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 Tiffany strode
through the bank’s double front doors and into a cloud of pungent
smoke. She held her breath and began to step more briskly, eager to
leave the offensive fumes behind. She hated it when customers stood
outside the doors and smoked. It was so inconsiderate. Resisting
the urge to let out an irritated breath, she began to descend the
short flight of brick steps. She would’ve given the offender a
piece of her mind, if only she hadn’t been a bank employee.

‘Nice day.’ A voice called to her through the
cancerous haze. She stopped in her tracks, surprised, and turned to
see who had spoken.

It was the smoker.

Whatever she had expected, he was not it. His
blue eyes were nearly the same shade as the cotton button-up shirt
she wore beneath her lightweight sweater. The color flattered him
much more than it did her, and she’d always considered blue to be
one of her better colors. His azure eyes sparkled with hints of
amusement above his high cheekbones.

‘Yeah,’ she replied. ‘It is nice.’

It was true. Early spring sunshine beamed
down on the New York countryside, which was visible in the
distance, not far beyond the outskirts of the small town she called
home. It was unseasonably warm, so much so that she was
uncomfortable beneath her sweater.

He tossed his head lightly, causing the
forelock of golden-brown hair that had fallen into his eyes to
retreat temporarily. Tiffany watched as he flicked ash onto the
step, where it blazed red-hot for a moment, and then winked
out.

‘In fact, it’d be a nice day for a drive,’ he
commented.

She followed his gaze across the parking lot,
where it rested on a cherry-red Mustang. The car shone in the sun,
as spotless and gleaming as any showroom model. With its cheerful
paint and polished chrome wheels, it seemed to beg to be driven.
She’d never owned, or even test-driven anything like it. Maybe he
was right – it would be a nice day for a drive.

Who was she kidding? She didn’t even know how
to drive a stick. She chuckled softly at the thought of driving the
Mustang. Those sorts of cars weren’t made for people like her –
women who didn’t mind that they’d never gotten above eighty miles
per hour in their automatic Escorts, and had never even meant to
drive that quickly. They were made for people like the man who
stood smoking – in every sense of the word – beside her, leaning
against the bank wall in his T-shirt, unzipped grey-green jacket
and boots with a little bit of mud crusted on the bottom.

‘Something funny?’ he asked.

Tiffany shook her head. ‘No, not really.’ It
didn’t seem a good idea to tell him that the mere thought of
driving the car he was admiring made her laugh. ‘Is it yours?’ She
gestured toward the Mustang, eager to change the subject.

‘Nah.’ He shook his head, causing that
tantalizing lock of golden-brown hair to fall into his eyes
again.

She scanned the parking lot. Which of the
vehicles belonged to him, if not the Mustang? Perhaps the dark Jeep
a few spaces down? Its tires, like his boots, were splattered with
dried mud. It looked like it belonged to someone adventurous.

She coughed, caught off guard by a shift in
the wind that sent a fresh puff of smoke directly into her
face.

‘Sorry,’ the handsome stranger said, dropping
his cigarette, which had been smoked down to little more than a
butt, and grinding it beneath his boot.

‘That’s OK.’ She looked away from his
sky-blue eyes embarrassedly, suppressing a tickling feeling in the
back of her throat. He was easy to forgive.

It was as if her coughing fit had broken the
spell of their conversation. Tiffany suddenly remembered why she’d
come outside in the first place, which was, of course, to take her
lunch break. Her heart sunk down to her toes, which were housed in
a pair of sensible not-too-high heels. She’d never seen the
handsome stranger at the bank before, not in her seven years of
employment. And she’d already let her mind conjure up a fantasy
that was hardly less embarrassing than her coughing fit – a fantasy
that began with her opening a new account for him.

Damn it. Alicia or Cindy would get to
open his account, and when she returned from lunch, she’d have to
hear all about it. He’d be the highlight of their day. She
scowled.

He arched a finely-shaped eyebrow. ‘You OK? I
didn’t mean to make you feel sick.’

She blushed, half because of his concern, and
half because her fantasy had progressed to the point where he asked
her to join him for dinner after her shift at the bank ended. ‘I’m
fine. I just have to go.’ She clutched her purse and scuttled off
across the parking lot before she could get to the after-dinner
phase of her fantasy and embarrass herself further.

When she’d settled into the driver’s seat of
her Escort and secured her seatbelt, she searched for his
reflection in the rear-view mirror. He hadn’t moved. She watched as
he lit up another cigarette and felt mildly ashamed when she had to
repress a smile. She could hit a drive-through. Maybe, if he smoked
the whole pack, he’d still be there when she got back.

****

Miraculously, the smoking stranger was
still there when Tiffany got back. He was leaning against the brick
wall, another lit cigarette in one hand, though he didn’t seem to
be paying much attention to it. Instead, he was staring across the
parking lot at the red mustang.

Tiffany hurriedly ran the small brush she
kept in her purse through her shoulder-length brown waves. She
didn’t want to look like crap when she came face to face with the
mystery man again, but no way was she going to dawdle and risk not
being behind the counter, ready to help him when he came in.
Tucking the brush away, she smeared a little gloss onto her lips
before stepping out of her car, wishing she’d worn mascara.

‘The hot guy’, as Tiffany had come to think
of him, nodded at her as she neared the steps. Her heart skipped a
beat when he reached out to open the door for her. She smiled at
him as she stepped through it, and he responded with a
heart-melting half-smile of his own. Her heart skipped another beat
and sped up dramatically as she forced herself to look away, to
return to the counter.

‘Oh, good, you’re back,’ Alicia greeted
Tiffany as she stepped behind the counter.

‘You’re free to go to lunch,’ Tiffany said,
plunking her purse down beneath her little section of
counter-space. ‘Are you going to try out that new Mexican place
today?’ She herself had planned to, but in her eagerness to see the
hot guy again, she’d opted for a drive through.

Alicia didn’t answer.

