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  Chapter 1


Stunned. That was the only word I could use to describe how I felt about the events of this evening. 
It had started off as an average day. Go to work and be the big-shot cashier at Weston’s Supermarket. Tonight, it should have been a quiet one, that is, if I had my way. Usually, I would go home to my lovely little apartment and drink my Friday night into oblivion. Except, lately, the Friday night routine had changed, and it was fast becoming dinner with the boyfriend. 
Max was okay, I guess, we’d only been together six months, and when I say together, it was using the term loosely. We were having dinners together on a Friday and Saturday night, spending the Saturday scouring the markets for antiques. He’d usually stay over Saturday night, and as far as that went, mediocre was a good word to use. 
Late in the afternoon today, he had dropped into the shop and said that there was a slight change of dinner plans tonight, which I’d not thought twice about, mostly because it was New Year's Eve, and I thought that he might have wanted to do something more exciting than just dinner. Now, I regretted not questioning it. When I arrived at the restaurant with him, I was shocked to see his parents were waiting at the table. Questioning it was pointless, it was done, and I didn’t want to have an argument about his lack of information. 
And it was made worse by the fact that his parents had dragged Max’s ninety-nine-year-old grandmother to dinner as well. The poor thing was rugged up against the chill of the night, looking as if she should be in bed rather than sitting down to a meal her grandson couldn’t afford. 
We sat at the table, mildly chatting about the sudden change in the weather, the repair works being done at Max’s apartment building and other mind-numbing nonsense. I was perusing the menu when his brother arrived, and his wife and newborn child. Did I have a rising sense of dread? No, but I should have. 
Apparently, this was a family affair and knowing what I do now, I guess that my parents would have been here too, that is, if they could stand to be in the same room as each other. I wasn’t prepared to play favourites with them, and I wasn’t prepared to put up with their childish behaviour. It has been a year since I have spoken to them. One day, they might be reasonable enough to stop fighting and be civil to each other. 
Our usual dinner for two had risen to a full-blown family dinner, and as the waiter brought out our dessert, I began to wonder why Max had done this. Why he never consulted me about it. Personally, I didn’t care that they were here, but I did care that he hadn’t told me about it. I don’t like being kept in the dark. 
But that was the least of my problems. 
The waiter carefully placed the plates on the table, moving around us with precision. I was last, and as he walked away, I looked at Max, who looked anxious. He tugged at his collar, shifting the tie back into place. Then he did the unthinkable. He stopped everyone at the table from eating, asking for their attention. My stomach began to churn as I watched him push his chair out from the table and got down to the ground. 
Down on one knee. 
So here I was, seated at a table with his entire family watching, in a packed restaurant that was fast becoming an audience to this would-be marriage proposal. I could hear the gasps of delight, the murmurs of anticipation. Yet all I could think of was that we’d only been together for six months. Not enough, my mind chided as I looked into Max’s happy face. 
Good grief, my mind hissed, he looks like he’s about to cry. 
And the bitch that I clearly was, I was ready to run to the door. I looked around the table, shocked and unable to think straight. His damned grandmother was cooing her smile. How she could see anything through those thick glasses was truly amazing. 
People were watching. Some had lifted up from their seats to see if Max had a ring. He did, and it was ridiculously ostentatious. Did I dare suggest that it wasn’t pretty, either? No, that would make me sound ungrateful. 
But this was my life. I had the right to be ungrateful. I had the right to do what was right for me and my future. This future with Max wasn’t something that I thought was long-term. I didn’t see him as my forever, and stupidly, I believed he felt the same thing. When we spoke of our hopes and dreams, they were always different. He wanted to sell antiques. He wanted to be a dealer who had a stranglehold on the market. 
And me? I wanted to travel. I wanted to see the world. Max didn’t want that. He thought the world was a scary place. He would always tell me of the bad things that happened in the world, as if he felt it would convince me not to leave. Max was happy in his small town rut, and I couldn’t wait to escape this dull town. 
“Jess?” 
I blinked, turning from the looks of love from his family to the man nervously waiting for an answer. What could I say? He’d put it out there, in front of his family and a packed restaurant. I couldn’t say no, could I? It would embarrass him and probably destroy him completely. But I didn’t want to say yes. I didn’t want to marry him. 
