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Chapter One

Brianna

“I’m so glad I found you. You have no idea what it took for me to find you, baby girl.”

His words echoed in my ears as I stood there staring. He was here. He was really here. I was frozen, unable to move. I needed to get away. Away from him. Away from here.

Red! screamed in my head but refused to come out of my mouth. It was as if I’d suddenly swallowed a mouthful of cotton. I couldn’t move. I couldn’t speak. Fear took over. My chest tightened, making it harder to breathe.

I stumbled backward, still trying to speak, but nothing would come out. I had to get away. Stephan. I needed Stephan.

As I moved farther into the living room, he followed me. He was like a giant, filling the space. I’d always thought Stephan’s place was large, but now it felt very small as John stalked toward me. The panic continued to rise, but I fought it. Breathe. Remember to breathe. Stephan. Think about Stephan.

Oxygen tore through my lungs with every intake of air. I was breathing, but it wasn’t doing its job. It wasn’t calming me. My father had come for me.

Every step I took, he matched and then some. I couldn’t get away. He was bigger, stronger. Why? Why was he here? What did he want with me?

Turning my back on him for the first time, I ran toward the phone. I stumbled over the coffee table on my way and righted myself. I knew he was close, but I had to try. I had to try to call Stephan. 

My hands trembled as I picked up the phone. I didn’t get any further than that. Before my fingers could touch the keys, he snatched the phone out of my hands, tossing it to the floor behind him. He was too close. 

I stepped back again, trying to get away. He said something, but I couldn’t understand it. His words echoed through my head like the rumble of cars through a tunnel. 

He reached out, his fingers grazing my arm as I moved. Again he spoke, and again I couldn’t make out his words. I cringed at his touch, taking another step away from him and bumping into the couch. The collision jarred me from my stupor, and I tried again to utter my safeword.

“R-red. Red!”

Instead of stepping back, leaving, he continued to approach me, his brow furrowed in confusion. I wanted him to leave. Why wouldn’t he just leave? 

“Anna, honey. It’s okay. It’s me, your father.”

Shaking my head, I did the only thing I could think to do. I ran toward my bedroom. He was blocking my path to the front door, so my bedroom was my only hope. If I could get inside, shut the door behind me, and lock it—I would be safe. 

Unfortunately, a split second after I started running, so did he. I heard his footsteps behind me, gaining. John reached the door almost at the same time I did, and I was trapped. I knew in that moment I wouldn’t be able to get away from him. That the happiness I’d experienced with Stephan was over. John was going to take it away from me, and I was powerless to stop it.

John called my name again, and I whipped my head around to stare at him. Something tugged at my neck, and I reached up to feel Stephan’s collar. I couldn’t give up. I couldn’t. He wouldn’t want that.

Closing my eyes for a moment, I decided to give it one last try and took off toward my bathroom. It was a feeble attempt at best. He’d already proven he could catch me, but I couldn’t give up. Not when there was still a chance.

Once again, he was there almost before I was. His hand lay flat against the door, and I was unable to close it behind me. I ran to the far corner of the room, pressing myself against the wall. He stood there staring at me for a minute before he came closer. Every step he took was measured, as if gauging my reaction. 

I wanted to close my eyes, but I didn’t. Instead, I tried yelling my safeword again as loud as I could. He didn’t listen. He didn’t stop his approach.

 My cell phone vibrated in my pocket, drawing my attention away from him. I glanced down, taking in a deep breath, hope swelling in my chest. Stephan? 

Reaching into my pocket, I struggled to remove the phone. It was my last chance. 

I finally wrestled it free of my jeans, but as soon as John realized what I had in my hand, he knocked it away. Tears welled up in my eyes as I heard the clatter of my phone hitting the tile floor on the other side of the room. I was on my own. No one was going to save me this time.

I slid to the floor, and huddled into a ball, accepting my fate. I had begun to hope. I’d begun to be happy. Now it was going to end. John would take me away. He would take me away from Stephan, from my life. Would he take me back to Ian, or would it be someone else this time, someone worse? I reached up and touched my collar. Stephan.

“Anna? Anna, honey, can you hear me? Do you know who I am? I came to get you. I’m sorry it took so long, but I couldn’t find you. I looked everywhere for you, baby. You have no idea how I looked.”

Did I know who he was? Of course, I knew. I also knew what he’d done to me. He’d let Ian have me, and he’d left me there. For ten months. He let that man do things to me. Horrible, horrible things. I didn’t understand why he’d been looking for me. Was it because he’d learned Ian had sold me to Stephan and he didn’t want Stephan to have me? How did he know? Did Ian tell him? Were they friends? The thought sent a shiver down my spine, and I clasped my arms tighter around my legs.