‘Alicia?’ Tiffany looked up to see her
staring wide-eyed across the counter.

‘Cindy,’ Alicia hissed under her breath,
‘look.’

Cindy turned in the direction Alicia was
staring, and Tiffany did too. Even before she laid eyes on him, a
fluttering in the pit of her stomach told her who’d just entered
the bank.

She was right. The handsome stranger had
finally abandoned his cigarettes and entered the building. He stood
in the lobby, back-lit by the light that streamed through the
window panes. It highlighted the natural golden tones in his
hair.

‘Oooh,’ Cindy crooned. ‘Who’s he?’

‘I’ve never seen him before,’ Alicia said.
‘He must be a new customer.’ Her voice had climbed several octaves
with excitement.

They burst into whispered speculations about
his marital status and whether or not he was a local. Perhaps he’d
just moved into town, Alicia suggested. Cindy burst into a fit of
anticipatory giggles. They both ignored Tiffany.

Their behavior was not out of the ordinary.
After all, Tiffany was Tiffany; practical, down-to-earth Tiffany,
who didn’t drive sports cars or date ridiculously handsome men.
Heck, she rarely dated, period. Alicia and Cindy both knew she
wasn’t one who could be counted on to share their wild enthusiasm
and suppositions on an occasion such as this. Normally, anyway.
Tiffany smiled in smug satisfaction as they craned their necks in
an effort to get a look at the man’s left hand, which he’d buried
deep in his jacket pocket. Tiffany had already checked – he wore no
ring.

As if on cue, he stepped forward. He withdrew
his left hand from his pocket, and something glinted in the
window-light.

Definitely not a ring.

Cindy screamed. Several customers cried out
in alarm and dropped to the floor. Alicia cursed.

Tiffany’s mouth went suddenly dry, and her
freshly-glossed lips cracked apart as her jaw dropped. The man
strode forward purposefully, with the gun raised and pointed
directly at her.

He didn’t stop until he stood directly across
the counter from Tiffany, just as he would have done to open a new
account. The gun’s dark barrel seemed cavernous, even more magnetic
than his gaze. Tiffany stared into it, unable to look away while
her mouth worked desperately, trying to force out a protest, or a
plea for mercy.

He reached into one of his jacket’s cargo
pockets with his right hand and pulled out something white. ‘Fill
it with cash,’ he said, dropping it on the counter. Her hands
trembled as she reached down and picked up the pillow case. ‘Fill
it!’ he demanded again, his voice suddenly fierce. There was no
trace of the smile he’d flashed her just a few minutes ago.

‘D-d-do it, Tiffany,’ a voice instructed
feebly from somewhere behind the counter, down near the floor. She
didn’t have to look to know it was Mark, the branch manager, who
had spoken. By a stroke of ill-luck, he’d ventured out of his
office and behind the counter to speak to Alicia just before the
gunman had entered. A sudden ray of hope struck Tiffany. Where was
Cathy, the loan officer? Maybe somewhere else in the building,
calling the police?

But no – she was at lunch. Of course she was.
Cathy took lunch at noon, just as Tiffany herself did. Only she had
come back early hoping to catch another glimpse of the man who now
held her at gunpoint. Her knees wobbled alarmingly, but she gripped
the counter and forced herself to stand up straight. If she looked
like she was going to run, he might shoot.

Hands trembling, she opened her register and
began to stuff the pillowcase with cash as quickly as she could.
She seemed to notice everything at once, even as panic bubbled
inside her. The pillowcase, for instance – a faint musky scent was
rising from it. Could it be the scent of the man who held her at
gunpoint – could this be an actual pillowcase from his bed? The
thought left her feeling strangely giddy, a sensation that didn’t
go over well with her tight knot of a stomach.

The gunman followed her with his weapon as
she moved over to Alicia’s register, and then Cindy’s, stripping
each of them of their contents. When they were all empty, he barked
an order at Mark, who opened the vault for Tiffany, sweating and
murmuring under his breath as he punched in the code. Once inside,
the gunman stood behind Tiffany, watching as she bent over to seize
stacks of bills. She was awkwardly conscious of the fact that she
was jutting her ass at him, and that he stood only a couple of feet
away, as she hefted money into the bag. Close enough to reach out
and touch her. Or to shoot her point-blank.

‘That’s enough!’ he snapped when the
pillowcase was almost full.

She stopped and stood silently, trembling as
she clutched the neck of the heavy sack and inhaled the mixed
scents of her attacker’s pillowcase and fresh currency.

He didn’t take it from her. Instead, he
seized her in a tight but rough embrace, holding her from behind
with one arm around her neck and the other pressing the gun to her
temple. She churned out a silent prayer for mercy. Please don’t
let him shoot me, please don’t let him shoot me.

They emerged from the vault, Tiffany still
clutched tightly against his chest while she held onto the bag of
money for dear life.

‘I’m leaving now,’ he announced to the bank
at large. ‘If anyone tries to stop me, I’ll shoot her. If anyone
calls the police, I’ll shoot her. If anyone follows us, I’ll blow
her brains out.’

He jerked Tiffany toward the door, and she
stumbled along across the floor tiles, helpless as several
customers stared after her, wide-eyed.

A middle-aged woman, one of the bank’s
regular customers, was huddled on the lobby floor. The gunman
stopped when they reached her, and the woman shook as his shadow
fell over her. ‘Give her your purse,’ he commanded. The woman dared
to stare up at him. ‘Now! Give her your purse!’ Clearly terrified,
she obeyed, and added the weight of her leather handbag to
Tiffany’s burden, forcing the strap into her hands before returning
to her balled-up position on the floor tiles.

Tiffany and her captor burst through the
doors and onto the brick staircase, where the stink of his
cigarette smoke still lingered in the air.

He pushed against her from behind, causing
her to stumble as they descended the steps. His hold around her
neck kept her from falling. She fought the urge to drop the money
and reach up to massage her aching throat. It would have been
impossible anyway, since his thick forearm easily filled the space
between her chin and collarbones.

