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Chapter 1
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The water swirled below her feet. The moonlight shone down on the dark scene from behind her, highlighting each ripple and wave under the bridge, shining on every curve and twist as the water led its own life down the river. She wondered if it was happy with its choices. Was it okay to do the same thing day after day? Did it mind when people dumped shit in it, poisoned its pure essence without a second thought? Did it get angry when a storm came and blew the trees down, forcing it to create different pathways? Did it care when the sun came out and drank gallons and gallons of its water into the atmosphere? Or was it sublime in its happiness to be what it could be, what it was always going to be– a river.

And she was a fool.

A fool who could only think about a river as if it were alive– when she was desperate to no longer be in the same state. Only the process of getting from live to dead was what was stopping her. She’d been unhappy for so long… No. Unhappy wasn’t the word. She’d been in pain. Desperate. Beaten. Broken. She’d been at the end of her rope for the last year and it was only getting worse. Ending it all was the only answer.

But was it?

How could she be afraid that he’d still follow her to whatever lay beyond– and maybe she wasn’t afraid of being followed as much as failing in her attempt to end her life and him finding out what she’d tried to do. If he succeeded where she failed, her life would be worse.

A broken laugh escaped. “No, it couldn’t be worse,” she whispered to the dark sky around her. A dark sky getting blacker with every moment. The moon was going behind the clouds as if it too didn’t want to see what she’d do next.

What she didn’t want to do.

But it’s what she had to do.

There was no tomorrow for her. He’d kill her one day. Bury her deep and no one would know. No one would care. Except him. He’d smile at the world around him, keeping the secret from everyone and happy about it on the inside. To know what no one else would know– yeah, he’d love that. At the same time, he’d be on the lookout for his next punching bag.

She felt sorry for that next victim.

Still, if she jumped, her body would show up sometime. Someone might notice the bruises, the breaks, and investigate. She’d love it if they would take a closer look at Greg.

For herself, there was only an overwhelming sense of guilt. She should have left a long time ago. She should have walked out when it first started. Should have. Could have. But didn’t. And somehow over time, it became okay. It became her normal. And everything that had been normal before ceased to exist.

As she sat on the bridge deck staring into the darkness, she wondered if she could work up the courage to jump.

After all, she hadn’t managed to work up the courage to leave her husband. To leave the man who’d tried to break her spirit for so long. That was the part that really hurt. The bones, not so much. They healed. Her emotions, her heart, her own sense of self-worth and that horrific guilt– they never healed. The more she fought, the worse it all became.

But she always chose to survive. Meaning she always gave in, up until now, though usually not until she’d become bloody and beaten– the same point as always. He was away today. Off doing something with his buddies. Something illegal she hoped. Her dearest wish was that someone somehow would do something and change the situation for her as she didn’t seem to be able to do it for herself. And that made her feel worse. But the truth was her options were non-existent and if no one else could help, the river was looking like the best choice available to her. He’d threatened to do something so abhorrent to her if she tried to escape again that she knew her life was over if she failed this time. She had only one chance.

Her escape had to be permanent this time.

She’d run away– twice. Both times he’d found her. Dragged her back. Beaten her until she couldn’t leave again.

The water whispered beneath her feet.

Welcoming her.

Calling to her.

Telling her it would be all right.

Reassuring her that this was the correct decision.

To join it in the everlasting flow of life.

She really wanted to feel that connection. That peacefulness. She slid closer to the edge of the platform. It would take so little to go over the edge. She could swim– a little. Not enough to hold out against the cold and the darkness. She’d last a few minutes, maybe. But then it would be over.

It would all be over.

Music to her ears.

She couldn’t handle the pain.

It was better this way.

It would be best for everyone if she just slipped off the edge into the waiting darkness. No one would ever know.

She’d be just another lost soul.

With that thought firmly in her mind, the need to be free of pain and torment, the first real chance she’d had to make the change she’d needed to make, she scooted her butt to the edge of the platform and glanced around. “Goodbye world. You were beautiful once.”

With effort, she shifted sideways, holding her injured arm close to her chest.

And hesitated. Fear and doubt filled her.

Her mind cast one more beseeching question– surely there was another way?

A man’s voice called out to her. Panicked, she looked through the railing. Someone was coming. Was it him? Please no. She couldn’t be caught.

“Wait.”

Oh thank God. It was a stranger’s voice.