I didn’t want to go back to the life I’d had before with Ian. As a slave, I was nothing. Here it was different. Stephan was different. He was nice to me, made me feel things—good things. I wanted to stay with Stephan. I felt warm and safe and happy here. I didn’t want to go.

My father lowered himself to the floor and began inching toward me. I repeated my safeword over and over again. He continued to ignore it.

The walls began to close in on me as the panic started to take over once more. I was shaking, and I couldn’t get enough air in my lungs. This couldn’t be happening. It couldn’t.

Stephan

I picked up my cell again, punching the speed dial for what felt like the hundredth time, hoping she’d answer, as I weaved through traffic toward our home. Instead, the sound of my voice on the answering machine greeted me. I tried both the home number and her cell again. She wasn’t answering either.

With more force than necessary, I threw the phone against the passenger seat. She wasn’t answering, and I knew why. 

Tom’s haunting words echoed in my ears. “Mr. Coleman, we have a problem.”

My stomach churned as the conversation replayed in my mind. He’d only been gone for five minutes, leaving one of the security guards to watch over the lobby. When he returned, the guard was out cold on the floor behind the desk with two Taser wires still attached to his chest, the Taser lying discarded on the floor several feet away. After checking the other man was still breathing, Tom had immediately checked the security monitors. He’d been just in time to see a strange man step off the elevator at the top floor and walk toward the door to my condo. Given the current situation, I knew it had to have been Jonathan Reeves, Brianna’s father.

Just thinking about it sent a shot of fear through my chest and caused me to press my foot harder on the gas pedal. There were too many unanswered questions when it came to Brianna’s father. The one thing that was certain, however, was that she was terrified of him. If he got inside, got to her, I had no idea how she’d react. I’d promised to protect her. To keep her safe. She needed me. I had to get to her. 

All other thoughts were pushed to the back of my mind as I weaved through downtown traffic. I’d always been a fairly patient driver until Brianna came into my life. I wouldn’t have it any other way, though. Just thinking about her not being there every day when I came home from work brought that pain back to my chest. 

I felt a sense of déjà vu when I pulled up in front of my building, jumped out of the car, and ran inside. Jesse, one of the security guards, was sitting behind the desk looking a little paler than normal. He must have been the one Reeves used the Taser on. 

As soon as he saw me, he stood. “Tom’s upstairs waiting on you, Mr. Coleman.” 

I nodded, increasing my pace as I hurried across the lobby. 

The elevator ride seemed to take forever, but I knew it was quicker than taking the stairs. I was in good shape, but racing to the top floor would be pushing it, even for me. 

When the doors opened and I saw Tom standing there, I breathed a small sigh of relief. If he was there, Brianna was still inside. 

As soon as he saw me, he was moving. “The door’s locked, sir. I checked. As far as I can tell, he’s inside, but I haven’t been able to hear much from out here.” 

Tom had been ready to call the police when I’d talked to him on the phone earlier, but I’d stopped him. I understood his thinking, but it was the last thing I wanted. The police would only complicate things at this point. They would barrage Brianna with questions, demanding answers. Her father was in law enforcement. Even if he wasn’t local, I had little doubt the police would believe whatever lies he spun. I wouldn’t let him take her. 

That was the only thing I knew for sure, and the point I drove home to Tom. He was to make sure Jonathan Reeves didn’t leave the building with Brianna. I would take care of the rest. 

Barely acknowledging Tom’s words, I moved to the door to listen. He was right—I couldn’t hear anything from out here. Then again, if they were far enough away from the door, I wouldn’t. Given my lifestyle, and what I liked, I’d invested in extra insulation to cut down on noise. At the moment, I was cursing that decision. 

Using my keys, I opened the door slowly. I had no idea what I’d find once I stepped into the condo. Everything inside me screamed to barge inside, but the last thing I wanted to do was give him the advantage. So even though it nearly killed me, I quietly slipped inside. 

To my surprise, the main room was empty. I stepped farther inside, aware that Tom was right behind me. Something had definitely happened. The table beside the couch was turned over, and several things that had been lying on various surfaces were on the floor. The pattern of debris guided my steps. 

Halfway to her bedroom, I heard what sounded like muffled sobs and whispering. I picked up my pace. Tom followed me step for step. 

The sounds took me to her bathroom, where I got my first glimpse of Brianna huddled against the far wall, knees to her chest, trying desperately to get away from her father. He hovered over her, even though he was on his hands and knees, hand outstretched and attempting to coax her into coming with him. Brianna’s only response was to push herself harder against the wall.

