you’d been paying attention, brother.”

“Of course,” replied Connor with a shrug. “I was in trouble, but I didn’t lose it completely.”

“Are you ready to talk about it?”

The question caught him off-guard. They were members of The Syndicate, one of the highest level criminal organizations in the world. Talking wasn’t usually top on their list of priorities.

“There’s not much to say,” he lied. “I did my homework, but I never counted on the feelings that would develop. It was unsettling.”

“I bet,” came the reply, but it didn’t carry the cocky overtone Connor had expected. “Do you miss her?” Dalton asked, turning to glance out at the river. “I mean, if you could, would you have her back?”

In a heartbeat, answered the voice in his head.

“Perhaps.” He heard the word coming from his lips and wondered whether Dalton had believed him. “But she’s out of the country now, and I’m stuck here in my own fucking protective custody. Fat chance of hopping on a plane to Louisiana anytime soon.”

That part was the truth at least, and they both knew it. The Syndicate had acted as it always did when one of their own was in trouble. It had worked to get him out as soon as possible. They had members in every powerful structure of society. They infiltrated politics, commerce, the police and the military. It was easy enough to bribe and manipulate the right people into lubricating the wheels, and if for some reason that didn’t work, The Syndicate had no qualms about force and coercion. The London division had sprung into life quickly after Connor’s arrest, and after a hellish period in prison, they had finally broken him out en-route from the courthouse. He still wasn’t sure why it had taken so long to free him, but Connor had the distinct impression it was all part of Morrison’s plan. 

To teach him a lesson.

Helping him escape had been the good news, the easy part. The bad news was that, in the short-term, Connor was effectively under house arrest. His face and name were emblazoned at the top of every security watch list, and he needed to lay low for a while until things cooled off. And just because this new prison was six-star luxury, it didn’t make it any less of a jail.

“Morrison could make it happen.” Dalton’s words interrupted his thoughts, drawing Connor’s attention back to his face,

“Sure,” he concurred, “but so what? He’s still pissed at me. He’s not going to be doing me any favors.”

“He’ll come around,” countered his brother. “He just doesn’t understand your attraction to the girl. You know what Morrison prefers. He likes variety.”

“A different escort every night, you mean?” Connor snorted in response.

Dalton smirked at his comment, but chose not to argue. “Each to his own, mate,” he chuckled. “He’s not into all the same shit as us, but you know, he respects it.”

Connor nodded. He understood everyone had their own tastes, and he also knew that Dalton’s were scarily in line with his own kinks.

“What was she like?” Dalton’s question took Connor by surprise. “I mean, I know she writes all that kinky shit, but was she into it, too? Would she have lived with you that way if the fuzz hadn’t caught up with you?”

Connor closed his eyes as the queries washed over him. He had tried not to dwell on the memories in the last few months. He knew there was no benefit to them, but boy, it was hard to get past the memory of Molly Clary, and the image of her plugged, bare behind just kept flooding back to him.

“She was really something.” His voice sounded croaky and almost emotional as he relayed his feelings on the subject. “As close to perfection as I dared to hope for.”

“Fuck,” Dalton replied, pressing his palm outstretched against the glass. “No wonder you’re down about letting her slip through your fingers then. I mean, I saw her picture in the papers; she was pretty gorgeous.”

Fucking gorgeous, corrected the voice in his mind, although he didn’t allow the words to reach his lips.

“Yeah,” agreed Connor. “Molly was something, but I fucked up, and I let her get away. And now I have to spend the next year of my life hauled up here with you lot.”

Dalton burst into rounds of spontaneous laughter. “Oh, come on,” he replied playfully. “It’s not so bad, is it? I can get you something to fill the hours if you’re bored. Alicia is back in London this week. Shall I have her brought to you?”

Connor’s mind flitted to the memory of the last time he’d laid eyes on Alicia. Leggy and tanned, she was quite the picture, especially when she was on the end of your cock, but even the thought of her tight pussy wasn’t enough to expel the memories of Molly. “Nah, I’m good, thanks,” he responded. “Why don’t you play with her instead? I always thought she was more your type.”

Dalton smiled, turning his attention back to Connor again. “Yeah, she is,” he mumbled in agreement. “Hell, maybe I will, especially while Amy’s away. Abstinence has never really been my style.”

“Mine neither,” sighed Connor.