Marriage to Max meant that we would stay here. We wouldn’t travel the world. We probably wouldn’t even leave the town. He would push for the antique store, and I would have to quit my job to help him run it. Either that or he’d have me pregnant, thus ensuring that I was tied to this place forever. I couldn’t do it. 
Weakly, I smiled at him, opening my mouth to answer him. 
“Yes.” 
What. The. Furry. Hell. What was wrong with me? 
After sliding the ring on my finger, Max got up from the ground and planted a rather sloppy kiss on me. One that I wasn’t exactly ready for. Good grief, was his kissing always this slack, or was I now noticing the negatives about him? 
With a rousing applause from everyone in the restaurant, I was engulfed in a bear hug from his mother, who then gushed that she was so happy that her baby had found a nice girl. Yeah, nice. Then, it was his father’s turn to invade my personal space, and to make matters worse, the man didn’t know what appropriate hand placement was. With a slap on my arse, I was given a wink and told to warm the oven up because he wanted another grandchild to bounce on his knee. 
Grandma’s whiskery kiss, the indifferent hug from the sister-in-law and the way too personal hug from his brother. This family needed a lesson in how to say congratulations. If I had my way, it would be shouted from the other side of the room where they couldn’t put their wayward hands on me. 
I sat back down, feeling the clammy grip of Max’s hand on mine. Nerves and Max did not mix. Thankfully, my fringe was falling into my eyes. I pulled my hand free to pull the strands behind my ear. 
Dessert was now filled with a conversation about the wedding, of dates and ideas. I’d done this. I’d agreed to something that I did not want. I was an idiot, and I was a horrible person. Why? Well, that was because I would end this at some point. I would find a reason to back out of this, I don’t know what, but it will happen. 
Feeling at odds with everything happening, I put my napkin on the table and grabbed my clutch. All eyes swung to me as I stood, teetering in my pumps. 
“Excuse me, just going to powder my nose.” 
Max looked up at me with admiration. Becoming more ladylike was something that he had taken on as a personal project. Ordinarily, I would have said I was going for a piss. Max didn’t like crass and vulgar words. He disliked ladies who spoke or acted like drunken sailors. I couldn’t say why he was attracted to me, but he was. I dressed as I pleased, not caring if it was a pair of pants or a dress. Yet this man liked women in dresses. He liked pretty pumps, dresses to the knees, and styled hair and makeup.  
This girl was not made for such things. Six months of nights out with Max, and I was getting better at walking in these horrid things, but still, I walked like I was drunk. Reaching the corridor that housed the entries to the restrooms and the kitchen, I leaned on the wall and enjoyed a moment of silence. 
No, Max and his poorly-timed proposal. No amorous hands of his brother. No gushing mother of the would-be groom. What the hell was my mother going to say? Well, considering that I wasn’t talking to her, nothing. 
Hearing an amused chuckle, I opened my eyes and lifted my head from the wall. 
“You look like you just got ambushed.” 
“Yeah,” I said softly. 
The man turned back from the side door, slipping the cigarette over his ear. Clearly, he was about to sneak out to the back alley for a quick one.  
“You know, they do that so that the girl says yes.” 
He leaned his athletic frame against the wall beside me, crossing his arms over the broad chest. 
“Do what?” 
“Involve the family. How could you say no when sweet grandma was sitting there?” 
“She would have had a coronary if I said no.” 
The man nodded, grinning with his amusement.  
“We’ve only been together for six months. It’s not enough, is it?” 
He shrugged, the strands of sandy blonde hair falling into his eyes. 
“Everyone is different.” 
That wasn’t overly helpful. 
“I’d better get back,” I muttered. 
“You could escape through the kitchen.” 
He gestured to the two doors. One led to the back alley that was nothing more than a series of garbage bins blocking street access, and the other led through the kitchen and out to the different external door, one that did go somewhere. 
“Or you could hide in the garbage bay with me, have a quickie and go back much more relaxed.” 
He said quickie like it had an alternate meaning. To be honest, I’d take him up on it if it meant that I got a moment to enjoy it. One would be enough. Frustrated? Yes, it was my middle name. 
“Tempting, but he will look for me, and I don’t think having a quickie with a stranger is appropriate.” 
The man grinned, holding out his hand. 
“Carter. Not a stranger now, am I?” 
Warily, I shook it. Not clammy. A rugged and firm grip that was tantalising. 