They stopped at the red mustang. He slammed
Tiffany against its side and abandoned his hold around her neck,
keeping her pinned against the car with his body weight instead. He
was at least six feet tall, and well-muscled – a combination which
made him twice as heavy as Tiffany, who was relatively petite. The
position forced her to acknowledge something she’d been trying to
ignore since he’d first seized her in the vault – a hardness that
pressed against the small of her back, grinding slightly against
her each time he made even the smallest of movements.

She had a sudden vision of being raped in
front of her co-workers and customers in the parking lot, trapped
between the bank robber and the sports car he lusted for. The
thought was enough to send hot tears streaming from her eyes. They
trickled down her cheeks and dripped onto the glossy red paint of
the Mustang, forming little puddles. Her calm exterior had finally
cracked.

He ripped the purse out of her hands,
breaking one of her nails. She hadn’t realized she’d been clutching
it with all of her strength, bracing herself for the impending
assault. A jingling sound came from behind as he dug around in the
handbag, apparently in search of something. A moment later, he
swung the car door open.

He seized her arm and shoved her inside. She
collapsed onto the passenger seat, trembling with relief that she
was finally out from under his body.

He jumped into the driver’s seat and shoved
the key into the ignition. Though her vision was blurred by tears,
Tiffany could clearly see the chunky keychain that hung from the
keys. It was a plastic frame with a picture of a woman – the woman
whose purse the gunman had forced her to take – and her husband
standing in front of a waterfall, smiling. Clearly, the mustang had
been hers. The robber must have seen her drive up in it as he stood
on the steps, smoking.

The engine roared to life, and Tiffany’s head
bounced against the window as the gunman carelessly reversed the
car out of its parking space. She was thrown back into the seat as
he accelerated and tore out of the parking lot. The buildings that
blurred together as they raced by had been replaced by trees by the
time the wail of sirens began in the distance. Somebody had finally
called the police. She remembered his promise that he would ‘blow
her brains out’ and flinched.

He caught the movement from the corner of his
eye. ‘I’m not going to shoot you. I just said that to buy some
time.’ The dangerous edge was gone from his voice. How did he
manage to sound so calm? God, had he done this before?

A few tears were still making their way down
Tiffany’s face. She wiped them away with the back of her hand and
resolved not to let any more escape. It was OK. He wasn’t going to
shoot her. At least, not yet.

She risked a glance at the speedometer and
discovered that they were traveling at eighty-three miles per hour.
The speed limit was only fifty-five. She scrambled to fasten her
seatbelt and clutched the edges of the leather seat in a
death-grip, breaking another of her nails in the process.

Her nervous anticipation of a car wreck only
lasted so long. Eventually, sitting still and listening to the dull
roar of the engine while straining to hear police sirens that had
yet to catch up with them became maddening. She had to say
something. ‘You chose a really conspicuous getaway vehicle.’ It was
the first thing that came to mind, and she blurted it out.

He laughed. It was a surprisingly rich sound,
and for a second, it was almost as if they were back on the bank
steps again, making small talk. ‘It’s just a temp,’ he said. ‘It’s
fast – that’s what counts. I thought I’d have some fun throwing
them off my trail.’

As if on cue, he veered off of the road in a
spray of gravel, pulling into a private drive that was swallowed up
after the first few yards by tall, aged pines. It was a bumpy ride,
but it lasted for less than a minute. When he stopped, they were in
the driveway of a large log cabin, nestled in the secluded forest.
There was a dark blue Saturn in the driveway.

‘Is this your house?’ Tiffany asked,
bewildered. It was a beautiful building – not exactly how she
imagined a bank-robber’s den.

‘No. But this is my car.’ He motioned toward
the Saturn.

After exiting the Mustang himself, he walked
around the front and opened Tiffany’s door for her. She was
overcome by a sensation of déjà vu – she’d imagined him doing the
same thing in her fantasy. Now, in their current situation, it
seemed absurd.

She stood uselessly as he tossed the
pillowcase full of cash into the Saturn’s trunk and covered it up
with the blankets and emergency roadside kit that were already
stashed there. The ordinariness of her captor’s car and the
contents of its trunk were intriguing. Who was this man, who
apparently robbed banks after smoking on their steps and flirting
with their tellers for half an hour? It wasn’t as if he could
expect any of the plentiful witnesses to forget his face – it was
only slightly too rugged to look like it belonged on the cover of
GQ, or on a billboard in the city.

What in the world was he planning to do
next?

Tiffany eyed the nearby woods speculatively.
They were in the middle of the New York wilderness, half an hour
from town. She had nowhere to run, and there was probably no one to
hear her scream if she tried and he caught her. She dared a glance
at her captor, who’d tucked the gun into the front waistband of his
jeans. The bulge of the barrel beneath the denim reminded her of
the similar protuberance she’d felt there when he’d pinned her
against the Mustang in the bank parking lot. She no longer felt
horrified by the memory – a fact that sent heat flooding into her
face.

Once he’d finished packing the Saturn he
opened the passenger door. ‘Ladies first,’ he murmured in a tone
she’d heard already in her fantasy.

She sank into the passenger seat gladly, for
her knees had begun to feel as if they might give out. ‘Where are
we going?’ she asked as he turned his own set of keys in the
ignition.

‘Far away,’ was all the reply he gave
her.

She couldn’t stop asking questions. Now that
her fear was beginning to ebb, a strange curiosity seemed to be
replacing it. ‘If this isn’t your house, why’d we come here?’

‘Because the owner leaves every morning for
work at 7:15 and doesn’t come home until at least 5:45 in the
evening. So it should be at least that long before they discover
the abandoned Mustang and figure out that I’m driving something
else. We’ll be long gone by then.’

Tiffany noted his use of the word ‘we’ with a
sudden rush of half-amazed, half-frightened anticipation. ‘You had
this all planned out?’