But then, there had never been anyone like Molly before.
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Chapter Three
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A couple of days had passed since Molly last tried to write. The impetus to create was apparently lost, but the reason wasn’t unknown to her. The reason was Connor. Before she had encountered him on that fateful day in London, her words had flown from her head faster than her fingertips could keep up. She had met deadlines with ease, conjuring new plotlines and characters on an almost weekly basis. Things had been good then, simple, but of course, Molly hadn’t known it. It took the events of one dank, London street to play out, and the unfolding story between her and her captor, for her to appreciate the contrast.

When she’d been under his control, everything was different. She’d had no free will about her writing then, and she’d written on demand whenever he ordered it. Connor had even taken away her privileges to write when he was pissed with her, and in many ways that hurt more than his paddle or his damn cage. Writing had been her outlet, her oxygen, and Connor took that away and changed it; dirtying it in that way that he did. That way which had always made him so hard and Molly so wet. She sighed at the memory, blinking up into the darkness of her old bedroom. She recalled not only the times he had prohibited her from writing, but also the times he commanded it. Chained to that little chair, she had written for him on countless occasions, penning their tale as though her life depended on it. And when those words had come, they couldn’t stop. She had bled for that man, giving him more than just her body. She had given him a little piece of her soul, too, because that’s what her words represented, and with that effort, she had begun to give him something even more precious than that. 

The days in the run-up to his arrest had been different, and Molly recalled them with striking clarity. Connor was less the monster then and more the man, and for the first time, he’d started to open up, taking the time to tell her how he felt. And then there was the bombshell he’d dropped just the day before he’d been caught. The truth about Lydia. This man who had denigrated Molly, and turned her whole world upside down, had admitted that he’d killed his old girlfriend, strangling her with his own bare hands no less. Molly had seen those hands, she’d watched the way they bound ropes, the ease with which they took down a group of men on the street in London, and she’d felt both their harsh slaps and their gentle caresses against her skin. She knew them, or she thought she had known them, but she never foresaw their greatest sin. He had murdered Lydia, a woman she had never even met, but one who had catered to his tastes before her, and somehow, Connor had gotten away with it.

None of it made sense to Molly, not even now that she was thousands of miles away, but worst of all was the deceit that she carried in the pit of her belly. It burned away inside of her, like a living thing scratching around to be free. And it was alive; her guilt was real. Molly had been interviewed by the police for hours about her abduction. She’d been asked hundreds of questions about Connor, about the place he’d held her and about his old lover Lydia, and in all that time, she had never revealed his secret. If she had breathed even one word of his confession to the police, she was sure they’d have had enough evidence to put him away for life, but she never did. Even now, no one else knew the admission he’d made to her that day in his bedroom, and she suspected nobody ever would. 

Why had she not spoken up? Why protect the man who had held her captive? A man who was now in hiding from the law, and could very well be watching her all over again.

Molly shuddered as the questions washed over her. She knew very well what the answer was, but the truth wasn’t pretty, and it didn’t make her sorrowful reality any brighter. Molly had started to fall for the guy. She had feelings for him, and she knew how messed up that made her. Stockholm Syndrome was what Mrs. Rosen had called it when Molly had hinted at her affection for Connor, and just the term had been enough to make her change the subject. Is that what this really was, she wondered? A deep-rooted psychological attachment to the dangerous man who had caught and trapped her? She didn’t have an answer for that question, but the heaviness of the guilt about Lydia was a burden she didn’t think she could ever cast off. Rather than feel shame on the subject, Molly only felt weary, a weighty exhaustion that no amount of sleep could ever replenish. Not that she could ever sleep anymore.

She rolled onto her right side, blinking at the red numbers on the digital clock. It was 3:24 in the morning, and for the tenth consecutive night since she arrived at her parents’ home, she couldn’t sleep. Every time she closed her eyes, Connor was there. She could smell the scent of his breath and sense his looming figure in the corner of the room, but of course, that was absurd. He wasn’t there. Fuck knows where he was now, but he sure as hell wasn’t in the swamps of Louisiana.

For the thousandth time, Molly’s mind darted back to the final time she had seen him in court. Less than half an hour later he would be broken out of the security van transporting him from court back to prison by God knew who. Had he known then that it would be his last time in the courtroom? The last time he would ever lay eyes on her? She wasn’t sure, but she wished she’d have been given a head’s up. If she had known, she’d have taken the time to really look at his face, and take in the fine form of his ass as it swaggered past her to his seat.

“Fuck!” She spat the word out into the darkness as though it was a weapon. “What the fuck is wrong with me?”

It was an odd thing to say when the answer was so very obvious, but Molly couldn’t control the waves of frustration which seemed to reverberate from her. She was so down, and so tired, and so exasperated. It was like living on a treadmill, lurching from one basic routine to the next, and she hated it. She hated what she’d become. She hated what little life she had now that she had found her so-called freedom.