“Let me help you,” he said, running toward her.

She didn’t know what to do. Soon it would be too late to do anything. She shifted her position, trying to see who it was. Did she know him? Was he a friend of her husband’s? He reached for her at the same time and she caught sight of his profile in the moonlight.

A cry escaped and she jerked backwards out of his grasp.

And she fell sideways off the bridge.

She shrieked in terror as she free-floated down into the cold below.

Someone shouted above her. Calling out to her.

Terrified and full of regrets now that it was too late as to what could have been, she almost laughed. She hadn’t been able to do this on her own. Fate had stepped in and made the decision for her.

Too late, she wished there’d been another way.

Then she hit the surface and the water closed over her head.

The force of the fall… The shock of the cold… The awareness that this was it… rendered her unable to move. She sank into the darkness and deeper into oblivion.
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Cash had caught sight of the woman on the bridge. Instead of seeming to be sitting and enjoying the view, she’d been too preoccupied with the water churning below for his liking.

He’d eased back the throttle on his bike and had approached quietly, slowly, not wanting to startle her into falling off.

The closer he got, the more fantasy-looking she became. Several times he caught himself looking around to see if she was really sitting out here in the moonlight. Long, curly blonde ringlets flashed in the moonbeams.

Then she’d turned her head, and the tears on her cheeks wouldn’t stop rolling, like diamonds twinkling in the half-light, but they weren’t shining happily. It was the shadow on her cheek that made him gasp. And the way she held her arm.

She looked… done. Broken. Beaten. At the end of her rope.

He parked the bike a good ten feet away on the opposite side and walked over to her, undecided how to approach. She looked ready to bolt, but there was only one direction she was going– and that was down.

He didn’t think she’d seen him. At least she never turned to face him.

She appeared to be caught in her own misery. Based on the facial bruises and injured arm, she might have a good reason to be miserable.

He looked around for a vehicle, wondering if she’d been in an accident. Was she in shock? Unaware of how close to the edge she was sitting? Could that be what was going on?

Instinctively, he knew it wasn’t that. She appeared too miserable for that. She was here on purpose. Then he caught sight of her shoes. Shoes she’d taken off and placed neatly off to the side.

Suicides always took off their shoes. He knew that. He’d seen that over and over again. He worked as an orderly in the hospital and had done many shifts in the morgue.

He’d seen his share of jumpers and floaters. Neither were pretty.

Both were permanent.

Shit.

He called out to her.

He watched as she shifted sideways, her gaze turning in his direction and some kind of shock slamming into her awareness. Fear shone from her gaze. No. She was terrified. She held up her hand as if to ward him off.

He lunged closer.

Startled, she shifted backwards and with a surprised shriek… she fell, toppling off the bridge.

Shit. He didn’t stop to think. He jumped after her.

He was a strong swimmer and had done more than his fair share of search and rescue work. He had no problem jumping off a bridge. For a non-swimmer, death was a certainty in this river at this time of year. For a poor swimmer, it was a likelihood. For him, nah, it wasn’t going to happen.

He hit the water cannonball style and let his body sink. His gaze open, he searched the murky darkness around him. He’d kept an eye on her as he’d come down and knew approximately where she’d be. Except the water was moving and she was sinking– and he was a moment behind her.

He spun around once, twice, then caught sight of her ahead of him. He kicked hard and caught her shirt in his hand. He tugged upward hard and sent her soaring to the surface. She lay lax in the water, not fighting for her life nor breathing.

Well, too damn bad. He wasn’t going to let her die. Not on his watch.

Not in this lifetime. He’d done a lot of shitty things in his life, but standing by and letting her go wasn’t going to be another of them.

He shoved her above him again until they both broke through the surface. He gulped down fresh air and immediately turned to the woman lying face up. He dragged her to the shoreline and started mouth to mouth. After several puffs of breath, she choked and coughed. He rolled her over and held her while she emptied the water from her lungs. Exhausted, she collapsed back down, her breath shaky but her chest rising and falling in a steady pattern.

“We need to get you to the hospital,” he said, standing up and reaching down to help her up.

“No,” she said, shaking her head violently, her voice low, panicked. “No hospital.”

He stopped for a long moment and stared at her. “Okay, but you can’t be alone for the next couple of days. It’s a tough time for your body.”

She stared at him, her body starting to shake violently.