‘Of course.’ He pulled the Saturn back out
onto the road. ‘What’d you think, that I’m just some idiot who
decided to rob a bank on the spur of the moment?’ He grinned at
her, and she had to fight the sudden urge to grin back.

She shrugged instead.

He reached down, pulled out a hat from the
small compartment on the driver’s side door and pushed it down on
top of his head, hiding his hair.

‘Shouldn’t you make me lay down in the back
seat or something?’ Tiffany asked. That was how the bad guys always
did it on the crime dramas she liked to watch on TV.

He looked away from the road for a moment,
turning the full force of his gaze upon her. His eyes were intense,
but one corner of his mouth was pulled up in an amused half-smile.
‘Do you really want me to?’ He spoke in the same husky voice that’d
starred in her pre-abduction fantasy.

She dropped her gaze, too abashed to maintain
eye contact. What she saw when she looked down only deepened her
embarrassment – though her kidnapper had removed the gun from his
waistband, the fabric of his jeans was just as strained quite near
where it had been.

****

They drove into the night, stopping once for
a necessary break in the thick woods that lined the country
highway. Tiffany trampled over the undergrowth to find a place
obscured from the view of any travelers to relieve her bladder. It
was an awkward thing to do in the dark woods with her captor
keeping guard only a few yards away, though he did stand resolutely
facing the other direction. When they returned to the car, he
surprised her with a cooler full of sandwiches and soda that had
been waiting on the floor in the back. Clearly, he hadn’t been
lying when he’d said he’d planned this all out. They drove on, and
according to the dashboard clock, she fell asleep sometime after
one in the morning.

****

Tiffany awoke sometime in the darkness to the
feel of insistent pressure between her legs. She stared down into
her lap and saw that a large hand had already unbuttoned and
unzipped her pants and was plunging down below the waistband of her
pink cotton panties, stretching the fabric as the fingertips
brushed the top of her clitoris, which was swollen to the point of
aching. It throbbed against the invading touch, and she was unable
to stifle a low moan.

She looked, already knowing it was he who
touched her, and saw her captor. His blue eyes reflected the
moonlight that filtered in through the windshield, and they were
fixed intently on her. He leaned in to kiss her when she met his
gaze, thrusting his tongue past her readily parted lips and over
her teeth. She kissed him back eagerly and arched her hips away
from the seat so that he could reach deeper into her pants and feel
the wetness that beckoned him…

The car hit a particularly nasty bump in the
road, and Tiffany’s eyes flew open. Sunlight streamed in through
the windows, and she squinted against it. Her heart beat fiercely,
and every inch of the skin between her legs throbbed, longing for
the dreamed-of touch. Heated flooded her face as she stole a glance
at her captor, whose hands were dry and planted firmly on the
wheel.

‘Morning,’ he said.

Her face aflame, she tried to squash down an
irrational fear of him being able to read minds. ‘Morning,’ she
mumbled back, hoping desperately that she didn’t sound as aroused
as she felt.

When she’d finally managed to compose
herself, she rubbed the sleep out of her eyes and saw that the
clock read 6:15 am. ‘Aren’t you tired?’ she asked her kidnapper,
who had apparently driven through the night.

‘I got a couple hours of sleep,’ he
replied.

‘What? When?’ She asked incredulously.

He smiled the irresistible half-smile Tiffany
was beginning to become familiar with. ‘I pulled over around two
and slept for about three hours.’

‘I didn’t even notice.’ It was unnerving to
know they’d spent three hours sleeping side by side. The memory of
her forbidden dream surfaced again in her mind, sending a fresh
surge of blood to the small but insistent organ between her legs.
She shot a guilty glance at his fingertips. In her dream, they’d
felt pleasantly rough against her inflamed flesh.

He turned his attention back to the road, but
not before she tore her gaze from his hands and noticed his eyes
were bloodshot. Stubble was beginning to darken his jaw. He was
clearly still exhausted. She couldn’t help but feel a little sorry
for him, and a vision of him resting his head on her chest and
closing his eyes flashed before her mind’s eye. She berated herself
silently and immediately, but it did little good. Her chest had
been bare in that brief fantasy, perhaps in a state of
post-lovemaking. She resolved not to let herself think about it
again. Indulging in such thoughts about a violent criminal wasn’t
safe, wasn’t practical. And it wasn’t easy to give up. At
least, not after that dream.

****

‘Do you think we could stop sometime soon?’
Tiffany asked. Her bladder had filled overnight and was protesting
each time the car passed over even the smallest bump in the road.
Besides that, the mountain air might help her to cool her head –
her captor kept popping up inside of it, always in an inappropriate
setting or position, despite her efforts not to expand on her
unbidden fantasy.

‘Yeah,’ he replied, without removing his eyes
from the road.

She stared out the window. They were
traveling down a mountain highway, surrounded by majestic pines,
maples and other trees, all resplendent in their fresh spring
greenery. There were open blossoms on some of the branches, unlike
in New York, where they wouldn’t appear for at least another three
weeks.

‘Where are we?’ she asked.

‘Tennessee.’

‘Tennessee? Really?’ She gazed at the
generous foliage with renewed interest.

‘Yeah. The Smoky Mountains.’

She gaped out the window. So this was
Tennessee. She’d never been to the south before.

He pulled over onto a gravel turn-around spot
on the side of the road. ‘There are no restrooms.’

That much was obvious. There wasn’t a
building in sight. ‘That’s OK.’ She opened the passenger door
herself. Her bladder was too full to have any qualms about going in
the woods again.

He swung out of the driver’s seat and
stretched.

She stepped into the forest, but not before
she stole a look at his arms, bare beneath the sleeves of his
T-shirt, and the narrow but tantalizing strip of muscled belly that
was revealed as he raised them over his head.

The sound of his voice caught her attention
again. ‘I’ll wait right here,’ he said, leaning against a tree just
far enough out of the way not to be seen by anyone from the
road.