“Some fucking freedom,” she muttered darkly as she switched on her bedside light.

She had to get past this. She had to start writing again, and she had to get back to Pennsylvania. Back to a resemblance of a normal life. Back to Hannah, back to her author friends, anything which could offer her focus instead of the daily haunting. But as she grabbed her laptop from the counter, her mind was already in overdrive. Even if she could find her muse again, she didn’t know if it would be enough to exorcise the ghost of Connor. Molly had the feeling he would be a shadow she could never shake off.
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Chapter Four
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He’d been summoned to Morrison’s office. The idea that a man like Connor could be summoned anywhere made his fists clench and his jaw tighten, but there it was. For the time being at least, he existed only in this world, and The Syndicate was run by Saul Morrison.

Stalking into the elevator, he caught sight of himself in the mirrored cubicle. On the surface he looked good. Back in the obligatory expensive suit, his body looked fine, and his hair and skin had benefitted from the treatments the in-house spa had given him, but beneath the surface was another story. He pressed the button for Morrison’s office. The London division was housed in one of the swankiest tower blocks in the city, and Morrison’s nest was right at the top. As the doors slid closed, Connor blinked at his reflection. Dark green eyes stared back at him. He looked tired, despite the fact he’d been getting more sleep here than he’d got for months in prison. But no amount of sleep could compensate for the loss he felt without his little kitten.

Molly.

Once upon a time it had been Lydia who had plagued him, but it was Molly who haunted him now. Fuck, Connor thought as he recalled the night he’d seen Lydia’s ghost at the house before his whole plan went to shit. He must have been losing his fucking mind that day, and yet somehow, it hadn’t seemed to matter then. Nothing had mattered when Molly was there. Her presence had soothed him. Chaining and degrading her had centered him, and claiming her had been the greatest high of his life. Even when the chains had become less important, at the end, she was still magnificent, her presence essential somehow to his well-being. That little pet had become the focus of his entire world, and fuck, how he missed her. That’s how it was meant to be. They were meant to be together, and every moment without Molly was painful in a way it was almost impossible for him to describe. Connor had never experienced loss like it. He’d been young when his parents had died, and he’d used women and alcohol to dull out the loss as the years passed. When he’d snubbed out Lydia’s fire, he’d barely registered any emotions at all. It meant he was completely ill-equipped to manage feelings like this. Especially in a place like The Syndicate.

The sound of the elevator drew his attention to the doors, which slid open behind him. Turning, Connor paced down the luxurious corridor. The whole place was wood-paneled, with dark scarlet carpet underfoot. On the walls hung large works of art. Connor had no doubt that they cost a fortune, but as his gaze scanned over their brush strokes, he was devoid of any sentiment. Art meant nothing to him. He just saw paint on canvas. Nothing beautiful, nothing special, and certainly nothing worth paying huge sums for.

“Mr. Reilly?”

Hilary sat at the desk outside Morrison’s office, long slender legs crossed to reveal her shapely thighs. She was just as he recalled her, and he did recall. Connor remembered the time he had fucked her right over that desk after hours. He recollected how loud she had screamed until he had shoved her silk blouse between her teeth.

“Hilary,” he purred, striding around the desk to reach for her left hand.

The blonde smiled sweetly, permitting him to graze her knuckles with his lips. “Mr. Morrison is expecting you,” she told him as she met his eye. “You can go straight in.”

Connor nodded, releasing his hold on her palm and straightening his lapels as he closed the distance to where the door to Morrison’s office stood waiting. He inhaled as he approached, raising his fist to tap lightly against the oak. Not waiting for a response, he twisted the golden handle, and pushed the door open.

“Reilly, about bloody time.”

Morrison’s voice greeted him in the normal, curt way, and Connor bit back on the cursory reply which formed on his lips.

“Morrison,” he replied, closing the door behind him before he turned to face the older man. “I heard you wanted to see me.”

“You heard right,” came the snarky reply. “Nearly three bloody weeks you’ve been here. Living under my roof, eating at my table, fucking my women, and you don’t even take the time to come and see me.”

Christ, thought Connor as he approached the oversized glass desk which dominated the room. Morrison has clearly been practicing this speech.

“I knew you’d call for me when the time was right,” he countered, “and you know how much I love your hospitality.” 

Connor smirked at his last comment, glancing to Morrison’s unimpressed expression. 

“Cut the crap.” 

The older man’s voice sunk into a low hiss, but Connor didn’t even flinch. Morrison might be in charge, but frankly, he didn’t give a shit. Connor had given more than his fair share to The Syndicate over the years. As far as Connor was concerned, they could mop up his mess and still thank him.