Seeing so much fear in her eyes reminded me again of those first few days, and I reacted without thought or care for myself. She was the only thing that was important. I gripped his shoulders and pulled with enough force to throw us both off balance. Concentrating too much on Brianna, he hadn’t seen me coming, which worked in my favor. He wasn’t passive for long, however. I was barely up on my feet before his arm collided with the back of my knees, sending me sprawling again. The side of my head knocked into the cabinet, but it didn’t seem to cause much damage. 

As I shook my head to clear it, I saw Tom reach around Reeves’s torso, trying to subdue him. Reeves’s response was to elbow Tom in the gut before twisting around and landing a solid punch to Tom’s jaw. Tom released his hold on Reeves, and the man took full advantage, kicking Tom in the stomach and sending him flying backward into Brianna’s room.

Confident he was safe from Tom for the time being, Reeves turned his attention back to me. Noticing I was once again on my feet, he pulled his arm back, ready to strike. I’d take a million hits for Brianna if it meant she was safe, but giving Reeves a free shot wasn’t on my to-do list. Shifting my weight, I lunged at his lower body, landing us both on the floor again. 

He must have hit his head against the wall, because he was slow getting up. It gave me just enough time to land a solid punch to the side of his face. And then another. Finally, his body sagged, and I released him. He fell back, his head bouncing off the side of the bathtub before he landed limp on the floor. My knuckles were sore, my hands bloody, but none of that mattered. 

Tom stood, massaging his jaw. He followed my gaze down to where Reeves lay unconscious on the bathroom floor. Tom walked over in front of Reeves. I’d known Tom for two years. He wasn’t a small man, and he was in great shape for his age. By Tom’s response, Reeves must have put quite a lot behind that punch.

Twisting around, I crawled across the floor to Brianna. She was wide-eyed and staring at her father. The moment I tried to touch her, she jerked. 

“Brianna. Look at me,” I demanded. Her eyes snapped to mine. “Good girl.” This time when I reached out to caress her face, she didn’t flinch. “Are you hurt?”

She shook her head. 

“You and I are going to go into my bedroom and get something while Tom stays here and watches your father. Can you walk?”

She nodded. Without another word, I helped her stand. 

Once on our feet, Brianna clung to me as if her life depended on it, her fingers digging into my skin. There would probably be marks there later, but it was the least of my worries. I needed to get to my room quickly, but there was no way I was leaving her here in the same room with her father, Tom or no Tom. 

Inch by inch, we walked to the door leading to her bedroom. I was careful to keep my body between Brianna and her father. She stayed with me step for step until we reached his head, which was lying about a foot from the opening. She stopped moving, and a shiver ran through her body. A sob ripped from her throat, and she buried her face in my chest. With a firm, hopefully comforting squeeze, I placed a gentle kiss on the top of her head before bending and lifting her into my arms.

It was a little tight getting out of the bathroom carrying her, but I could tell by her immediate response that it was the right decision. I was here for her. I’d promised to protect her, and I would. 

When we made it to my bedroom, I carried her over to the bed and set her down. Her arms locked around my shoulders, not wanting to let go. Wrapping my fingers around her wrists, I urged her to release me. 

“I need you to let go, Brianna, just for a minute, so I can get something. I need to tie your father up, so he can’t hurt you or anyone else, okay?” I said, holding her gaze. 

I saw the battle waging inside her—it was written all over her face. She didn’t want to loosen her hold on me. 

Reluctantly, her grip slackened, and I brought her hands up to my lips and kissed the backs of them. “Good girl. Thank you.” 

Turning to my left side, I opened the bottom drawer of my nightstand. The cotton ropes I always kept there lay in the back, just as I’d left them more than six months ago. Grabbing two of them, I faced Brianna again. “I need to go back in there. Do you want to stay here or come with me?”

“I want . . . I want to stay with you,” she whispered.

One thing I knew for sure—he was not leaving here without giving me some answers. I wanted to know how he could turn his daughter over to a monster like Ian Pierce. Once I found that out, I’d make a decision on what to do with him. 




Chapter Two

Brianna

I was scared. More scared than I’d been in weeks. The only thing that made it better was that Stephan was there. He would take care of me. He would keep me safe. I trusted him.

Stephan held tight to my hand as we walked back into my room. I had to consciously put one foot in front of the other, forcing myself to take the next step, and then the next, because all I wanted to do was run the other way. 

The closer we came, the heavier my legs felt and the more effort it took to continue moving. I stepped closer to Stephan, wrapping my hand around his upper arm. He glanced down at me, and I held tighter. 

“I’m right here, Brianna. You’re fine now.” His fingers brushed against my cheek, dragging the rope with it. It felt soft yet strange, and the thought of what he was going to do with it sent a shiver up my spine. 

We took the final steps through my bedroom and into the bathroom. John was still unconscious but was now propped up against the wall, his head hanging to one side. I stopped, and tugged on Stephan’s arm. I didn’t want to go any closer. I didn’t want him going any closer. 