Really?’

‘Yeah. There are a lot of bears in these
mountains, so you’d better not go too far.’ He grinned at her.

She picked her way to a private place,
relieved not to have him within hearing distance and slightly wary
of any bears – or worse, snakes – that might call the woods
home.

He was waiting where she’d left him when she
returned.

She made to step past him, toward the car,
but he grabbed her wrist. She turned to face him. They were so
close she had to tilt her head back to look up at him. His blue
eyes met hers, locking them in a hold that seemed more real than
the grip he had on her arm. ‘Want to go for a hike?’ he asked.

Her heart skipped a beat, and then sped up
dramatically, as if to make up for the lost time.

He didn’t wait for an answer. He moved
forward instead, maintaining his grip on her wrist. She trailed
close behind him, filled with a strange combination of trepidation
and excitement. Flash-fantasies peppered her mind in a rapid
assault, and she stopped trying to hold them back, promising
herself she’d resume her practicality momentarily.

His palm was hot against the flesh of her
forearm, and she remembered, not for the first time, the feel of
him pressed against her. His heat had been faint then, masked by
the barrier of their clothing. What would it be like to feel his
cock pulsing against her again, in time with his heart, and maybe
even hers too, with nothing between their skins? And his hand –
where would it venture if it weren’t clenched around her wrist as
solidly as a steel manacle?

These thoughts warred with a sense of dread
that was perhaps more appropriate, given the situation. Did he
still have the gun?

She hadn’t seen him without it since he’d
robbed the bank. Was he taking her out into the forest to shoot
her, where no one would see or hear? Was he going to ensure that
there would be no one to tell the police what kind of car he was
driving, or what direction he was headed in? Would her body be
discovered by unsuspecting hikers, or by a bear?

She broke into a sweat as she followed him,
trampling undergrowth and small saplings. Though they’d seemed
sensible back at the bank, her work heels were hardly suitable for
the activity. She stumbled several times, while sticks and plants
pricked her feet. She vacillated continually between the urge to
break free and run, and the urge to seize her captor and do
something that would have both shocked and filled Alicia and Cindy
with livid jealousy.

Finally, they stopped in a small clearing and
the gunman released her wrist. She regretted the loss of contact
and longed to reach out and touch him, to establish her own grip on
him, for the first time. Instead, she reached down and pulled a
twig from one of her battered shoes. ‘What are you going to do to
me?’

‘That’s up to you,’ he replied.

She arched an eyebrow, much as he had the day
before – that seemed ages ago.

‘You have a choice.’

‘Well, what is it then?’ she asked,
uncharacteristically blunt. She was panting slightly, and her
wrinkled work clothes were now sweat-stained in places. Her feet
were bleeding where they’d been pricked and scraped, and there were
leaves stuck in her hair. On top of it all, she was hornier than
she’d ever been, and it was all his fault. She was in no mood for
playing games.

‘I can leave you here. You’ll find your way
back to the road, but not before I do – not in those shoes anyway.’
She scowled at him. ‘Then you can wait at the turnaround and flag
down a police car, or anybody who’ll let you use their cell phone,’
he continued.

‘Gee, thanks,’ she spat. She was glad he
hadn’t mentioned shooting her, but she wasn’t about to remind him
that was a possibility. ‘What’s my other option?’

‘You can come with me,’ he said, ‘not as my
hostage, but my partner.’

‘What?’ His words sent her heart racing and
her eyes bulging as she tried to comprehend the enormity and
absurdity of his suggestion. Was he serious?

‘You heard me.’ He looked serious. His blue
eyes glittered, daring her to ask again.

Being kidnapped at gun point and held hostage
for a day had taken its toll on Tiffany, and she did something she
never would have imagined herself doing the day before. She drew
back her hand and slapped him hard across the face, thinking of how
he’d thrown her against the Mustang.

He grunted. The palm of her hand burned as
she drew it back to her side, but she refused to show any sign of
pain. He had no such reservations, and raised a large hand to
cradle his cheek. She smiled smugly, and regretted it almost
immediately as she realized that she wanted to comfort him.
For one brief second, she was tempted to pull down his head and
hold it against her chest, as she’d imagined earlier. And then, she
realized she wanted to hit him again.

‘Was that supposed to be an answer?’ he
asked, rubbing his jaw. ‘If so, I think I’m going to need you to
translate.’

She glared at him. ‘You want me to come with
you as your partner?’ she asked incredulously. ‘Like Bonnie
and Clyde or something?’

He shrugged. ‘Something like that.’

‘That’s ridiculous. Are you serious?’

‘Look,’ he said flatly. ‘There’s a reason I
took you as my hostage instead of one of those bimbos you work
with.’

‘And what’s that?’

‘Because you wanted to go. You wanted to get
out of there. I could tell. And,’ he paused dramatically, ‘it
seemed like there was a spark between us.’ He glared at her
defiantly, daring her to deny his assertion.

She didn’t. Instead, she stared back at him,
open-mouthed in her surprise.

‘You don’t have to go back,’ he murmured, his
voice softer than before.

Her anger had slowly begun to seep away.
Without it, her desire for him expanded and filled her to the
extent that it scared her. What he was saying was crazy. But it was
also true. She didn’t have to go back to her mundane life as
a bank-teller in rural New York. She didn’t have to fill out
another deposit ticket or listen to Alicia and Cindy’s incessant,
shallow chatter ever again. She could leave all that behind and go
with him, the impossibly handsome man she’d been fantasizing about
since first seeing him on the bank steps. It wasn’t practical, but
it was tempting.

‘I don’t have a gun.’ He pulled back the
sides of his jacket to demonstrate his claim. His sides rose and
fell steadily beneath the thin fabric of his T-shirt as he
breathed. ‘I’ll walk away right now if you want me to,’ he said
calmly. ‘I won’t hurt you.’