She shook her head. “You shouldn’t have saved me,” she whispered. “Now the pain will be worse.”

“No.” he said in a dark tone. “I don’t know who you are or why you jumped, but life is precious and there is always another option than jumping off a bridge.”

“My name is Willow, and I fell,” she whispered. “You startled me.”

“But you were thinking about it though, weren’t you, Willow?” Her silence was enough of an answer.

He bent and picked her up like she was nothing. In truth, she didn’t look more than 120 lbs. and was likely less than that. He figured she’d have to be about 5’8”– tall but lean. Her name suited her. She wasn’t muscled. She looked like a waif more than a woman, and now soaking wet and in shock, she looked even worse.

“My name is Cash,” he said suddenly. “Nice to meet you. Or it would be under different circumstances.” And he started up the hill.

“Where are you taking me?” she asked when she could. Only her teeth started to chatter at the end and the words came out in gasps.

“Somewhere warm,” he answered, shifting her weight in his arms. He easily climbed their way back up the side of the cliff. Quickly, he was on top of the old road not a hundred yards from his bike, his chest heaving.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “Please let me go.”

“Why? So you can go over again? I don’t think so.”

“You don’t understand,” she cried, her voice faint.

“No, I don’t. And as much as I’d like to hear an explanation, that isn’t the top priority. We need to get you dry.”

“And you?”

“Me too. But I’m tough. Nothing knocks me down.” He suddenly stood her on her feet. “Now put on your shoes.”

She gasped and stared down at the shoes neatly sitting off to one side. Shoes she’d never planned to wear again.


Chapter 2
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The shoes were her favorites. Soft, worn, fit her feet perfectly. Even had a soft side that fit the sore right foot that had been stomped on– again. She stood shivering in the dark, water dripping off her clothing, staring at her shoes.

She didn’t know if she should laugh in joy or scream in pain– instead, she started to bawl.

Before realizing what he was doing, the stranger bent down, scooped up her shoes and then her again, and walked her to the other side of the road. A big motorcycle stood in front of her. She shuddered. Greg rode a big Harley. He loved that whole tough ass persona and played the part when he could.

In truth, he was an asshole.

This guy, however…

She was dumped onto the front of the bike before he wrapped his arm around her. She woke up to her situation then started to struggle.

“Stop it. You’re past the point of fighting me.” His voice, harsh and grating, sounded more pissed off and angry than she was comfortable with. And she’d learned to be comfortable with a lot of anger.

His arms clamped around her and he rolled the bike forward.

“Hold on.”

And the bike fired up.

Shivering, sitting in the front with the wind blasting her face, she turned her head into the strong shoulder that held her. And realized his chest was huge– and steaming hot.

What had she done? Who was she with? And the real question– where was she going now?

Who was this hard stranger? Was he angry at her? Or at himself for saving her?

“I’m sorry,” she whispered, her voice barely audible above the engine noise and the wind rippling past her head.

He must have heard her, for he squeezed her tighter in his arms.

But he never said a word.

Ten long minutes later, he slowed the bike’s throttle to a dull roar in front of a house in a cul-de-sac with massive trees in the back. Then he drove up and around so the bike wasn’t visible from the street.

She was too cold and weak to fight him off, but knowing that no one else would know where she was, and how she came to be here, scared her shitless.

Her gaze darted in all directions, but there was no one in sight to ask for help. No one there to see her as he swung her up into his arms and carried inside the house.

Except… there was a sense of fatalism to her mindset. She’d been through so much. She’d survived so much. Could this man be any worse? He could– a part of her knew that. But he had saved her from drowning. Everything he’d done had been done with anger rigidly held in check. He hadn’t hurt her– in fact, he’d done the opposite– he’d cared for her.

With no other option, she let what would happen, happen.

Inside the house, still in his arms, the darkness appeared absolute. He strode forward confidently, never hesitating in the direction he was going. When a light flicked on, it was to show her the inside of a large bathroom. He stood her on her feet then bent over and turned on the taps, filling the bathtub with hot water.

For the first time, she could see his face.

And realized she recognized him. She quickly averted her gaze. She’d seen him talking with Greg once. Not sure of the relationship, she was wary of her own position now. If he knew Greg… that was all kinds of bad news.

If she was handed over to Greg after this, she’d never be given another chance to get away. And the beating he’d lay on her… Just like that, all the stuffing went out of her. She collapsed to the floor in silence and waited silently for him to do what he would.