“Jessie, and sorry, I really should go back.” 
“Sure. Your loss, not mine.” 
I turned away, not feeling any more relaxed than when I had walked here. 
“Hey, Jessie.” 
Looking back at Carter, I saw the boyish smile that felt like it had just made my body turn inside out. 
“If you’re bored later on, I’ll be at the Bucking Bronco Saloon.” 
Then he turned out the door to the garbage area. I heard the flick of the metal wheel in his lighter, and his heavy steps on the dirty, wet concrete. 
Temptation, your new name is Carter, and damn you, you are incredible. 






  
  Chapter 2


Max groaned, his body heavy on mine as he flopped onto me, sated and happy. Me, however, well, I was staring at the ceiling, wondering where the hell my orgasm went. I was on my way to having one for the first time in many months, and it was all thanks to a certain man I’d met in a corridor earlier this evening. Yes, I had a Carter fantasy, and in that fantasy, he was giving me great sex. In reality, I was having unsatisfactory sex with Max. 
“Who would have thought, eh?” 
He lifted off me and rolled off the bed, pulling the condom off and tossing it to the nightstand. 
“About what?” 
“That a proposal would make you start enjoying it.” 
Yeah, that’s the reason. I smiled sweetly at him, trying to ignore the statement and pretend it was okay for him to say things like that. The reason I didn’t enjoy sex with Max was that it was shit. He’d fumble his hand between my legs for less than a minute, a terrible attempt at trying to make me aroused. He would always ignore the fact that I would spend a good ten minutes pleasuring him. Max said it was a woman’s duty to be giving and not demanding. I should be honoured to do it. I should want to make him happy. 
So, that’s how it’s been. He got everything he wanted. Everything was perfect in his misogynistic little world. I got the almost nothing that hurt more than it should. Max was rough, and to be honest, I don’t think he cared. I believe that he did it because he felt he had no other choice. There was a good chance that once we were married and he thought he had complete control, I’d get nothing. 
After the pitiful foreplay, Max would move straight into sex. Never varying, never interesting. Missionary for as long as he could hold out, which wasn’t long. Tonight’s effort had lasted two minutes, and yes, I was watching the clock. One heavy grunt, and it was over. 
“Sure.” 
And it had nothing to do with the handsome man in the corridor, the one who was probably hoping that I’d go to the Bucking Bronco to see him. A part of me wanted to, desperate for a thrill. And it would be, that was certain. Daring to do something bad. 
I pulled myself back to lean on the headboard, tucking the sheet over my chest and under my arms. As Max stood beside the bed, I toyed with the diamond ring on my finger. The thoughts raged in my mind, telling me to do the right thing by this guy. Admit that I’d done the wrong thing by saying yes, admitting that I’d done it so that he wouldn’t be embarrassed in front of his family and the restaurant.  
Carter was right. Max had done this so that I wouldn’t say no. I didn’t want to be trapped in this situation, but I was. Carter’s statement illuminated everything wrong in this situation and the rest of my life. I was living in this world without a thought of Max’s feelings. I assumed he was happy to coast through life like me, not wanting to settle down permanently. 
Yet, I knew that wasn’t what he wanted. I’d ignored Max’s feelings and the statements he’d make occasionally. Now that he’d proposed, I could see each more clearly. Max has always been obvious, and I was ignorant.  
Max stopped, still sweaty and still very much naked. I’ve always admired him in a physical sense, but to be honest, he wasn’t everything that he could be when it came to my desires. I really was a bitch. I was picking on him for the way that he was. I was shallow and cold, and I knew it wouldn’t change, not when it came to Max. 
There was something wrong, something that I couldn’t figure out. It was clearly me that was the wrong part of this situation. I had to do what was right for Max. I had to free him from this doomed nightmare. 
“Comin’ in for a shower?” 
I shook my head. 
“I had one before I left home.” 
Max nodded as he turned to the bathroom. 
“Tomorrow, we’ll move your stuff in here.” 
And so, it begins. He knew how much I loved my apartment. The only reason I would leave it would be if I were leaving town altogether. It was within walking distance of my work, it was a clean place, and it was reasonably priced. This place? I’d have to drive to work, which meant more money spent on gas. Then, there was contributing to his exorbitant rent, which had additional levies for facilities Max did not use. Like the gym, the pool, and the rooftop garden. There would be an extra car space fee, which Max would no doubt say that if I quit my job and we started his antique business, I wouldn’t need it. So goodbye car and goodbye personal freedom. 