She rushed forward and shoved her arms
beneath the sides of his jacket before he had time to lower them.
As she pressed herself against him her breasts flattened beneath
her dampened shirt, compressed by his washboard stomach and hard
chest. Several outraged voices of reason in the back of her head
demanded to know exactly what she thought she was doing, but she
ignored them, reaching up instead to grab the forelock of hair
that’d fallen into his eyes again. It was surprisingly soft between
her fingers. She pulled down on it, forcing his neck to bend and
his mouth to meet hers.

He responded as if he’d been expecting her
reaction, or at least hoping for it. His mouth tasted faintly of
the sandwich and Coke that had constituted his last meal, but that
had been hours ago, and he behaved ravenously. His tongue probed
deep into the recess of her mouth, sliding hard against her own.
She pushed back, and he withdrew. She brushed his lips with her
tongue, preparing to push past them and give him a taste of his own
medicine, but he stopped her by denting the soft flesh of her lower
lip with his eye tooth.

She exhaled sharply. It stung. No, it
hurt. But not so much that she didn’t like it. Immobilized
from the neck up by his bite, she resorted to exploring with her
hands. She tucked a few fingers in the waistband of his jeans,
where he’d kept his gun the day before.

His fingers were at the neckline of her
blouse, fumbling slightly over the small top button. She willed it
to cooperate, anxiously anticipating his touch, but it
resisted.

He sighed in frustration, causing his tooth
to burrow deeper into her lip. She gasped, a sound born of pain, or
maybe pleasure – even she was unsure. He gripped either side of her
collar and pulled, parting her stubborn blouse in a spray of
buttons.

‘It was ruined anyway,’ he muttered as
buttons skittered across the leaves below and disappeared.

Finally released from both her shirt and his
bite, Tiffany tasted blood. It dribbled from the small puncture
wound he’d created in her soft flesh, reddening her lower lip.

He pressed his mouth against hers, covering
the wound and moving over it with surprising tenderness. ‘Sorry,’
he breathed.

Her heart fluttered. She sighed against his
lips and dipped her fingers deeper into his jeans. As their tips
brushed against the smooth, rounded head of his cock, her core
tightened in anticipation.

He buried a hand in her hair, cradling the
back of her head as his other hand pressed against her back,
negotiating the hooked clasp of her bra. He defeated it quickly and
her breasts sprang free. After finally ending their kiss, he drew
back to look at her. She reluctantly pulled her fingers from his
jeans so she could shake her bra completely off, and he groaned at
the sight.

Free of her bra, she turned her attention to
the single brass button that gleamed above the tented fabric of his
jeans, restraining him. It came undone easily, eager to be free of
the strain, and she pinched the zipper between her thumb and
forefinger.

The thin fabric of his underwear did little
to veil his erection. It stretched the material, every bit as
mouth-wateringly sizeable as it’d felt. She gripped the elastic
waistband and pulled down. His cock rose and extended to bridge the
gap between their bodies, the thick tip resting against her belly.
Butterflies exploded into flight in her stomach, and her skin
seemed to burn where the head of his cock pulsed against it. The
heat spread quickly from her head to her toes, tightening her
nipples and dampening her panties. A shiver of delight ran down her
spine as his hands skimmed her sides.

He cupped her breasts, raising them and
letting them spill over the edge of his palms. Then he bent,
lowering himself to the level of her chest, and pressed his open
mouth over her nipple. His tongue flicked across the tight bud,
sending another shiver down her spine. When she moaned he closed
his lips around it, drawing it in, reducing it to a hard little
pearl in the soft flesh of his mouth.

She quivered, and her knees buckled.

He’d been prepared. He settled to the ground
with her, cradling her as they descended.

She didn’t resist. Instead, she buried one
hand in his hair, cupping the smooth curve of his skull while her
other hand dipped below his waist again. It wasn’t hard to find his
stiff cock. When she grasped it he raised his head to meet her
eyes, leaving her nipple to gleam wetly in the morning light
filtering down through the forest canopy above. It was too soon –
her breasts tingled, aching for more of his touch. She gripped a
handful of his hair and guided him back to her chest.

He favored her other breast this time,
tracing a circular pattern around the edge of her areola with the
tip of his tongue, warming it with his breath. ‘Tease,’ she gasped,
and he lifted his tongue from her skin, only to descend again and
lick her breast roughly, dragging the smooth expanse of his tongue
over her nipple. She arched her back against the ground, and one
corner of his mouth turned up into a devious smile.

‘Oh,’ she gasped. It was almost a whisper,
but it was as if her small sound had driven him to the edge of
restraint. He pressed his mouth against her nipple again,
abandoning any pretense of delicacy. He was persistent with his
tongue, both rough and soft at once.

She arched her back again against the forest
floor, forcing it deeper into his mouth. ‘No,’ she groaned when he
stopped, biting the end of her nipple sharply before releasing it
altogether, ‘don’t stop.’ She tightened her hold on his hair and
pulled, but he was stronger than her. He silenced her by popping
off another button – the one that secured the waistband of her work
pants. He made short work of the zipper, yanking it down and
folding back the corners of the parted fabric like origami paper to
expose her pale pink cotton panties. The sight of his fingertips
against the material triggered a flashback from the wet dream she’d
had in the car, and heat flooded her cheeks as her clit throbbed,
aching for his touch.

She kicked off her shoes and wiggled
helpfully as he seized the folds of fabric around her ankles and
pulled, anxious to shed her clothing and let him cover her instead
with his body. When her pants lay in a rumpled pile, she flung her
arms around his neck, pulling him down on her. He ground his hips
against her, rubbing his cock against the exquisitely sensitive
mound beneath the scant fabric of her panties. His own pants and
underwear had fallen down past his ass, and she slid a hand down
his back to cup one muscular cheek. It was firm, and it was
impossible not to think of how good it would feel moving
rhythmically beneath her palm.