Instead of remaining by my side, as I wanted him to, Stephan placed a soft kiss on my forehead before releasing my hand. “Stand right here, Brianna. Don’t move until I tell you.”

I tried to do what he said. The desire to run was still there, and I had to force myself to do as he’d instructed. I’d already made one mistake.

Tom stood over John with a menacing look on his face, his arms crossed over his chest. He looked scary. I’d never been frightened of Tom until that moment. I took a step back.

“Brianna.”

Stephan’s voice brought my attention back to him. He wasn’t looking at me, but I knew he must have heard me move. Disappointment mixed with my fear as I realized I’d messed up yet again. I vowed to do better. 

He knelt down in front of John, dropping one of the ropes to the floor. With the remaining rope still in his grasp, he looped it around itself until there were two distinct holes. Then, with Tom’s help, Stephan brought John’s hands behind his body and slipped the two holes he’d made with the rope over John’s hands and up to his wrists. With a quick pull, the ropes tightened, effectively creating handcuffs.

Seeing my father bound helped calm my fears a little more. He could no longer reach out and grab me or take me away. Although I knew Stephan would never willingly allow him to remove me, seeing him restrained was comforting. 

Stephan picked up a second length of rope and repeated the same process around John’s ankles. Once the ropes were secure, Tom helped Stephan move John into the main room. Stephan instructed me to follow them but not get too close. I made sure I stayed back far enough that John would have no hope of reaching me even if his hands weren’t tied, but close enough that I could always see Stephan. It was a careful balance, made easier once we were out in the main room.

John didn’t move as they carried him, Stephan at his head, Tom at his feet. I watched carefully, looking for any signs that he’d regained consciousness, but there was nothing. They sat him in one of the dining room chairs and tied him to it with the ends of the ropes.

Once Stephan appeared satisfied that John wasn’t going anywhere, he walked to where I’d stopped by the end of the couch, and stood in front of me. His arms wrapped around me, hugging me close. I could feel his lips brushing against my hair. For the first time since I’d seen my father standing in the doorway, I felt as if I could breathe. 

“Did you want me to stay, sir?” Tom asked.

Stephan turned to face him but didn’t release his hold on me. “No. I think we’ll be fine for now. Thank you, Tom.” 

There was a rough edge to Stephan’s voice. I looked up into his face and could see the anger boiling beneath the surface, the vein in his neck pulsing vigorously. 

Even though I knew he’d be leaving, when Tom moved toward the door, I jumped. Stephan rubbed his hand up and down my side. I closed my eyes and tried to take a deep breath. 

If I hadn’t opened the door, none of this would be happening. Why had I opened the door?

“Deep breaths, Brianna.” 

He looked down at me, concern on his face. 

He brought his hands up to cup my cheeks, and I instantly missed his arms around me. I wanted to sit in his chair with him, lay my head on his shoulder, and forget everything outside the two of us existed. Closing my eyes, I leaned into his hands, taking what he was willing to give me. 

John groaned, grabbing both of our attentions. I cringed back, but Stephan refused to release me. 

He tilted my chin up, making me look at him. “Your father and I are going to talk. Do you wish to stay or go into the other room?”

“I want to stay with you,” I whispered.

He smiled and brushed his lips against mine in the softest of kisses. “I want you to sit in my chair. You can watch and listen, but if he tries to speak to you, I don’t want you to answer. Not yet anyway. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Sir.” I nodded.

“Good girl.” He rewarded me with another gentle kiss before releasing me. 

I did what he’d asked, taking a seat in his chair. It was a good fifteen feet away from where he and John were in the dining room, but I could still see everything. Stephan stood, towering over John as he began to stir. It didn’t take him long to realize his hands were tied, and I saw him pull on the ropes sharply to test their strength. I breathed a sigh of relief when I saw the look of frustration cross his face. He wasn’t going anywhere. 

John lifted his head. He first looked at Stephan, frowned, and then turned his head. I knew he was looking for me, and I burrowed further into the chair, pulling my legs up onto the cushion. Once he located me across the room, his expression changed. It softened for just a moment before going hard again. 

“Welcome back,” Stephan said, his voice anything but welcoming. 

My father tore his gaze away from me and glared at Stephan. “I underestimated you.”

Stephan ignored his comment.

“What are you doing here?”

John spit out blood from where Stephan had busted his lip in their fight. I glanced up at Stephan and realized that he’d been injured as well. Moisture pooled in my eyes. He’d been hurt trying to protect me, and I hadn’t even noticed. A sob ripped from my throat. I couldn’t stop it. 

They both heard me. Stephan left my father and walked over to me, kneeling in front of where I was sitting in his chair. He rested his hands on my bare legs. 