“Now that we’ve got a wedding to save for, we need to cut costs.” 
“I like my apartment,” I whispered softly. 
“Don’t be ridiculous, Jess.” Max snapped harshly. “We’re getting married, we don’t need two places. You’ll do what you’re told. I don’t need this crap from you, so don’t start. You will move in here, and I don’t want any more arguments out of you.” 
Everything was sinking around me, and I could feel it suffocating me. I had to get out. I had to escape. 
Max said nothing more, closing the door. I knew it was now or never because I had no excuse as to why I wanted to leave. So, I dressed quickly, found everything that was mine, and when I was ready to walk out the door, I put the ring on his nightstand. 
The way that he spoke to me was new. I’d not seen this side of Max before, and I knew it was because I’d said yes. I’d agreed to be the little woman, and Max was asserting his dominance. Well, to hell with him. He wasn’t going to have that kind of hold over me. 
Once I was in the elevator, descending into the depths of the building, I felt a great burden lift from me. I should have ended it with him sooner than this. I should have seen the signs. But this was me at my best, plodding along as I waited for an opportunity to strike. Tomorrow, I would have to deal with the fallout of my actions, but for now, I was on my way to the Bucking Bronco Saloon. 
It didn’t take long to reach the place. I sat in the car park and wondered if I was doing the right thing. I didn’t mean the situation with Max. That was dead, and I wasn’t going to prolong it anymore. No, what I was talking about was Carter. Rebounding was never a good idea, but there was something sinful about him, so wickedly tempting that I couldn’t resist. I wanted more than just his boyish smile. 
After a night like this, I needed it. Even if it went nowhere, I would still be okay. A few hours to forget how much Max has changed, how I never saw the real him. It was surprising that he’d be so nasty. I didn’t think he had it in him. Max was always sweet and kind, smiling and gentle. This horrible side was startling.   
Getting out of the car, I locked it and put the keys in my purse. With a heavy sigh, I feigned confidence and walked through the car park. The place was done up like a ranch, looking rather cool. Nothing like the extravagance that Max tried to show off with his five-star restaurants. 
My phone didn’t ring until I reached the car park, Max’s shower had taken longer than expected. I looked at the phone. His name lit up on the screen as it rang and rang. When it was done, I turned down the ringer and slipped it into my bag. 
The Bucking Bronco Saloon was lit bright, the sound of music pumping loudly. As I walked up the stairs and along the breezeway, I could see through the windows. To one side, there were several rows of people line dancing, a guy on a mechanical bull with people around the pit to cheer him on. 
The place looked like it was a lot of fun, and everywhere I turned, I could see people enjoying themselves. This was letting loose, having a great night out and enjoying the atmosphere. I found myself smiling, watching the man on the mechanical bull. I would never get on it, but it was fun to watch others struggle to stay on it. 
“Well, hello, stranger.” 
I gasped, turning to see Carter leaning on the wood beam. 
“You came.” 
“Yeah. Those things are bad for you.” 
He grinned, flicking the ash of his cigarette. 
“I think I’ve got it, Jess. No need to worry about little old me.” 
Carter flicked his head at my outfit. Even though I had bed hair, I was still dressed like a demure woman who was chaste and well-behaved. 
“You’re not going in there like that, are you?” 
“Not much choice. I fled.” 
“Oh.” He said in a naughty tone. “Did you fess up Jessie?” 
Ashamed, I lowered my head as I shook it. 
“Left the ring on his nightstand while he showered.” 
“Did you screw him too? Oh, Jess.” He laughed. 
I rolled my eyes, trying not to join in with his amusement. 
“To be fair, I don’t think that it could be considered sex.” 
Carter pouted, mocking the shit state of my life. 
“Come on, I’ll buy you a drink.” 
Following him into the bar, I found a small table and waited. We were on the far side of the room where it was a little quieter, though the rousing steps of the line dancing weren’t. I’d always been curious about this place and wanted to give it a go, but Max liked his five stars, and anything less than that was a waste of time and money. 
Carter placed the drinks on the table, sitting opposite me. I could smell the rum. Even though it would only be one shot, it was still heavy. 