The fabric of her panties clung stubbornly to
her skin at the crotch, the wetness her eager body had produced
acting as an adhesive. He pulled steadily, sliding them down over
the swell of her thighs, past her knees and eventually over her
toes. He paused to admire her as she lay on the leaves before him,
a soft expanse of white, pink and brown in her nudity.

His cock betrayed his impatience, stretching
toward her and bobbing slightly in time with his pulse. She reached
out, took his thick shaft in her hand and pulled, guiding him
toward her. He lowered himself over her, propping himself up on his
elbows, and let her draw him to the slick cleft between her legs.
He paused when the head of his cock met her wet slit, hesitant on
the brink of penetration.

She moaned and tightened her grip on him,
sliding her hand down his shaft enticingly, wordlessly urging him
to enter her. She could imagine what it would feel like to have
that hardness in her, and it was maddening. Every inch of her pussy
ached for him to fill it.

He obliged her, pushing just the head of his
cock in, and moaned too.

Her body tightened around the tip of his
erection, and a slow burn spread through her core as she waited to
feel the rest of him. Would he go slow, giving her a few moments to
get used to the size of him as her body stretched, or would he go
all the way in one smooth, deep thrust? Both possibilities were
enough to make her grip the tantalizing bit of rigid flesh tight
with her inner muscles. She was so wet he’d hardly have to flex his
hips to slide all the way in. She gave an encouraging wiggle as he
gripped one of her breasts and massaged the nipple with a thumb,
teasing.

A sound shattered the intimate
atmosphere.

She froze mid-wiggle beneath him. ‘What was
that?’

‘People,’ he whispered, his voice low and
husky.

Other voices echoed through the trees,
accompanied by the sounds of snapping twigs. He was still inside of
her, if just barely. He shifted nervously and she groaned in
anxious agony, squeezing his ass, urging him to push past the
threshold, even as the voices grew louder.

He took her suddenly, sheathing himself to
the root inside her in one bold stroke. Her core stretched and
tightened around him, gripping his cock tightly as a bolt of
pleasure shot up through her middle. She gasped loudly, careless of
who might hear, and dug her broken nails into the small of his
back.

He ignored her urging and withdrew abruptly,
rolling sideways into the leaves.

‘We have to go,’ he said as he pulled his
pants back up and zipped them with considerable difficulty. His
tone was urgent but regretful, and his blue eyes glistened with
lust as he eyed her. Keeping his gaze on her all the while, he
picked up her pants and tossed them lightly into her lap.

She slid into them quickly, leaving the
panties she didn’t have time to put on behind. The seam of her
pants rubbed against her unprotected clit, eliciting electrifying
little jolts of sensation that soon had her gasping again.

He opened his mouth and traced the edge of
one lip with the tip of his tongue, eyes glued to her breasts. In a
gesture that appeared to require a lot of self-control, he
retrieved her shirt from the leaves and thrust it toward her.

Hastily, she took it and shoved her arms
through the sleeves, only to remember that all the buttons were
gone. She pulled the sides together as best she could and held it
shut with one fist while she searched for her shoes. By the time
she spotted them, she’d already decided to forgo them – they would
do more harm than good in the forest. The gunman cast a meaningful
look at her over his shoulder and started in the direction of the
car. She hurried to follow him, holding her shirt shut over her
breasts, which bounced with every step.

He charged ahead, invincible in his jeans and
sturdy boots. She tripped over a root that protruded from the
ground and fell. She threw out her hands to catch herself, and her
breasts swung freely as her palms bit into the dirt and forest
debris. Fallen leaves tickled her still ultra-sensitive nipples,
and they hardened in response, as if expecting the feel of his
tongue again.

He turned, doubled back a few steps to where
she’d fallen and bent wordlessly to scoop her up, lifting her with
an arm around her waist and swinging her so she lay more
comfortably against his chest. One of his arms curled securely
under her neck, the other beneath her knees.

The voices sounded again behind them, and he
began to run, holding her tightly against his chest as he ducked to
avoid low-hanging branches and dodged roots and logs.

By the time the parking lot came back into
view, the voices had faded and Tiffany’s speeding heart had slowed
just a little. The gunman let her down then so she could walk
beside him to the car. She did so, holding her shirt closed
self-consciously, lest anyone drive by and see them. After he’d
opened the passenger side door and closed it behind her, he flopped
into the driver’s seat, breathing hard from the effort of sprinting
with her in his arms.

‘What do you suppose those hikers will think
when they find my bra and heels lying there?’ she asked as he
turned the key in the ignition.

He laughed as he pulled back out onto the
highway. ‘Probably that a couple teenagers snuck into the woods for
a quickie.’

‘Do you think they heard us?’

‘Well, I’m pretty sure everyone back in New
York heard you.’ He arched an eyebrow in Tiffany’s
direction, smiling wickedly.

Heat crept into her cheeks, almost enough to
match the hotness that lingered in her core. ‘So where are we
headed now?’

‘South.’

‘How far–’ she began, but was cut off as an
ominous wail filled the air, drowning out her voice.

She glanced over her shoulder as her heart
leapt, pounding hard against her ribs as blue and red light filled
her vision. A police car had pulled out onto the highway,
apparently from a hidden position. It was right on the Saturn’s
bumper, its lights flashing wildly. Tiffany’s former captor gritted
his teeth and turned on the blinker, signaling that he would pull
over to the right side of the road. He did so, and the cruiser
followed, coming to a stop a couple yards behind the Saturn. He
gripped the wheel tightly as a state trooper stepped out of his car
and approached them, roadside gravel crunching beneath his
boots.

Tiffany forced herself to stop gripping the
sides of her seat and rested her hands in her lap, willing them not
to tremble. The last thing she wanted was to give her captor – no,
partner – away, but she could feel the truth fighting to show on
her face. Her body still throbbed with the near-intoxication of
sex, and panic combined with it, causing her head to spin. She
pressed it back against the headrest and tried to look as normal as
possible, as if she were just a woman on a date with an incredibly
hot guy.