“It’s cut,” he snapped back. “What’s on your mind, Saul?”

Morrison’s eyes widened at the sound of his name, the gesture sending adrenaline rushing through Connor’s body. He felt more alive now than he had for months. If Morrison wanted a fight, then he was ready for one.

“Sit down, Connor,” Morrison sighed as he gestured in the direction of the chair nearest his guest.

It was against his better judgment. Connor preferred to be on his feet, to be ready, but obviously Morrison had something he wanted to get off his chest. Connor edged toward the leather seat slowly, his gaze landing back on the man at the other side of the glass as soon as his backside hit the chair. There was silence for a moment as they both sized up the other. Connor took in the rugged face of the man in charge of this whole enterprise, the closest thing he’d ever really had for a father in his adult life, and for the first time, he realized something. Morrison wasn’t really that much older than him.

“How are you?”

The question came out of the blue, considering the near palpable tension between the two men. How am I? Connor’s mind raced at the insanity of the question. He calls me here after all this time to check on how I am?

“Superb,” he answered dryly. “Thank you for asking.”

Saul Morrison smirked at him from across the expanse of glass. His dark hair might be graying, but those blue eyes were just as playful as Connor recalled. “Same old fucking Connor,” he snorted. “Always got an answer. Until of course, you land your arse back in Her Majesty’s custody.”

Connor exhaled, unaware he’d been holding his breath until that moment. “So, that’s what this is about.” 

“That and then some,” came the response at once. “Do you realize how much hassle it was bribing all those people to bust you out?”

Connor rolled his eyes. “It took you fucking long enough,” he sniped. “I sat rotting in that cell for months, Saul.”

The older man shook his head, but he was still smiling when he replied. “You ungrateful sod. You knew we were on it. I got plenty of messages to you.”

That much at least was true. The Syndicate had moles in every prison, and word had reached Connor about the plan. He just hadn’t expected it to take so long to enact.

“Yeah well, thank you for that,” he murmured at length. 

It was about as contrite as he ever got.

Morrison drew back in his chair, the full weight of his stare on Connor as he appraised him. “You’re one of us,” he concluded. “If you’re in this club, then you’re in it for life. You know that. You bleed for us; we bleed for you.”

Connor nodded. He knew the mantra, having memorized it a long time ago. “We’ve all bled.”

“Yes,” said Morrison, and something about his tone made Connor’s eyes widen. “We have, Connor, but some of us have bled more than others.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

Morrison’s face was calm. “It means this isn’t the first little scrape The Syndicate has had to get you out of, is it, Connor? Wasn’t there the issue of a corpse just a few years ago? I’m pretty sure we took care of that situation, too.”

Connor faltered for a moment, the image of Lydia appearing in his mind’s eye at Morrison’s words. “It’s been a shit couple of years,” he agreed. “And I know you’ve been there for me, Saul, but remember, I gave first blood for you.”

Connor met Saul’s hard, blue stare with his own intense gaze. Both men knew what he was referring to. There should be no need to elaborate.

“Yes, you did,” nodded Morrison in a low tone. “You know I won’t forget that, brother. I always reward loyalty.”

“I know.” Connor’s retort was immediate, and he hesitated, almost uncertain how to proceed for a moment. “You’ve been good to me, Saul. I know that, and I’m grateful. You cut me loose after Jenna. You let me set up on my own.”

Morrison’s face blanched a little at the sound of Jenna’s name, and the fact was not lost on Connor. 

“You deserved it,” he told Connor. “I just wasn’t expecting so many fuck-up’s after that.”

Connor swallowed down the insult. He knew he had to take it for the time being, but he didn’t like it. Still, the urge to fight Morrison was waning, and in its place was a genuine curiosity. If he hadn’t called him here to try and dress him down, then what was this about?

“Things didn’t go as I planned,” he began, considering just how honest he should be with the man who’d probably known him longer than anyone else. Apart from Dalton, of course. “Not the corpse thing. I mean, I didn’t plan that, but you know, shit happens?”

“Yeah,” agreed Morrison in a sincere tone. “It does. So, tell me, what didn’t go as planned? This abduction thing? What the fuck was that, Connor?”

Connor lifted his chin at the barrage of questions. It was the first time he’d really had to explain his thoughts on Molly, and it was perturbing. “It was my pet project,” he replied with a small smile at his own intentional pun.

“So I heard,” exclaimed Morrison, arching his brow at Connor from the other side of the desk. “I didn’t realize how into that shit you were until I read some of the sordid court transcripts.”