Her mind was consumed with the pain of her failure. She should have gone into the river earlier, not waited to watch the moonlight on the ripples. There had always been a chance of a passerby coming along, stopping her. Had she been subconsciously looking for that?

Or had she been in such a mental fugue that nothing mattered at the time?

He grabbed her good arm and reefed upward until she stood on her feet, her injured arm jostled by his rough actions. She bit back the cry. He wouldn’t know it was hurt and she had no intention of telling him. He could be the same as Greg, who treated a weakness as something to take advantage of.

And she couldn’t afford to give him any of those.

He reached out, and she stood docilely as he stripped off her wet clothing. Her shirt was pulled over her head. She gasped quietly when her sore arm was pulled in a direction it didn’t want to go.

His forceful actions slowed, and he was calmer after that. More gentle. He unclipped her bra and tossed it on the sopping shirt beside her. Then he undid her jeans and struggled to pull them down her legs. The denim wouldn’t cooperate. Finally he managed to get them off. Now she stood in her cotton panties and nothing else. He didn’t hesitate. In a completely natural movement, he slipped the underwear off and down her legs. She stepped out of them.

“Get into the water.”

She struggled to move her numb feet forward. They didn’t want to move and didn’t appear to be connected to her legs. They were like walking on tree stumps with no give in the joints.

The stranger let out a strangled sound then scooped her into his arms and gently laid her into the warm water. Heat. Blessed heat sloshed up the sides of her body, giving her glimpses of the potential to come as it slowly realized that the deep freeze was over.

As she thawed, her body started to shiver. Her teeth chattered uncontrollably and she wrapped her arms around her chest.

He dropped a towel into the water behind her then lifted it and wrapped it around her shoulders.

She groaned in joy as the heat bounced against her icy-cold shoulders. But as she warmed up, her shivering increased. She lifted her gaze, now waves of misery riding inside them.

With a strangled sound, he stripped down and as she watched wordlessly, he climbed in behind her and wrapped her up in his arms.

Instantly, heat swamped her. Inside and out, warming up the cold places in her body and soul. He had to be freezing when he held her against his skin, he burned her so she had to chill him. But, it felt so good.

The water poured into the tub and with both of them in now, the water level had risen.

She was still shivering, the pins and needles increasing. It was hard to sit, but she had no energy to move. She lay in his arms and let the sensations flow over her.

Who was this stranger who moved her so?

Who cared for her needs so unselfishly?

Just because he knew her husband—did that make him the same? Not so far.

Finally the hot water soaked into her skin and her shivers abated. Yet the last of her strength had drained with it. She was so tired. Leaning her head back against his chest as the last shivers rippled down her spine, she closed her eyes and dozed.

When more water dripped on her chest and breasts, she never moved. When the stranger shifted back and lowered her head over his arm into the bathwater so her hair floated freely under the water, she never moved. When something soft stroked across her face, she lay quietly in his arms and let him do as he would.

She was past caring.

As nights went, this was the most bizarre she’d ever experienced.

[image: *]*

Cash wasn’t used to seeing this type of acceptance in a woman– hell, in a man, either. It was both interesting and pissing him off at the same time. She shouldn’t be letting him do anything like this to her. He understood that the cold and the stress of the events had taken their toll on her and she was done physically, emotionally, and mentally, but this complete ‘do what you will’ acceptance wasn’t normal. Some of it was probably due to shock.

He knew he could do what he wanted. She was completely naked, at his mercy and powerless to stop him. She wasn’t showing any signs of wanting to try. Like he’d seen earlier– she was obviously at the end of her rope.

Did she even know how vulnerable she was right now? Did she trust him? Or was she too far gone to care?

She lay damn near asleep in his arms in the warm water, content. What if she was in the arms of the wrong man… Jesus, it didn’t bear thinking about.

He studied her lax features. In deep rest, he could see a beauty in her high cheekbones, long dark eyelashes, and alabaster skin if he ignored the bruises. She was small, lean, and well-rounded, her plump breasts floating gently in the water, rolling from side to side with the movements. He ran his gaze down her ribs and hipbones, the sunken belly and dark triangle of hair. Her legs were lean and long, ending with small narrow feet. There were no physical imperfections, but she was covered in bruises and tiny scars.