“What’s wrong?” he whispered so that only I could hear.

I reached out, my fingers grazing over his wounds. “You’re hurt.”

He smiled and kissed my fingers. “I’m fine.”

“How’d you do it?” John’s voice cut through the room, interrupting. We both turned our heads toward him, my hands falling back into my lap as Stephan stood. I missed his touch instantly.

“I don’t believe you’re in any position to ask questions,” Stephan said, stalking back toward John.

John laughed, but it wasn’t a happy sound. “I knew rich boys like you got your kicks in strange ways, but I didn’t think you’d be into kidnapping, what with you being such an upstanding citizen and all. I’ve done my research on you, Mr. Coleman. I wonder what all those rich people who throw their money at you and your foundation would think if they found out you like to take young girls.”

Stephan

I laughed. I couldn’t help it. The man was unbelievable. He broke into my house, scared Brianna, and then had the nerve to threaten me? 

“I think you should choose your words wisely. As for Brianna . . . she isn’t your concern anymore. You gave up that right when you sold her.”

His eyes went wide. Shock? 

He looked at me, then at Brianna. 

“Eyes over here.” He returned his gaze to mine. “Good. Now. Where were we? Oh yes, you were going to explain to me how a father can justify selling his one and only daughter.”

He turned his head again to look at Brianna.

“I said eyes on me,” I snapped. I stalked toward him, and was pleased to see that I had his full attention. “You will keep your focus on me, or I will restrain you in a way to force you to. Your choice.”

He furrowed his brow in concentration. I had no doubt he was gauging how serious I was. If he decided to push back, he’d find out exactly how serious I could be. I had a posture collar upstairs that would solve his wandering eye problem perfectly. It wasn’t something I used often. Actually, I’d gotten it specifically for Tami. She got off on being restrained. The more restrained the better. I may never use it again, but in this situation, it might come in handy.

After a rather lengthy staring contest, Jonathan Reeves slumped back in his seat and said, “I didn’t sell her.”

I looked at him in disbelief. He was honestly going to try to feed me a story. Did he think I was stupid?

“Let me bring you up to speed about what I do know,” I said, allowing him to hear my repulsion. “I know that you had a gambling problem. I also know that you borrowed money from Jean Dumas to pay off your debts. Now my question is what exactly did you promise Dumas in return?”

Reeves pressed his lips tightly together, much like his daughter did when she was nervous. It was the only outward sign of his discomfort. Thankfully I’d learned Brianna’s tells well, and they were useful tools when dealing with her father.

“Cat got your tongue?” I wanted to beat the man to a bloody pulp for what he did to Brianna. Unfortunately, with Brianna in the room, I had to restrain myself. I didn’t think she would react well to such a display of violence.

“You don’t understand.” 

His voice was almost pleading, as if begging for sympathy. That wasn’t something he was likely to get from me, not after everything I’d learned from Brianna. Not after seeing her deal with debilitating panic attacks over and over again. There were many people who were responsible, and Jonathan Reeves was one of them.

“Perhaps you’d care to explain it to me, then.”

He stared at me and then jerked, testing the restraints for a second time. His tenacity made me smile. Reeves could test his bindings all he wanted. They would hold. I wasn’t a Shibari expert by any means, but I was proficient in the basics. He wouldn’t be getting free until I allowed it.

“You could loosen these, you know. They’re a little tight.”

“The ropes are fine, and I’m waiting.”

The man was stubborn, I’d give him that. He continued to assess me, trying to look for a way out of the situation he currently found himself in, a weakness. He wouldn’t find one. Jonathan Reeves wasn’t leaving here until he started talking.

Another five minutes passed before he finally slumped back in his chair, resigning himself to the situation. I didn’t say anything, just waited for him to start speaking. He met my gaze, and I could see the disgust in his eyes. I was sure he saw a similar reflection in mine.

“I messed up,” he muttered. I thought the fact that he messed up was a given, but apparently he felt the need to preface whatever he was about to say with that fact.

He paused. 

I waited.

“When . . . when I found out Anna’s mom, Carrie, was sick—dying—I sank into some sort of depression.” He closed his eyes and shook his head. “I should never have gone with Chad, but I did. It was only supposed to be something to take my mind off of things, a distraction.” His voice drifted off, and I knew from experience with Brianna that he was falling into a past memory. Like father like daughter, I supposed. 

“He took you gambling.”

Reeves opened his eyes and met my stare. “Yes.” He swallowed. “I couldn’t stop.”

“I know this part,” I said, getting agitated. “What I want to know is at what point did you think it was a good idea to sell your daughter?” My voice rose giving way to my irritation.

“I didn’t!”

I lifted my eyebrows, showing him my doubt at his declaration. 

“I didn’t,” he insisted.