“The court knew nothing about it.”

The words were out of his mouth before Connor could stop them, his heart slamming against his ribs as they slipped past his lips. He knew the response was defensive, reckless even, but he couldn’t help himself. Connor had been forced to sit through hours of irrelevant drivel in front of that judge, and at no point had the prosecuting team touched on what was important. On the connection between them, on the fact that she had consented to nearly every sexual act he had ever performed on her, or on the fact that she fucking loved each and every one of them. The court didn’t care about that. It focused on capture and chains and cages, but never once considered the chemistry.

“You tell me then,” Morrison pressed him. “Tell me how it was.”

“Why?” Connor countered. “What’s the point? She’s gone and I’m stuck here.”

Morrison laughed at his performance. “In this hell-hole, you mean?”

That made Connor smile, even though he was still smarting from the memory of Molly. 

“I just want to understand,” Morrison continued. “I’ve seen you with women before. Remember, I know you, Connor. I’ve seen the way you use them like commodities, but that’s not what I’m getting from you now. Explain it to me. Who was this woman, and why was she worth the jail-time?”

Connor’s mind was reeling. Swimming with the answers to Saul’s questions, and the intense recollections of his kitten, he found he couldn’t take a breath for a few moments.

“I dunno,” he replied after a lengthy pause. “It was just something about her. I wanted her, Saul, but not just in the usual way. I had to have her, to own her. Completely.”

He added emphasis to the final word, and the dark expression on Morrison’s face told him he had gotten the point across.

“It sounds like it was pretty bloody serious,” he replied. “I mean, the prosecution had you on all the normal shit, but from what I understand, they’d have been hard-pressed to prove you held her against her will. She seemed shaky on the stand, when you let her talk, that is...”

He was right. Molly had seemed shaky on the day she’d taken the stand. Smaller and more fragile than he had ever seen her, with waves of that dark delicious mane covering her face. She sat trembling in front of the judge, and as Connor listened to her answering her lawyer’s questions, all he had wanted was to go to her. He wanted to hold her, to run his fingers through that mane, to capture her sweet mouth with his lips. Connor felt his cock stir at just the thought.

“We’ll never know for sure,” he told Morrison as he glanced up to meet his eye. “Her testimony was never concluded.”

“True,” Morrison sighed, “but what’s your gut instinct? Do you think she’d have put you away?”

“She’d have been tempted,” he answered. “I was a sadistic son of a bitch to her at times.”

“Oh, you do surprise me.” Morrison’s tone was sardonic, and they both chuckled at his reasoning.

“In the end though, I don’t think she would have. I don’t even think she wanted to be in that courtroom, let alone testify against me.”

The words were falling from him now like rain from the guttering of his house, and somehow Connor just couldn’t seem to stop the torrent.

“Why do you say that?” Morrison’s voice was soft but direct.

He knew that tone was luring him into divulging more information, and Connor knew he should stop, but he didn’t want to. For some fucking reason, he found he wanted to tell Saul about Molly. He wanted to make him understand, to appeal to a side of him which was more than just about money, power and loyalty.

“The way she was with me,” he continued, allowing his mind to wander back to the naked little pet who was once chained to his bed.

“She liked the kinky shit, too?”

“Yeah, she fucking loved it,” he replied, “but I think it was more than that, Saul.”

“More?” The question hung between them like a cloud. “More, how?”

I think she was in love with me. His mind allowed the admission to rattle around his head, although thankfully, his mouth did not free it. Men like Morrison had no time for sentiments like love. Men like Morrison were true bona fide monsters. But then, so was Connor. Or at least, that’s what he used to think.

“I think she understood me,” he admitted. “At least partially.”

Saul sat and blinked at him, as though Connor’s last words had been delivered in a foreign language. “Sounds like you had her exactly where you wanted her. Why didn’t you call us when the police came sniffing around? Why put her in a car and drive away?”

Good question, Connor mused internally. Now that Morrison put it that way, he couldn’t remember why himself. “It seemed like a good idea at the time,” he mumbled.

“Fuck me, Connor,” snorted Morrison. “This girl wasn’t the only one who had it bad, was she?”

His tone was mocking, the sound making Connor’s palms ball into fists instinctively. “You don’t know shit about it,” he snarled in response.

The atmosphere was on a knife-edge, having shifted from friendly to hostile in a matter of moments.

“I know what I’m hearing,” hissed Morrison. “That you took ridiculous, naive and unnecessary risks. Taking a girl you didn’t need, driving her around the country in pursuit of your twisted fantasies, and then getting fucking caught. You could have exposed us in the middle of this shit, did you ever think about that, Connor? Do you ever think about anything besides your cock?”