Earlier he’d assumed the injuries were from the fall and his attempt to save her, dragging her to shore then hauling her up the hill.

Except as he peered closer, he could see the different colors of partially healed bruises. Not just on her ribs but her hips, her legs. Her arms. His gaze shifted to her neck and the fingertip-size circles fading around her gentle throat. His frown deepened. She wasn’t just bruised, she’d been beaten and from the multitude of bruises, she’d been beaten repeatedly over a long time.

He hadn’t turned on the main overhead light when he’d come in, so there was only a soft ambient light above the bath. Enough to show the damage, but not enough to give the full story. He reached out and stroked her plump breast, his finger circling a large gray bruise on the side.

Anger like he’d never felt before rose up in waves upon waves as he stared at the beautiful woman sleeping in his arms. A woman who’d had the shit kicked out of her. And not just once.

That had to be part of the reason for her jump off the bridge earlier.

In a voice harsher than he intended, he turned her so he could look in her face and snapped, “Who beat you?”


Chapter 3
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Willow opened her eyes and stared up at the man who’d save her life. The man who knew her husband and although strong and caring, was no match for Greg when he was in a rage.

“It doesn’t matter,” she said in a soft voice.

“Of course it matters,” he said again, his gaze narrowed and hard. “He deserves to feel every blow he’s inflicted on you twice as hard.”

Like that would happen. She shrugged and stayed quiet. What was the point? As he knew Greg, chances were he wouldn’t believe her. Greg was always the affable, get-along-with-everyone person to his buddies. But in private, it was as if he could be the person he really was inside. He was always angry. Always mad at his friends who appeared to have more. He wanted power and prestige but never could get it.

He was a mechanic by trade but preferred to work on his friends’ vehicles than actually take jobs that make money. She’d been working for the last year to pay the rent and put food on the table. When there wasn’t money for booze, he took off and came home with it anyway. She had no idea what he did or how he got it, but he was always in a rage when he came home. The booze only made it worse. He’d been getting more violent with each passing month.

The first time he’d beaten her, she’d left. Only he’d found her and dragged her back and damn near killed her.

He’d threatened to do so. And she’d believed him. That fear had kept her in line for a long time. But freedom beckoned, only it had been months before she had a chance to do it again. He dropped her off at work, picked her up at work, and her boss watched her like a hawk in between.

Often, there were men in the house overnight, and one of his best friends lived next door. He was one scary dude. And he was always staring at her. Like he would’ve liked to get his hands on her, too. Surrounded by abuse, she’d tried to stay out of trouble and wait for the right time.

Last night had been the right time.

She’d made it.

And somehow she’d failed yet again.

But lying here, it was hard to be mad. In fact, she was damn glad to be alive. She had no idea where she’d go, but maybe she could find enough money to take a bus out East and hide.

“Thank you,” she whispered.

He didn’t pretend to misunderstand but stared down at her and then gave a clipped nod. “You’re welcome. I’m sorry life got so bad that death was preferable.”

“It seemed like the only alternative,” she said in a low voice.

He picked her up until she was leaning against his chest. Her breasts plumped against him. Instantly, cold air pricked her skin and she shivered. She could feel his body stirring beneath her.

With a muffled curse, he turned on the hot water again and let her soak up more heat. “You’re likely to be cold for a long time.”

She nodded and huddled closer. Recovery would be slow on so many levels. A yawn escaped. She just wanted to wallow in the water and sleep. The warmth was a seductive cocoon, like being back in the womb, cared for and loved.

“Where the hell is your family?”

She sighed. He had a right to know some things. Not all, so she’d tell him what she could. “I have no family. My parents and younger sister were killed in a car crash when I was six. I lived in multiple foster homes until I was eighteen and have been on my own since.”

There was an odd silence, then her hand was lifted and the simple gold ring on her finger rotated. Crap. He meant that family.

Greg wasn’t family. He was her captor. Prison guard. And maybe executioner. Only time would tell.

“And your husband?”

“He left tonight.”

The stranger raised his head and he stared at her in disbelief. “You tried to kill yourself because he walked out.”

She shook her head. “He didn’t walk away from me, he finally left me alone so I could escape. But he’ll find me. He always does.” She stared up into the stranger’s mesmerizing gaze and said in an apologetic voice, “Death really is the best answer.”

Anger flared in his gaze. “It’s never the right answer.”