Again, his eyes pleaded with me to believe him. I didn’t. I’d done my research on him, too. The man was a cop, yet there was no missing person’s report on Brianna. If he were not to blame for her ten months of hell, why didn’t he do everything within his power to find her? 

Eventually, when I didn’t soften my stance, Reeves continued. “I had no idea what Dumas had planned to do. Until that day, I didn’t even know he was aware of Anna.”

“You called her. You told her to get into that car.”

“Yes.” He nodded, seeming stunned that I knew what had transpired that day. “Yes. I called her. He said he wanted her to join us for dinner. That if I didn’t call her, he would make sure he met her on his own. I didn’t have a choice. Anna didn’t know anything about what I’d done. I’d tried to keep her out of it. Tried to keep her safe.”

At that point, I walked away from him. I had to. The man was trying to convince himself, and me, that he was a good father who had been coerced into allowing Brianna to fall into the hands of that sadistic bastard. 

I walked across the room to Brianna. She was huddled into a ball in my chair. Bending over, I scooped her up into my arms and sat down. She wrapped her arms around my neck and laid her head on my shoulder. I started to calm down, if only a little. Ignoring the man sitting across the room for the time being, I closed my eyes and breathed in the coconut scent of her hair. Jonathan Reeves still had some explaining to do, but at that moment I needed the love and comfort only Brianna could provide. Reeves wasn’t going anywhere.




Chapter Three

Stephan

I ran my hands over her back, her hips, and halfway down her legs before trailing back up and starting over again. With every inch of her skin I touched, my anger slowly receded. I took a deep breath and opened my eyes.

The first thing I noticed was Brianna. Her eyes were closed, just as mine had been. All the tension I’d felt in her muscles when I’d picked her up and placed her in my lap was gone. She was completely content, relaxed, sitting in my arms. I brushed my lips gently against her forehead. She sighed. If only we could stay like this.

That wasn’t possible, however, and I knew it. I turned my head, resting my cheek on her hair, and glanced over at the man tied to one of my dining room chairs. He was watching us. All the pleading desperation he’d had in his face while he told me his story not ten minutes before was gone. In its place was what looked to be anger and . . . hatred? I had no idea what he was reading into my interaction with his daughter, but I couldn’t have cared less. Even if she weren’t already a legal adult, he’d lost all say in her life a long time ago.

When he realized I was watching him, the center of his eyebrows angled down, and his chest rose and fell with his exaggerated breathing. I knew he was gearing up to say something, and maybe I should have waylaid it by getting up and walking over to him, but I wasn’t quite ready to let Brianna go.

“How dare you!” He spat out the words between clenched teeth.

Brianna jerked at the sound of his voice. She curled her fingers around my shirt, holding it in a death grip. I ran my fingers through her hair, trying to calm her.

“In case you haven’t noticed, you’re frightening her. If you do, in fact, care for her, even a little, then perhaps you should consider your words and your tone before you speak,” I said with a slight edge of irritation. 

The man was testing my patience. While I doubted Reeves had any real fatherly love or compassion for Brianna, I was hoping that, at the very least, the act he was trying to portray of the devoted father who’d been searching desperately for his daughter would carry over. It was worth a try.

To my great surprise, he appeared shocked at my words and lowered his gaze to Brianna. I watched his expression morph into what looked like genuine concern. Either he was a good actor, or he was bad at reading people. I had a hard time believing the latter, considering he was a cop. Being able to read a person was part of the job description, wasn’t it? Then again, I wasn’t all that convinced he was a good cop.

I pulled my attention away from him and focused once again on the woman in my arms. Brianna was still clutching my shirt, but her grip wasn’t as tight as it had been. She had her face pressed against my neck. I could feel every exhale and knew her breathing had slowed. I caressed her cheek several times before tilting her chin up so she was looking at me. Her eyes were so full of trust, and it continued to amaze me how far she’d come in such a short amount of time. She was so strong.

“I need to go talk to your father again, Brianna.”

She shook her head, her eyes pleading with me.

I cupped her face with my hands. “You’ll be fine. I’ll be right over there if you need me. He won’t hurt you,” I whispered.

She didn’t want me to leave—that was plain to see on her face—but she nodded and relaxed her fingers. I leaned closer, caressing my lips against her temple and trailing them down to her ear. “Good girl.”

Standing up, I sat her back down in my chair. I made sure she was okay before walking back across the room to where Reeves was sitting. His hostility was back, but he appeared to be trying to rein it in for Brianna’s sake. I appreciated the effort, but it was too little, too late. 

This time when he spoke, it was with less volume and not quite as aggressive. “You’ve brainwashed her,” he accused.

I cocked my head to the side, observing him. Reeves still thought he was running the show. I shook my head and ignored his accusation. What he thought of me was irrelevant.

