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Prologue

 


“Please.” The word escaped me in a shudder.
“You don’t have to do this.” I watched in horror as he finished
duct-taping my legs together. My wrists and hands were already
bound all the way to the knuckles of my fingers, as if permanently
fixed in prayer. I will pray forever and a day if I get out of
this.

He chewed at his lip while staring at me.
Those eyes, I had once seen as seductive, were half-crazed as they
darted about the room. He had taken to frantically pacing the floor
and running a hand through his disheveled hair.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered for like the
hundredth time.

I wanted to scream, but was trying my best
to survive. “You don’t have to be sorry. Whatever this is, we can
forget about it. Just let me go.”

My begging caused him to wince. It made me
hopeful that I might be breaking through.

“I can’t do that,” he replied deflating me.
“You have to understand, I don’t want to hurt you.”

“Then don’t.”

He looked outside the dirt-encrusted window.
The sun was starting a slow descent on the horizon. He squeezed his
eyes tightly and scrubbed his face. I could hear him blowing out a
few deep breaths before he spoke. “I have to.” It was as if he was
trying to convince himself. I held my breath. His choice would seal
my fate.

I trembled as he reached for the syringe on
the nightstand. Panic set in. My stomach clenched and my skin grew
hot and clammy. “No!” The tears fell heavily, temporarily obscuring
my vision. “I don’t want to die!”

He crouched back down beside me as I
struggled to move away. I was no match for his large frame and
strength. He kept me neatly in place as he injected a burning hot
liquid directly into my neck. His eyes bored into mine, remorseful
yet determined. “You’re not going to die, Chloe. You’ll just wish
you had.”


Chapter One

 


Three Weeks Earlier

“And what can I get you?” I leaned in,
exposing a little cleavage, not enough to come across as slutty,
but enough to get my tips up.

“I’ll take a light beer on tap.” His eyes
lingered longer than was polite. He was old enough to be my father,
and I found him utterly gross. But on a slow night at a dive bar, I
had to make the best of things. Rent was due.

“Coming right up, sugar.” I filled a glass
and slid it down the worn wooden bar.

“What’s a pretty thing like you doing in an
ugly dump like this?”

“Ah, my daddy asks me the same question all
the time.” That was a lie. I didn’t have a father. By referencing
said father, though, I accomplished two things. First, my customer
would now see I think of him as fatherly. Second, it established me
as a good girl who loved her daddy. Southern gentlemen are
programmed to respect girls who love their daddies.

“Well.” He took a sip of his beer, and the
creepy leer lessoned by a few degrees. “You should listen to him. A
girl like you could do way better.”

Bingo! Now he was in the business of
watching out for me. I’m free and clear of him trying to get in my
pants the rest of the night. “How awful sweet of you to say. Have
some pretzels. I just opened a fresh bag.”

“It’s the truth.” He held up his glass in a
salute while I smiled and checked on my one other customer.

Damn straight it was the truth. This was the
last place anyone I knew would expect to find me working. It was
why I drove twenty-four miles from my house in Asheville to work in
a dive bar in small town Hendersonville. I’ve made an absolute mess
of my life, and I’m not too eager to share that fact with the
world. In short, I was fired from my dream job six months ago and
have been having the worst time getting properly employed.

I bartended my way through college, and
occasionally after, I would do an event or two for extra cash. I
never thought at twenty-seven I’d be doing it full time to keep the
lights on. My fellow bartenders marveled at how much I could rake
in compared to them. I’d like to say it was because of my skills at
mixing drinks, but this place had more of a Jack and Coke vibe.
There wasn’t much of a call for a mixologist at a dive bar. I
poured whiskey straight, shots, and draft beer about seventy
percent of the time. My ability to outearn the other bartenders
here was more of a natural talent. I have legs that go on for days
and huge breasts. Those assets afforded me a confidence level at an
early age. I wouldn’t sleep with the patrons. I just used every
advantage at my disposal. Life was shitty enough.