“Fuck you, Saul.”

Connor’s response was cutting, his gaze narrowing at the accusations. 

“Yeah, that’s right,” taunted the older man. “Fuck me. Fuck The Syndicate. Fuck the only family you’ve ever had.”

“Family?” snorted Connor indignantly. “You call this a family? A family so good that I shut myself away from it for all those years?”

“That was your call.”

“Could you fucking blame me?” Connor demanded. “I just wanted to be left alone.”

“Just you and one woman you could cage, huh?” Morrison’s tone was patronizing, raising Connor’s irritation levels ten-fold.

“Can I help it if I’m the monogamous sort?” he snapped. “Not everyone wants a different hooker every night.”

A heavy silence fell over the room, threatening to suffocate Connor. He had no idea if he’d gone too far, but he was so angry that he honestly didn’t care. He knew that what had transpired between he and Molly had been real. Connor had been there. He had felt it in a way he’d never experienced before.

“Touché.”

The word helped to evaporate some of the tension in the air, and Connor looked up to find Morrison smiling at him. 

“You’ve got me there, brother,” he smirked. “I do like a different woman every night, and you like yours caged and leashed. I guess it’s the variety that keeps us interesting, eh?”

“Right,” agreed Connor, aware of relief flooding his body.

“I don’t know what went on between the two of you, but I know you well enough to know it must have been something big. The Connor Reilly I knew didn’t make concessions for women. Particularly the ones he chained up.”

Connor blew out a large breath. “That does sound like me,” he admitted. “I’m a sick fuck. You know it, I know it and, Saul, she knew it, too.”

Morrison eyed him thoughtfully. “And she didn’t resist?”

“Well, of course she did, at first,” he conceded. “But in truth, she never fought me off. She loved the way I treated her, and as the days went on, she wrote for me, she listened to me, and I swear, she heard me.”

“She wrote for you?” If he didn’t know better, Connor would have thought Morrison sounded genuinely surprised at that idea.

“Yes,” he smiled. “That’s what it was all about. I devoured her books, and I wanted to help her write one of her own.”

Morrison laughed. “You really are a sick fuck, Reilly.”

“Guilty,” he agreed.

“And so, what?” Morrison probed, leaning forward on his elbows. “You thought the two of you could just stay there in your run-down shit-hole of a house, living out your twisted love affair?”

The words made Connor start, his conviction faltering for just a moment. 

A love affair.

Was that what they’d started? Was that what had grown between he and his pet? Was that the reason the empty shell of his heart was nothing more than a vacuum now?

“I don’t know,” Connor confessed, and it was the truth.

He really didn’t know what he’d been thinking during those long, torrid days with Molly. All he knew was what he’d wanted, how she’d responded, and what he’d felt.

Morrison sighed. “You’re starting to freak me out, Connor. I’ve never seen you this way.”

Connor raised his hand to his temple, drawing those long digits back through the dark strands of his hair. “Tell me about it.”

“Could it be that Connor Reilly finally found the woman of his dreams?” Morrison’s question was playful, but the words nearly robbed Connor of his breath. “There was obviously something about this Molly?”

Connor gazed out of the window behind Morrison’s head. The backdrop to his office was like most of the other rooms in the place, one long panoramic view of the cityscape—distracting to say the least—yet all he could think about was Molly. “Yeah,” he mused out loud. “There was definitely something. I’d never tell anyone else this, Saul, but I’ve royally fucked up.”

Morrison’s expression softened. “It’s okay, Connor,” he soothed. “The worst is over now. You’re back with friends, and we can put this whole business to bed.”

“You don’t understand,” interrupted Connor. “I think I fell for her, Saul. I was mesmerized with the girl, even though I was the one who took her, and I told her...”

There was a pause as the weight of his confession landed over Connor.

“You told her what?” 

“About Lydia.” Connor’s voice was barely a whisper as he forced the words out. A part of him still didn’t want to be honest, but he knew that was stupid. If the worst happened and she spilled her guts to someone in the States, then The Syndicate had to know. They had to be prepared. “I told Molly I was a murderer.”
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Chapter Five
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Hannah’s smiling face greeted her as she entered the coffee shop. Spring was well on its way, and the place was crammed with customers all looking for their daily caffeine-fix.

“Molly!” she squealed, running over to give her a hug. “How are you doing?”

Molly smiled, embracing the woman who’d become more like a sister to her in recent years, and who had traveled all the way from Pennsylvania to be with her. “Yeah, I’m okay.”