“Tell me how you know Ian Pierce.” 

At the sound of his name, Brianna whimpered. I glanced over to check on her. She was once again huddled into a ball, her knees pulled up tight to her chest. I sighed and turned back to Reeves. The sooner we got this over with, the sooner I could give her the comfort she required from me.

“Who is Ian Pierce?” 

Jonathan Reeves appeared confused with my current line of questioning. I wondered if he really didn’t know, or was playing dumb for some ulterior motive. 

“He’s a friend of your benefactor, Dumas. You mean to tell me that you have no idea who he is?”

“No,” he said, shaking his head. “I’ve never heard of him. Why would I? Who is he, and what does he have to do with Anna?”

I leaned back against the table casually. It was still taking effort not to pummel Brianna’s father, but he didn’t need to know that. If he knew how angry I was, he might be able to use that against me, and I wasn’t willing to let that happen.

“For a cop, you have a lot of questions and not very many answers.”

“I don’t know what you want from me,” he spat, getting frustrated. “I’ve been looking for my daughter for the last year. I don’t know who this Ian Pierce is. I’ve never heard of the man before today. All I want to do is get my daughter and take her home where she belongs.” His agitation peaked, and he pulled at the ropes.

I pushed myself away from the table and stalked toward him. He sat up straight, or at least as much as he was able, at my approach. His eyes were wary, no doubt wondering what my reaction would be to his declaration. I leaned down so that my face was directly in front of his. I didn’t want there to be a single miscommunication about what I was going to say. “That is never going to happen.”

He was quiet for several minutes. He seemed to be carefully considering his next words. I walked back over to my previous position against the dining room table and waited.

“You can’t keep her here. I won’t let you. She’s a young girl with her whole life in front of her. I won’t let you take that away from her.”

I laughed. “You think I’m forcing Brianna to stay here with me?”

That confused look was back, but it was soon replaced with determination. “Of course you are. Look at her. She’s absolutely terrified. I don’t know how, but you’ve obviously convinced her to be dependent on you and only you. What did you do to her? What sick game are you playing?”

The more I listened to him, the more I began to believe his assertion that he had no clue about Ian Pierce or Brianna’s time with him. I only wished his assumption that Brianna had been with me the last year were correct. I would have loved to have met the girl who didn’t second-guess herself at every turn. The girl who didn’t have nightmares about being tortured and raped.

I sighed and walked back over to Brianna. Extending my hand, I offered it to her. She glanced up at me, unsure. 

“Come.”

She slid her small fingers through my hand and unfolded herself from the chair. I wrapped my arm around her waist to steady her. She clung to me.

With my free hand, I touched the side of her face. “I want you to keep your eyes on me at all times, do you understand? No matter what happens, no matter what’s said, you are to look at me and only me.” She pressed her lips together and nodded. “Good girl.”

Slowly, we walked back toward her father. His eyes were intense, watching every move, every step. I held tight to her, one arm firmly around her waist, the other still holding her hand. She did exactly as I asked.

I brought her over to stand near the table where I’d been previously. Once we reached our destination, I pulled her body closer to me. I could feel the tension in her muscles. This was going to be difficult for her, but it couldn’t be helped. This would have to be dealt with sooner or later. She locked her gaze with mine. I smiled, letting her know I was pleased.

“Brianna is here because she chooses to be, and she will be here until she chooses not to be. You seem to be under the impression that Brianna’s fear is something I cultivated. I assure you, I did not. Her anxiety is a product of what you did to her. You have no idea what the last year has been like for her, and you may never know. In my opinion, you don’t deserve to know.”

“She’s my daughter. Of course I deserve to know.”

“If you want to help Brianna, then tell me what you know. That is what’s best for her right now.” I never broke my gaze with Brianna as I spoke to her father, and neither did she with me. Every time Reeves spoke, her fingers dug into my flesh. I held on tight, giving her the lifeline she needed.

“Then what?”

“Then . . .” I paused, turning my focus away from Brianna for the first time. “You leave. You leave and you never come back.”

“I won’t just leave her. How will I know . . . how will I know she’s safe?”

I looked down at Brianna. Her beautiful blue eyes stared back at me, and I felt that all-too-familiar tug in my chest. “If Brianna ever wishes to contact you, I won’t stop her, but it will be her choice, not yours. If you really care for her as you claim you do, then you will allow her to do this on her terms. I will not let you bully your way back into her life.”

His silence told me he didn’t like what I’d said, but I meant every word. I firmly believed that Brianna would be much better off without her father in her life, but given everything that had already been taken from her, I wouldn’t deny her if it was something she desired. At this point, however, I was confident it was not something Brianna wanted. It might never be. That was a fact he was going to have to accept.