“Hey, Chloe!” Ray, our bouncer, strode in.
“Sorry I’m late. Had to fix a flat.”

I gestured to the two old guys at the bar.
“No worries. This crew ain’t too rowdy.”

“The night is young.” He winked and set up
his stool at the front door.

“Can I get ya something?”

“Club soda.”

I had to reach farther back on the shelf to
get to the plastic cups. Glass around Ray was a bad idea. He often
had to sprint and stop a fight. Glasses always were the first
casualty. I tossed three limes in a Solo and jokingly topped it off
with a paper umbrella. I smirked when I crossed the room and handed
him the drink.

He snorted at the dainty paper decoration
before using it to pick at his teeth.

I grimaced. “Classy.”

Before I made it back to the bar, the front
door opened, letting sunlight into the dingy room. I saw dust
particles floating in the air before the entrance closed. This
place was better in the dark.

Five guys stood at the door. They looked
young enough for Ray to card them. I’d say late twenties, maybe
early thirties, except one looked like a teenager. Ray waved them
through, so they must have checked out. The group headed to the
pool tables in back. I wiped down the bar waiting for them to
saunter over for a drink. I covertly watched and played my little
game of “guess their order.”

One was a hulking brute of a guy. Easily
six-five and looked like crushing things was his favorite
pastime. Jack and Coke for the big guy. After looking at the colossus, any girl’s eyes would
next be drawn to Hot-and-Dreamy. Full-fledge movie star looks at
work. He had soft wavy blond hair, large blue eyes, and pouty lips.
Too pretty for my taste. I wanted to be the hotter one in a
relationship. A pale ale for Hot-and-Dreamy. The youngest of
the bunch was a nervous-looking kid. He hadn’t stopped chewing on
his nails since he entered the place. He hung a little back from
his group while they all laughed and talked. Corona for the
nail-biter.

The final two broke off and headed my way. A
wiry, tatted-up guy with a piercing through his eyebrow offered me
a sly smile. Gin and tonic. My eyes didn’t linger long,
however, because his buddy was something to look at. He wasn’t
gorgeous like Hot-and-Dreamy. His features were rugged, as if he
spent a great deal of time outdoors. His jet-black hair was
slightly mussed in that just-right, sexy way. The confidence he
carried oozed off of him. Once I singled him out, it was hard to
look away. Whiskey straight.

“We’ll take five tequila shots and five
beers.”

Okay, so I suck at the guess-the-drink
game.

“Any preferences?” I ask, letting my words
sound breathless and flirty.

Tall-and-Rugged stared at me then, interest
lit up his hazel eyes. I might have needed to scale it back some
before I gave him the wrong idea. The thing was, I’m not sure I
wanted to. For me, this was an anomaly.

“Dealer’s choice.” He provided a cocky grin
as if sensing the attraction was mutual. Normally a total turnoff.
On him it worked. He deserved to be cocky.

At any other place I bartended this would be
an opportunity to pull out the top-shelf liquor and run up the
bill. No such choices here, our most expensive hard alcohol would
not be considered “well-worthy” at a decent place. With
Tall-and-Rugged, I probably wouldn’t jerk him around and overcharge
him. He looked blue-collar, and if he was from around here, most
likely he was not loaded. I poured five generous shots and slung
some draft beers on the counter.

“Do you want to start a tab or pay now?”

“What’s the damage?”

“Sixty-two, fifty.”

He pulled out eighty dollars and laid it on
the bar. “Keep the change.”

I was disappointed. If he opened a tab, they
planned on staying longer. He was the most interesting thing to
walk into this bar in months. He signaled the nail-biter over.

“Lowe,” he shouted, getting the nervous kid
to glance up. Lowe hurried over and between him and the tattooed
dude they carried drinks back to Hot-and-Dreamy and Giant Man. To
my delight, Tall-and-Rugged grabbed a seat at the bar.

“I’m Raff.”

“Chloe.”