What could she say? She hadn’t wanted it to be the answer. But after months of looking for an escape, it had seemed to be the only option. The last thing she wanted to do was spike the stranger’s anger. She struggled to sit up and in a formal voice that sounded silly to her own ears, she said, “I’m sorry. Thank you for saving me tonight. If we could dry my clothes, I’ll leave.”

“You’re not going anywhere,” he snapped in a harsh voice. “Not yet. Maybe not ever.”

She froze. Her gaze slowly rose to stare at the man who’d saved her– but had he? Or did he have plans for her too?

[image: *]*

It was not what he’d meant to say, and from the look on her face, it was the worst thing he could say. He opened his mouth to correct his words when he saw that same fatalistic acceptance in her voice. And then he got mad.

“What the hell are you doing?” he roared. “If a man says that, you should be trying to knock him down and out so you can get away.”

She shuddered and bent her head.

“Do you hear me? You are no prisoner.”

“I’m a prisoner. I’ve always been a prisoner,” she whispered. “Of fate first, then the system, then my husband.”

“You are not a victim.” This time his voice was cold and clear. “You were a victim.”

She stared at him.

“Forget what I just said a moment ago,” he snapped. “I’m not a prison guard and you are not a victim, but until you change that mindset, you’re not leaving here.”

Her expression never changed. She was either confused or not taking it in. He wasn’t taking it in either. What the hell was he doing? But he was going to do this. She’d been mistreated for so long she had no idea what the hell life was all about. Victim mentality was crippling at the best of times. In a beaten and abused wife, it was deadly.

Now if only he knew who the hell the husband was. He’d make sure the bastard knew exactly what it felt like to take a beating– a real one.

“So I’m a prisoner but not a prisoner?” Her voice was soft.

“And that’s not fair, is it?”

“No,” her voice rose with indignation. “It’s not.”

“Good, then get angry. Fight against it. Fight against me.”

Instead, she slumped in defeat.

Damn it. This was going to take time.

Fine. He’d had no immediate plans yesterday. He sure as hell did now.

If he had to be cruel to be kind, then he would be. She deserved to know that life was not a bitch. She was only a bitch sometimes. It’s what people made of life the rest of the time that counted.


Chapter 4
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She
didn’t know what to make of him. According to his words,
she’d be a prisoner until… when? Until she changed her mindset. How
did she do that? All she wanted to do was run like hell as far and
as fast as she could in the opposite direction.

And yet why?

So far, this man hadn’t hurt her. He’d bent over backwards to
save her. Even now, his words sounded like he was doing this for
her– even if he was misguided. All men did things for
themselves and only themselves. She’d learned that at a young age.
Maybe if her father had lived she’d have learned different lessons,
but so far, men had proven to be power-hungry assholes.

But maybe not this man.

According to him, he wasn’t a prison guard and she wasn’t a
victim.

Yet according to the rest of his sentence– that she wasn’t
leaving here until she changed her mindset– she was a victim
and he was a prison guard. It was confusing, to say the
least.

He reached down past their slick bodies and pulled the plug.
Instantly the warm water started to drain away. She didn’t want to
move. Couldn’t move. He took up so much space that it would be hard
to stand without shoving her bum in his face. He’d not made any
move toward her sexually, but it would come. Of course it would.
She’d listened to other women at work talk about their loving
parents and old boyfriends and current lovers. She understood that
they were living different lives to the one she was living.

Other women spoke in wondrous tones about making love and how
many times they’d climaxed during the previous night. Not her. She
wasn’t sure she knew what an orgasm was. Some of the women had
asked her about her wedding and the honeymoon. She’d made up the
answers, hoping it would be socially acceptable. In truth, she’d
gotten married in the town court office and the honeymoon had been
spent at home getting the crap beaten out of her.

Why had she gotten married? She stared down at the simple gold
ring on her finger. Because at the time, she felt she had no
choice. It hadn’t changed anything for her. For Greg, well, it had
made him happier. And if he was happier, then her life was
easier.

Happy in that he now legally owned her. She’d often wondered why
he hadn’t bought her a dog collar. It was how he viewed her.
Treated her. Hell, if Greg had a dog, he’d have treated it better
than he treated his wife.

Life was a bitch and according to her husband, she was one of
life’s bitches, too.

“Give me your hand.”