Brianna

I didn’t like this. I didn’t like being so close to John. He was tied up, and I knew Stephan wouldn’t let him hurt me, but I wanted him to go away. I’d listened to everything he’d said. I didn’t want to hear any more.

Focusing on Stephan, I tried to block out everything else, but it was impossible. I heard John tell Stephan about the day the car came to pick me up, the day I met . . . Ian. Just thinking his name made my heart pound in my chest. It was almost painful. I held on to the one person who made me feel safe as I tried to remember where I was and that Stephan was here with me. My fingers held tight to his shirt, grabbing for anything that would anchor me to him.

He responded by rubbing his hand up and down my back, trying to soothe me. It helped. Air entered and exited my lungs a little easier with every pass of his hand. I wanted this to be over. I wanted it to be just him and me.

Stephan’s chest vibrated as a low sound rumbled in his throat. “And you didn’t think to file a missing person’s report when she never showed up to dinner?”

John was speaking again. He was saying something about not knowing for sure, hoping he was wrong, and then feeling guilty. Tears pricked my eyes as I realized that his guilt over what he thought might have happened to me had overridden the need for him to file a report. I had no idea if such a report would have saved me from everything I went through, but if no one knew I was missing, that I had been taken, how could I have ever been found? I suddenly felt cold, empty. I shuddered with the knowledge that if Stephan hadn’t bought me, I most likely would have been there, or with someone else like Ian, for the rest of my life, however long that may have been.

Stephan pulled away suddenly, catching me off guard. I almost lost my balance, since I’d been leaning into him. He steadied me. “Stay right here, Brianna.”

He walked to stand behind John and pulled out his cell phone. By the way he was holding himself, I could tell he was very upset. I wanted him back in front of me, holding me, touching me. He was too far away.

I stayed where I was, as he had instructed, keeping my focus on him and trying to ignore John. I could tell my father was watching me, but I was trying my hardest not to pay any attention to him. 

“I could use some assistance. Mr. Reeves is ready to leave,” Stephan said to whomever he was speaking.

Stephan pocketed his phone and then knelt down to check the restraints. He didn’t untie them, but he did slip his finger inside each of the loops to check them. John twisted in his seat, trying to look at what Stephan was doing, but I didn’t think he could see much. 

I was so wrapped up in watching Stephan’s hands that the knock on the door startled me. Stephan stood and went to get the door. Tom and another man I didn’t know were standing on the other side. As they entered the room, I instinctively took a step back, then stopped myself. Stephan ordered me to stay where I was, and I would obey.

Tom and the other man walked directly to John and stood on either side of him. Stephan knelt behind the dining room chair again, this time untying the ropes. As soon as he was free, John massaged his wrists. From where I stood, I could see the red marks where the ropes had bit into his skin. 

I’d been in ropes a few times. Ian preferred cuffs and chains, but some of his friends liked to use rope. I knew from experience that pulling against the bindings caused marks and sometimes pain. 

It also didn’t get you free.

Stephan removed the ropes from John’s ankles. He leaned back and stood as soon as John’s feet were clear of the rope. Before John could reach down and see the damage, Tom and the other man each took hold of one of his arms, pulling him to his feet. John began to resist. 

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you. I still owe you for earlier, and I’d love for an excuse to pay you back,” said the man I didn’t know. There was a devilish smile on his face. John paled slightly.

The two men practically carried John to the door. He looked back at me as they left. There was sadness in his eyes, all the anger from before gone. For a moment, I was reminded of the man from my childhood. The man who’d taken me to the park and pushed me on the swing as high as it would go until I was squealing at the top of my lungs. The man I didn’t know anymore.

The door shut, removing John from my view. Stephan crossed the room and pulled me into his embrace. I let out a sigh of relief. He was home. We were alone. I circled my arms around his waist and rested my head against his chest.

“Are you all right?” he asked.

I nodded, letting the warmth and comfort I’d been seeking seep into me. 

For the longest time, we stood there, holding each other. I closed my eyes and enjoyed the feel of him, the smell of him. Every now and then his lips would brush against my hair, my temple, and I’d relax a little more. Being in his arms was the one thing that felt right.

I could have stayed there all night, but all too soon, he pulled back. He placed a hand on each side of my face and brushed his lips against mine, giving me the gentlest of kisses. “It’s dinnertime. I’m going to order us a pizza. We can watch a movie while we eat.” 

I nodded. He stepped back, and I felt empty and cold when he walked across the room toward the phone. As much as I hated to admit it to myself, I was disappointed. Pizza meant we would be spending the evening on the couch. All I wanted was to spend the rest of the evening curled up with Stephan in his chair. I didn’t care about the movie, and I wasn’t all that hungry. I just wanted him.
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