He took his shot. I stared, fascinated,
watching his strong throat muscles work. I had to remind myself to
blink, as if I was in some sort of trance. He slowly placed his
forearms on the bar and leaned in, displaying well-defined biceps
in the process. His forefinger absently tapped at the condensation
on the bottom of his glass, making me gaze at his hands. They were
rough hands, no stranger to hard labor. His hands were almost as
appealing as his throat.

I expected him to start up a conversation.
Why else would he ditch his friends and linger at the bar? Yet, he
seemed content to just regard me. Wanting to hear the deep baritone
of his voice again, I uncharacteristically broke the silence.

“Did you want another shot?”

His eyes held mine for an immeasurable
length before he shook his head.

“I’ll take another.” My elderly protector
held up an empty glass.

I offered him a sweet smile, grateful for
the distraction. It wasn’t like me to be flustered over a guy. He’s
not even my type. I like a guy in a suit, not a hard hat. My man
needs to be well read and able to manage a 401K.

“Here you are, sugar. Sorry you even had to
ask.”

My patron nodded in response, clearly not as
delighted in my company after watching me flirt with Raff. Feeling
a little trapped behind the bar, I took the opportunity to wipe
down a few tables. Hollie, one of the other bartenders, had done a
real crap job closing last night. Everything was stickier than it
should be. In a dump like this, a certain amount of sticky was
expected, but this was beyond the tolerable level.

Raff might be a man of few words, but I
certainly held his attention. He swiveled his stool and blatantly
stared while I worked. I played nonchalant, like I didn’t notice,
but my pulse sped up as the weight of his inspection settled on me.
The other old guy signaled he was ready to cash out, and I
nervously returned to the bar to ring him up. Once currency was
exchanged and glasses bussed, I attempted to resume my
table-washing.

“You live around here?”

Oh, that voice! Hearing it sent shivers
across my neck. “I’m a resident of the beautiful State of North
Carolina, yet I don’t call Hendersonville my home.”

He didn’t ask a follow up, even though I
left a great opening. I gritted my teeth to hide my frustration at
his unwillingness to play fair. “I haven’t seen you around here
before. Are you new to town?” Ugh! Now I look like I’m
interested in him. I wanted to kick myself as the words left my
mouth. First rule of bartending: only comment on what they offer,
don’t come off as too curious. Be a good listener, not a
detective.

“My crew and I came into town last week for
a job.”

What kind of job? How long are you in
town? Where about are you staying? I shook myself mentally.
You will not ask him a single question! “Well, it’s a quaint
town. I’m sure you’ll enjoy your stay.”

“I wasn’t sure I would at first, but it’s
grown on me rather suddenly.” He stood up then, dragging his glass
across the bar. His eyes lingered on my body before he offered me a
killer sexy smile and turned to walk away.

That man was trouble.


Chapter Two

 


Over the next two weeks Raff and his buddies
were present for all my shifts. It would have been flattering if
the man had shown more interest, but our conversations were all
short with just a hint of flirtation. Only Raff ever spoke to me,
and I still knew next to nothing about him. I was starting to think
I was off my game.

He’s not my type. We do not
date patrons from the bar. And we most certainly do not
get overly friendly with the regulars of a dump like
this!

Yet, when he strolled in the door, a shiver
of excitement flared. Raff was alone tonight, and he made a beeline
straight for the bar. Naturally I pretended not to notice him right
away, making busy adjusting bottles.

“Chloe.” His voice was like warm chocolate
sauce on ice cream.

I turned slowly for the full effect. My long
sun-kissed brown tresses were strategically arranged to look messy,
like I didn’t bother to look like a siren, it just came naturally.
Now, my top was a bit more scandalous than usual, but he forced me
into desperate measures. I may not have decided yet if I wanted to
date him, but I surely wanted him to want me.

Raff noticed the top, or lack thereof. He
took in a quick audible breath and leaned in close over the bar. I
could see his arm muscles rippling under his tight button-up
shirt.

Well, well, guess he’s
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