“That’s clearly a lie,” Hannah retorted, throwing her a scornful expression as she held Molly at arm’s length. “Look at you. Have you slept at all since we last met?”

Molly blinked at her assistant, trying to recall if she had indeed gotten any rest since last week. It certainly didn’t feel like it. 

“Not much,” she admitted as they wandered over to the small table Hannah had already occupied.

“Sit down,” Hannah suggested. “I’ll order you a drink.”

“Just water, please,” Molly replied. “The caffeine doesn’t help. It’s just one long, viscous cycle.”

Hannah nodded, disappearing to the queue at the front of the shop as Molly sank into the wooden chair.

The wooden chair.

Something about it seemed eerily familiar, and she cast her eyes down to examine the seat, it didn’t take long for the realization to hit her. The furniture in the coffee shop bore a striking resemblance to the chairs that Connor had used in his house. The ones he’d sat at while she was forced to eat from the floor. The ones she was chained to when she was forced to write for him. Forced? She wanted to laugh at the word. Perhaps it was an accurate description of her initial treatment at his hands, but in her heart, she knew it barely elaborated what had gone on between them in the end. She hadn’t been forced to do anything then, not really. Connor had kept the chains on her, but she knew they’d been mainly for show, and deep down they’d both known she’d love it. For a woman who’d fantasized about subjugation for so many years, being kept permanently naked and leashed had been unreal. Molly had been caught somewhere between her biggest dream and her darkest nightmare.

“Here you go.” Hannah’s bright tone broke her intense musing, and Molly looked up to find her back with a large bottle of spring water.

“Thank you, hon,” she replied, reaching out to take the bottle from her hands.

Unscrewing the lid, she poured herself a large glass, eyeing the liquid as Hannah took her seat.

“So, why aren’t you sleeping?” Hannah flicked her blonde curls away from her fresh face as she pressed Molly on the point. “Isn’t the therapist helping? Should I find you another one?”

Here we go, thought Molly as she smiled at her friend. Here comes the barrage of concerned questions. She didn’t mind answering them. Not really; not for Hannah, but there was only so much she could say.

“Actually, I’m not sure it is helping,” Molly admitted. “I mean, I’ll keep going, but I’m not sure it’s going to alleviate the anxiety.”

Molly fingered the glass awkwardly at the admission, pulling it toward her as though it could somehow offer protection from the truth. Staring at it, she smiled. She’d never have even been permitted a glass in Connor’s world. Pets didn’t drink from glasses. They drank from pet bowls.

“What’s so funny?”

Molly lifted her chin to look at Hannah. “What? Nothing’s funny.”

“Then why are you smiling?” Hannah asked.

Smiling? Molly had forgotten she’d been smiling at all. “Oh, it’s nothing,” she lied. “Just a memory.”

“Share!” squealed Hannah as she beamed, clapping her hands together like a small child. “I love seeing you so happy again.”

“Thanks,” replied Molly, “but honestly, it’s nothing. Tell me about you; tell me about the whole world of erotic romance that I’ve missed for the better part of a year.”

Hannah blinked at her for a moment. Her disappointment in Molly’s response was clear from her furrowed brow, but to her credit, she didn’t press the point. “Well, not much has changed,” she began, cradling her latte between her palms. “Pretty much the same authors out there. I’ve been keeping in touch with a few to try and gauge what’s hot right now, and which tropes are still selling tons of books.”

Selling books. The notion seemed so foreign to Molly now. Could it be that less than a year ago, that had been one of the most pivotal considerations in her day? And now she barely considered it at all.

“Thanks,” Molly mumbled in response. “I haven’t even given that any thought. I’m still working my way through the manuscripts I had before...” She hesitated, tripping over the right words in her head.

Hannah’s hand left her cup and slid across the small table to Molly’s. “I know, sweetie,” she cooed, squeezing her digits. “I know what you were going to say, don’t worry. It’s going to take time to get past this, but you will. You will get past this, and then you’ll knock out another bestseller. Just you wait and see!”

Molly nodded at her, not knowing what else to do. Hannah’s enthusiasm was usually infectious, but on this point, she was wrong. There was no new bestseller in Molly. Right now, she couldn’t write at all.

“How is it going?” Hannah probed.

“What?” Molly mumbled as she raised the glass to her lips.

“The writing, Molly,” exclaimed her friend. “How is the writing going? I bet you’re so happy to be back at it?”

Molly’s mind flitted to all the long hours she had spent in front of the screen since she’d arrived at her parents’ house. The truth was it wasn’t going. It wasn’t going at all, but she didn’t want to tell Hannah that. She couldn’t. That would just make her worry more, and right now, she looked concerned enough.