“So, lay it on me.” 
“Aside from the marriage proposal after being together for six months?” 
“Yeah.” He offered, grinning as he took a sip of his drink. 
“Well, it’s not what I want. Maybe with a little time, but not him. It sounds horrible. I’m horrible.” 
I wasn’t expecting him to say any different because if he had, I would have shut him down anyway. I was horrible, and I’d done a terrible thing to Max. 
“He wants to stay in this town. He’s happy to be here. I don’t want to stay here, not for the long term, at least.” 
I frowned, feeling at odds with everything in my life. 
“I don’t know why, but it just feels wrong. Like everything about this town and me being here is a lie. I want to be free, to not be tied down. It feels like I don’t have the same goals as Max, and I can’t be with someone who doesn’t have the same interests as me.” 
“Sounds fair enough. So, what do you want to do?” 
“Travel, visit different places and cultures. Things that are exciting.” 
I took a wary sip of the drink. It was as harsh as I expected. 
“He was horrible to me. I saw a new side of him tonight.” 
“Dangerous?” 
I nodded. 
“I think in time it would become that, yes.” 
Carter grimaced, looking out the window. 
“It’s not my place to tell you what to do with your life, Jessie, but I would steer clear of him. Some men see the ring as a claim of ownership, and once it’s on the finger, they own the woman. You don’t strike me as the kind of woman that would accept a situation like that.” 
“Damn straight,” I said with a grin. 
He chuckled, leaning on the table's edge to get closer. 
“So, these exciting things that you want to do, what’s stopping you?” 
“Money, what else?” 
Carter nodded with a grin, understanding me completely. 
“What about you? What do you do when you’re not propositioning strangers in corridors?” 
He laughed, looking at the glass as he turned it on the table. 
“Well, I work for the government as a bodyguard for visiting dignitaries.” 
“I guess you get to meet a lot of different people.” 
Carter shrugged, his gaze still lowered. 
“Yeah, but it’s on the backburner for a while. Got a new assignment at the moment, one that’s top secret.” 
“Ooh, sounds positively interesting.” 
He huffed with amusement, nodding. 
“It is interesting. I’ve hit a little snag, but it looks like I’m back on track for completing it without any more issues.” 
“Lucky you.” 
Carter smiled as he lifted the glass, his eyes never leaving me. 






  
  Chapter 3


My head was thumping, much like the person at my front door. Cracking an eye open, I looked around my bedroom and wondered what the hell had happened last night. Sure, I drank, but did I really drink that much? Misbehaving was bad for my health. 
Curious about the events beyond drink number five, I looked at the other half of my bed and saw it was empty. I felt disappointed. What I had with Max was definitely over, I wasn’t going to drag it out any longer, but something with Carter would have been nice. A little bit of hot rebound action. Maybe not getting anywhere was karma coming back to bite me on the ass, telling me I didn’t deserve hot rebound action. It was probably right. 
Sitting up, I felt my head pound heavier than before. As I searched for pills in my nightstand drawer, I said a silent prayer that I didn’t drive home last night. I guess I had made it home alright. As for the car and everything in between, I don’t know. 
The thumping continued, and I heard Max call out my name. Through the relentless thumping that was probably annoying my neighbours, he was saying that he was worried about me. I was worried about myself, too. The door to the bathroom opened, and Carter walked out, wrapped in one of my hot pink towels, dripping wet. 
“Morning,” He said softly with a gorgeous grin. “Who is making all that noise?” 
I stared at the muscles, the pale skin taut over his body. Rivulets of water slid down his chest, sinking into the shallow line on his stomach.  
“Good god,” I muttered quietly under my breath. 
“Jessie?” 
Snapping into coherence, I blinked and turned to the door. 
“The ex.” 
“Oh.” He said dryly. 
I looked at the path from my front door to the bedroom. It was a mess of clothing. We’d obviously stripped each other in a flurry of passion. I just wish I could remember it. 
“The building manager is here, Jess,” Max called out.
“Shit,” I hissed. “He can’t let him in, can he?” 
Carter shrugged. 
“If he thinks you’re in danger, yeah, I guess so. Is the ex your next of kin?” 
“No, my witch of a mother is.” 