She jolted back to awareness to see the stranger reaching a hand
down to her. He already stood outside the bathtub, a towel tossed
over his shoulder, completely uncaring of his nude state. Then why
would he care? He was gorgeous and strong, if the heavily ridged
muscles were anything to go by, and he was covered with
tattoos.

And he was hung. As in seriously hung. She felt the warmth flood
her face and she quickly averted her gaze as she reached up to
grasp his hand. He held onto her while she carefully stood up and
stepped out of the bath.

In the same impersonal manner that was starting to get to her,
he took the towel and briskly ran it over her body. Just enough
force to dry off the water and not enough to hurt. He’d done this a
time or two for people. Oddly enough, that bothered her. Why, she
didn’t know. Anyone this gorgeous had women, and lots of them.

None of her business.

As a finale, he wrapped the towel around her body and tucked the
loose corner in the space between her breasts, all without saying a
word. He grabbed a second smaller towel and proceeded to dry her
long hair. And this time, his touch was gentle, as if knowing how
painful it could be to have one’s hair pulled. His ministrations
were so caring and felt so good she closed her eyes and let him
work.

When he dropped the towel over a rack, she thought for sure he
was done. Instead, he picked up a hairbrush and proceeded to get
all the tangles out.

Again in silence. And again without hurting her.

Yet not letting her do anything but what he wanted.

[image: *]*

He waited and watched as
she let him care for her. She stepped where he said to step and
never argued. He wanted to see some of that fire. It was inside. It
had to be. Only a desperate person considered suicide, and that was
a passionate act in itself.

And the longer he stayed caring for her, the more he cared for
the outcome. She was getting under his skin. He hated the
submissiveness. The sheer lack of caring. He wanted her to hit him.
Stop him. He knew he could lay her on the bed and take her and
she’d do nothing to stop him. Good thing he didn’t want a blow up
doll in his bed, he wanted fire and ice.

Besides, she wasn’t his girl.

She was married, and that was a complication he didn’t need.
Although if death was preferable to being married, then he might
not need to consider the marriage an issue either. But someone had
to tell the asshole he wasn’t getting his wife back.

He stared down at the silent women and watched in wonder as his
own long-buried protective instincts arose. Not since his mother.
He’d avoided that scenario ever since, but he’d never forgotten the
same broken look on his mother’s face. He’d cared for her until the
end.

And hadn’t expected to find himself in the same situation
again.

No, this wasn’t quite the same. His mother had died. He wouldn’t
let that be the same end for this young woman.

Besides, this woman was younger. She would have time to recover.
Surely her abuse hadn’t been for the decade that his mother had
endured. She had gotten cancer as her system was too worn out
trying to survive. She’d welcomed death.

Like this woman.

At the time, as a young man, he’d tried to get the only person
he cared about to fight. To live. If not for her sake, then for
his. But she hadn’t wanted chemo or drugs. She’d been happy to let
her body waste away into nothing.

He’d been so angry at the time. He’d hated her for a while. He
still didn’t understand giving in to the disease, but she called it
a letting go. A letting be. A giving way so something bigger and
better could come into her life.

He knew she meant God and Heaven. He’d hated God as a child for
allowing his father to be such a bastard. For letting his mother be
such a victim. And for letting his childhood be so horrendous.

Now as an adult, he understood choices and victim mentality. He
understood what [...]
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Apache License
                           Version 2.0, January 2004
                        http://www.apache.org/licenses/

   TERMS AND CONDITIONS FOR USE, REPRODUCTION, AND DISTRIBUTION

   1. Definitions.

      "License" shall mean the terms and conditions for use, reproduction,
      and distribution as defined by Sections 1 through 9 of this document.

      "Licensor" shall mean the copyright owner or entity authorized by
      the copyright owner that is granting the License.

      "Legal Entity" shall mean the union of the acting entity and all
      other entities that control, are controlled by, or are under common
      control with that entity. For the purposes of this definition,
      "control" means (i) the power, direct or indirect, to cause the
      direction or management of such entity, whether by contract or
      otherwise, or (ii) ownership of fifty percent (50%) or more of the
      outstanding shares, or (iii) beneficial ownership of such entity.

      "You" (or "Your") shall mean an individual or Legal Entity
      exercising permissions granted by this License.

      "Source" form shall mean the preferred form for making modifications,
      including but not limited to software source code, documentation
      source, and configuration files.