“Yeah, it’s fine,” she replied, feigning a confidence she certainly did not feel as she drained most of the water from the glass.

Hannah smiled. “Great! Anything new? Anything I can read yet?”

A knot of tension furled inside Molly’s belly. She hated lying to Hannah, but she couldn’t see any way out of it at the moment. The truth wouldn’t help either of them.

“Not yet,” she admitted. “I’m working on it.”

“Hey, no pressure,” laughed Hannah. “You’ve been through so much. It’s a wonder you still have the stories in you.”

It was supposed to be a joke. Molly could tell that from Hannah’s tone, but somehow her words resonated. Molly didn’t have the stories in her anymore – that was exactly the point. Connor had stolen them from her. The day he had taken her from that London street, it wasn’t just her body he’d snatched away, but her muse, too. And now it was gone. Stuck in a laptop in England, along with the half-finished story she’d been writing for him.

“For us.” For a moment she swore she heard Connor’s voice in her head, correcting her mistake. “The story is for us, kitten.”

Molly gasped, covering her mouth with her left hand instinctively to disguise the sound, but it was too late.

“Molly?” Hannah’s voice was worried. “What’s wrong? Did you remember something?”

Molly steeled herself, making her lips curl as she addressed her friend. “I’m fine,” she lied. “Just a new idea for a story.”

“Ohhh, exciting!” cried Hannah as she took a sip of her drink. “I do love your stories. I hated the thought that you might not have any new ones.”

“Don’t you worry about that, Han,” Molly said with a chuckle. “You know me. Always full of stories.”

Molly threw her a wink for good measure, and Hannah burst into spontaneous laughter.

“It’s why we love you, remember?” she replied from behind her coffee cup. “You gotta keep writing those stories.”
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Chapter Six
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A whole day had passed since Connor’s chat with Morrison. An entire day of lounging around in the sophisticated conference rooms, high-tech gyms and restaurants during daylight hours, and then indulging in the in-house clubs when night came again. Except there was no indulgence. Not now that Molly was out of his life. All the fine-looking women in the world couldn’t seem to rouse him, not even the ones in fishnet stockings on their hands and knees.

When daylight had bled into the night’s sky again, Connor had retired to his bed, alone. His head was heavy with unspent emotion as he recalled the look of shock on Morrison’s face after his startling admission. The meeting had concluded immediately after that, with Saul promising to see him again soon, once he’d made a few calls to discuss damage limitation. The look in the older man’s eyes though had told Connor everything he needed to know.

Connor had fucked up again, and now Saul had to tidy up the mess. 

Morrison looked weary with the responsibility, and in that moment, Connor experienced something he rarely ever felt; guilt. 

The vibration of his phone shook Connor from his memories, and he reached into his shirt pocket to retrieve the device. It was now nearly eleven in the morning, and though he was dressed, Connor still hadn’t emerged from his suite. Saul’s extension lit up the screen before him, and as he answered the call, Connor braced himself for whatever was about to come next.

“I need to see you.”

His tone was soft, but the order was abrupt nonetheless.

“Now?” Connor replied, aware of the anxiety knotting in his stomach.

“Yes,” Saul told him. “Now.”

“Okay. I’m on my way.”

The call ended with another swipe, and Connor stared at the screen for a long moment. He didn’t know what he was so nervous about. This was hardly the first time Saul had tidied up after him, but somehow, this time was different. Molly was that difference, and Connor knew it. He didn’t think she’d speak out now, not after she’d resisted the temptation of both the police, and the courtroom, but even so, Saul would want to be sure. Connor should want to be certain, too. But he didn’t want anything to happen to Molly. She must be protected. Unless, of course, you counted the things he wanted to do to her, in which case there was nothing that could protect her.

He was on his feet and out the door before he had time to think, his legs on automatic pilot as they moved him to the elevator. This time Morrison’s foyer was empty, and no slender legs greeted him as he approached the giant wooden doors. Noticing they were slightly ajar, Connor wandered toward them.

“Come in, Connor.”

Saul’s voice startled him as he raised his right fist to knock, but Connor steadied himself, slipping between the open doors, before closing them behind him.

“Thanks for coming so fast.”

“You’re welcome,” Connor replied as he headed in the direction of the large glass desk again. “It sounded important.”

His attention flitted from Morrison’s face, which looked even more tired than his own, to the awesome spectacle of London behind him. It was a gray, wet day outside. Much like the one last summer when he’d snatched his kitten from the streets, but despite that, the view was still breathtaking.
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