I stood, wrapped myself in a dressing gown and picked up the clothes as I walked to the door. Tossing them onto the bed, I pulled the sliding door shut. Carter cheekily pressed his fingers to his lips, indicating that he would be quiet. 
Bastard, how dare he be so cute. 
As the master key was pushed into the lock, I opened the door. The chain was across the door, ensuring that Max didn’t barge his way in. I had a hangover and didn’t want to deal with anyone today. Even Carter was close to getting his delectable ass kicked out. 
“Miss Ryan, are you alright?” 
“I’m fine, thanks.” 
He nodded, looking at Max as he stood upright and tucked the master key into his pocket. 
“Well, I guess I’ll leave you to it.” 
Max waited until the building manager was halfway down the stairs before he turned back to me, looking a little pissed off. 
“What’s going on, Jess? Are you going to open the door, or is there something I’m unaware of?” 
Oh yeah, he’s half-naked in my bedroom. God, I was such a bitch. 
“Max,” I said with a heavy sigh. “I can’t marry you. I know that I should have said no last night, but I couldn’t do it with your family watching on. You know that we’re two different personalities. We don’t want the same things in life, and it would be wrong of me to continue this on as if everything was okay.” 
His hands clenched and opened. The frustration was showing on his face. 
“You could have said something when we returned to my place.” 
Yeah, I could have, I suppose. No, I should have. But it was too late for could have or should have. Uneasily, I shrugged. What could I say to him? There was nothing more that I could offer to him because Max, being Max, he would interpret it his own way regardless. 
In the beginning, I would have thought it would be okay for that kind of conversation, but now that I’ve seen him turn into this ugly monster, I realise that saying nothing was for the best. I got out alive. It worried me that Max might have become physical when faced with a situation he didn’t like. 
I am worried about it now. Would Carter intervene if Max tried something? I hoped he would. 
The silence was brief, but it was a killer. Max looked at me, and I wondered if he was upset because he didn’t look it. Annoyed was the best I could offer as I looked at him and tried to figure him out. 
“We need to talk about this.” 
Which was Max's way of saying, let’s talk about it while I eventually bring you around to my way of thinking. 
“No, Max, we don’t. I’m going back to bed now. Don’t ask the manager to let you in, please.” 
I closed the door, or at least I tried. Max put his hand over the door, stopping me. 
“Why are you still in bed at eleven am, Jess? Shouldn’t you be at work?” 
Shit. Well, I guess my dumb ass was now fired. 
“Since when do you shut the bedroom door? Is there someone else?” 
“I’m not in the mood to answer questions, Max. I’m tired, and I want to go back to bed.” 
“Are you sick?” 
Well, I guess that being hungover was classed as sick. But then my mind snapped with a brilliant idea. So clever that it was sure to make Max leave. Germs. 
“Yeah, think I’m getting the flu.” 
Instantly, his hand dropped from the door, and he stepped back. Max was germ-phobic, always carried around one of those bottles of waterless hand sanitisers and washed everything in boiled water. 
“Maybe we should meet in a few days when you’re better.” 
Max didn’t wait for an answer. Instead, he was at the stairs and walking down them, barely glancing at me as he said goodbye. 
I rolled my eyes and closed the door, turning the locks over. Now I had to deal with the half-naked man in my bedroom. What to do with the gorgeous man who had clearly spent the night in my bed. My mind rattled with pain as the thoughts of a late-morning dalliance under the sheets disappeared. This hangover was trying to kill my love life. 
Opening the bedroom door, I saw Carter was still wrapped in the towel. He smiled and followed me out to the kitchen. 
“So, your ex is now officially an ex?” 
“Yeah. Did you want something to drink? Breakfast?” 
“I’m fine, thanks.” 
After a night of drinking, wasn’t it ideal to rehydrate the body? Or, at the very least, a morning pick-me-up with a coffee. I know I needed one. 
Carter said he was fine and that he didn’t need anything at the moment. I was dubious but said nothing. 
“So, heartbreaker, what’s on today’s agenda?” 
“Well, if I felt up to it, I’d call work to see if I still had a job.” 
“Boring,” He said mockingly. “Why not sign up for that adventure you want? You’ve ditched the boyfriend, and now, with no job, you’re all set.” 
Eyeing him off, I began to make my coffee. 
“Except that I don’t have that kind of cash.” 