      "Object" form shall mean any form resulting from mechanical
      transformation or translation of a Source form, including but
      not limited to compiled object code, generated documentation,
      and conversions to other media types.

      "Work" shall mean the work of authorship, whether in Source or
      Object form, made available under the License, as indicated by a
      copyright notice that is included in or attached to the work
      (an example is provided in the Appendix below).

      "Derivative Works" shall mean any work, whether in Source or Object
      form, that is based on (or derived from) the Work and for which the
      editorial revisions, annotations, elaborations, or other modifications
      represent, as a whole, an original work of authorship. For the purposes
      of this License, Derivative Works shall not include works that remain
      separable from, or merely link (or bind by name) to the interfaces of,
      the Work and Derivative Works thereof.

      "Contribution" shall mean any work of authorship, including
      the original version of the Work and any modifications or additions
      to that Work or Derivative Works thereof, that is intentionally
      submitted to Licensor for inclusion in the Work by the copyright owner
      or by an individual or Legal Entity authorized to submit on behalf of
      the copyright owner. For the purposes of this definition, "submitted"
      means any form of electronic, verbal, or written communication sent
      to the Licensor or its representatives, including but not limited to
      communication on electronic mailing lists, source code control systems,
      and issue tracking systems that are managed by, or on behalf of, the
      Licensor for the purpose of discussing and improving the Work, but
      excluding communication that is conspicuously marked or otherwise
      designated in writing by the copyright owner as "Not a Contribution."

      "Contributor" shall mean Licensor and any individual or Legal Entity
      on behalf of whom a Contribution has been received by Licensor and
      subsequently incorporated within the Work.

   2. Grant of Copyright License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      copyright license to reproduce, prepare Derivative Works of,
      publicly display, publicly perform, sublicense, and distribute the
      Work and such Derivative Works in Source or Object form.

   3. Grant of Patent License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      (except as stated in this section) patent license to make, have made,
      use, offer to sell, sell, import, and otherwise transfer the Work,
      where such license applies only to those patent claims licensable
      by such Contributor that are necessarily infringed by their
      Contribution(s) alone or by combination of their Contribution(s)
      with the Work to which such Contribution(s) was submitted. If You
      institute patent litigation against any entity (including a
      cross-claim or counterclaim in a lawsuit) alleging that the Work
      or a Contribution incorporated within the Work constitutes direct
      or contributory patent infringement, then any patent licenses
      granted to You under this License for that Work shall terminate
      as of the date such litigation is filed.

   4. Redistribution. You may reproduce and distribute copies of the
      Work or Derivative Works thereof in any medium, with or without
      modifications, and in Source or Object form, provided that You
      meet the following conditions:

      (a) You must give any other recipients of the Work or
          Derivative Works a copy of this License; and

      (b) You must cause any modified files to carry prominent notices
          stating that You changed the files; and

      (c) You must retain, in the Source form of any Derivative Works
          that You distribute, all copyright, patent, trademark, and
          attribution notices from the Source form of the Work,
          excluding those notices that do not pertain to any part of
          the Derivative Works; and

      (d) If the Work includes a "NOTICE" text file as part of its
          distribution, then any Derivative Works that You distribute must
          include a readable copy of the attribution notices contained
          within such NOTICE file, excluding those notices that do not
          pertain to any part of the Derivative Works, in at least one
          of the following places: within a NOTICE text file distributed
          as part of the Derivative Works; within the Source form or
          documentation, if provided along with the Derivative Works; or,
          within a display generated by the Derivative Works, if and
          wherever such third-party notices normally appear. The contents
          of the NOTICE file are for informational purposes only and
          do not modify the License. You may add Your own attribution
          notices within Derivative Works that You distribute, alongside
          or as an addendum to the NOTICE text from the Work, provided
          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed
          as modifying the License.

      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and
      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions
      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or
      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,
      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with
      the conditions stated in this License.

   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,
      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work
      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of
      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.
      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify
      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed
      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.

   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade
      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,
      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the
      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.

   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or
      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each
      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,
      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or
      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions
      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.



OEBPS/cover.jpg
Biker Blues:
Salvation

) FAeer






The StarFont font is created by BB eBooks Co., Ltd., a registered company in the Kingdom of Thailand. This font is intended to supplement glyphs in various eBooks. It is freeware and may be used either for commercial or personal use.

http://bbebooksthailand.com 