“You worry too much, Jess. It’s easy to pick up odd jobs here and there.” 
Carter glanced at the clock on the wall, and I couldn’t help but notice how alert he was and didn't look hungover. I’d seen him drink, or at least I thought I had. I drank faster than he did, and when he got up to get my second drink, he was still on the first. In fact, he sat on that first drink for a really long time. Those sips he was having were few and far between. Maybe he wasn’t hungover at all. 
His gaze rose to the large glass door that showed a view of a dreary morning. The sky was dull and grey as the rain poured a constant patter. Across the road was a row of trees swaying in the wind. It was the kind of weather that made me want to curl up under a blanket with a large bowl of popcorn and watch a movie. 
“You know what? We should go on a road trip.” 
I stared blankly at Carter as he turned back to me with a gorgeous, charming smile. 
“I’ve got nothing better to do.” 
“Well, I do,” I said dryly. “I’ve got bills to pay and a manager’s ass to kiss.” 
Carter laughed, shaking his head. 
“Come on, Jess, it will be great. We could trek somewhere north of here, plod along and have a great adventure.” 
My mind was hissing with whispers of danger and warnings about getting into cars with strange men. Last night, I was filled with bravado, welcoming the thrill of danger, but not anymore. All I wanted was to escape from Max and his marriage proposal, not go on a holiday with someone I don’t know. 
“You know, as tempting as it sounds, I think I might spend today recovering from my hangover.” 
Offering a smile, Carter glanced at the clock again and then looked around the room. 
“Sure.” 
From the bedroom, the sound of a phone echoed. Carter’s interest turned to the room as he left to answer it. I breathed a sigh of relief. How was I going to deal with this one? And what was with these overly insistent men? 
Pulling the mug down from the shelf, I flicked the kettle off. My life was getting worse by the second. I shook my head and huffed. Maybe I needed a little me time. No men, no relationships, just me. 
I turned to get the milk out of the fridge, yelping when I saw Carter standing behind me. He offered a sympathetic smile. I looked down at my arm and saw a needle sticking out of it. 
“What the hell?” 
“Sorry, Jess. Just let the stuff do its job.” 
“What are you doing?” I groaned, feeling weaker. 
“It’s a relaxant. You’ll be alert, but it will stop you from running away, fighting me off, speaking.” 
Carter pulled the syringe out of my arm. My legs began to feel like they were ready to collapse. I gripped the bench as I slowly lowered to the floor. Looking up at Carter, I watched as he moved with precision. The needle was capped and put in a leather pouch, then dumped into a bag. 
Carter picked me up off the floor, taking me to the bedroom. The room seemed to blur as he moved. The drug was seeping through my body. 
“Don’t hurt me.” I slurred. 
“Oh, Jess,” Carter said with a mocking laugh. 
Gently, he placed me on the bed, kneeling on the floor beside it. 
“Don’t you recognise me?” 
I looked at Carter, to the hazel eyes that watched me with amusement on his face. Reaching out to the strong jaw, my hand shook as it touched the skin. Hair was breaking through, and the sharp bite against my skin was achingly wonderful. Yet the man himself was so deadly. I was in trouble, really big trouble. 
“No.” 
“Shame. I am surprised that you don't recognise me.” 
My vision blurred as I looked at Carter. It worried me that I should know him but didn't. How could I forget someone so handsome yet so dangerous? 
“But you don’t need to worry about that. For now, it’s all about you and me.” 
Taking my hand, he pulled it away from his face and put it in front of me. 
“I’m sorry that it turned out this way. If you’d just agreed to what I wanted, then I wouldn’t have needed to do this.” 
His fingers pulled the hair away from my face, tucking it behind my ear as he looked at me with a smile. 
“It’s going to be okay. You and me, we’re going to have fun. All you need to do is relax and listen to me. Do as I say, and we’re going to get on just fine.” 
As Carter stood, I realised I couldn’t move my body anymore. I was frozen in it. My mind was wavering but still reasonably functional. But the worst of it all was that I could see everything. My eyesight hasn’t faded. 
I watched in horror as the towel dropped to the ground. Carter was naked and still wet from the shower. I wanted to say that he didn’t need to take it by force, that up until now, I was happy to have sex with him. But then my mind whispered that sometimes it’s the dominance and the thrill of a weak and restrained woman is what it
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