‘I need to see your license and registration,
sir,’ the officer said, peering through the driver’s side window.
The tone of his voice said that he did this every day and wasn’t
particularly thrilled to be doing it again. That took the edge off
of Tiffany’s panic.

The officer wore large aviator-style
sunglasses with dark lenses, but now that her initial fear of being
recognized was gone, Tiffany worried over where his hidden eyes
might roam. She’d crossed her arms over her stomach in an attempt
to keep the front of her blouse closed without drawing too much
attention to the fact that it was missing all its buttons, but
there was no hiding the fact that she was braless. Her sweater lay
somewhere in the back seat – she’d taken it off the day before
because of the heat. Her nipples stood erect beneath the shirt that
was never meant to be worn without an undergarment, and her areolas
showed as dark patches beneath the fabric. The lack of buttons made
it impossible to cover her cleavage, which peeked out from well
below the collar. There was even a small damp spot over her left
nipple, which had once been a drop of her kidnapper’s saliva. The
sight sent her cheeks burning and a fresh wave of arousal dampened
her pussy.

Her interrupted lover was in an even worse
state. His erection hadn’t subsided and was tenting the crotch of
his jeans, a sizeable testament to the unfinished act of passion
they’d committed in the woods.

The officer was waiting.

Tiffany’s kidnapper dug into his back pocket,
forced to lift his hips to access it, which emphasized what already
couldn’t be missed. His cock was a hard rod in his lap, the outline
clearly visible through the denim. He slid his driver’s license out
of the leather billfold and handed it to the officer, who took it
quickly and snorted in disgust.

‘Pennsylvania, huh?’ the officer asked.

So, her kidnapper wasn’t a New Yorker. He’d
crossed the border from PA to commit his crime.

‘Yeah,’ he replied.

‘Do you have any idea how fast you were
going?’

‘No.’

‘Sixty-six. In a fifty-five mile per hour
zone.’

‘Sorry.’ He didn’t quite succeed in sounding
as if he meant it. The same intensity he’d displayed to Tiffany on
the forest floor lent an edge to his voice.

She glanced at his crotch again. Apparently,
he was just as anxious to finish what they’d started as she was.
The thought was even sexier than the sight of long bulge in the
front of his jeans.

The officer bent to peer in the window,
frowning. His sunglasses hid his eyes, but Tiffany could feel his
gaze on her chest. She looked down, at her knees, at the floor mat
– anywhere but at her popping nipples – as her cheeks blazed with
self-conscious heat.

The officer shoved the driver’s license back
through the window and dropped it unceremoniously. ‘Oh hell,’ he
said, ‘just go. And don’t let this happen again.’ It was unclear
whether he meant the speeding or the erotic display of
barely-veiled body parts. He chuckled to himself as he walked away,
leaving Tiffany unsure of whether she should be embarrassed or
relieved. She couldn’t help feeling both.

‘Let me see that,’ she said after the officer
was out of hearing range. She snatched the license from her
kidnapper’s lap as the trooper retreated to his cruiser. In her
eagerness, she inadvertently brushed the swelling beneath his
jeans, causing him to moan. She ignored him, absorbed in the card
she held in her hand. ‘Is this your real ID?’

When the trooper had asked for his license,
she’d been struck by the realization that she didn’t know his name.
She’d had sex – or at least begun to – with a man whose name she
didn’t even know. The past day she’d spent as his hostage had
created a strange air of intimacy between them. Now, as she read
his name for the first time, she felt suddenly alienated from
him.

‘Yeah,’ he said, ‘it’s real.’

‘James P. Elliot,’ she read. ‘Your name is
James?’

‘Were you expecting something else?’

She shrugged. ‘I don’t know. I guess it just
seems a little strange since we… Since we’ve been so intimate,
without even knowing each other’s names. I feel like I should’ve
known a long time ago.’

‘Well then, you’ll just have to break in my
name – say it until it sounds natural.’ He grinned. ‘Tiffany.’

She gaped at him. ‘How do you know my
name?’

Her purse had been left behind at the bank,
and for all she knew it was still there, awaiting her return
beneath the counter. She didn’t have any form of identification on
her, even if he’d checked her pockets while she’d slept the night
before – which might have explained her dream, now that she thought
about it.

‘It was on the name plaque in your booth at
the bank counter.’

Of course it was. She stared down at the
plastic card in her hand and scanned the rest of the information,
feeling somewhat silly. Fascination overwhelmed her embarrassment
though, and she was soon absorbed in the basic but fascinating
information James’ license offered. He was twenty-nine, a year
older than she was. And his blood – most of which had clearly
migrated to below his belt – was type O positive. She didn’t need
the license to tell her that he was tall, blue-eyed and gorgeous –
she was well aware of that.

‘About breaking in my name,’ he said, leaning
across the console and stroking her collarbone suggestively. She
trembled excitedly beneath his touch as he traced a wrinkle down
the front of her shirt until he reached the bump that was her
hardened nipple.

‘Here?’ she gasped, visions of a roadside
tryst invading her imagination and spiking her arousal.

‘I don’t think a cop would overlook it if he
caught us doing it in broad daylight on the side of the highway,’
James said reluctantly, a wry smile curving his mouth and rendering
it even more delicious than usual. ‘And besides, I want to get out
of the area in case that officer recognizes me. The police in New
York may have figured out my identity by now. Let’s drive a little
further first.’

Tiffany nodded and settled back against the
passenger seat as he guided the car back onto the highway.

****

‘How about here?’ James asked about two hours
later.

‘Great,’ Tiffany said before even looking.
She’d been playing the scene in the woods over and over again in
her mind as James drove, pushing herself to the point of madness.
Her clit throbbed and she felt ready to burst. Just looking at him
sent little waves of anticipatory pleasure through her belly. She
was every bit as ready for him as she had been two hours ago, if
not more so. When she actually did peer out the window, she saw
they were approaching a road that was narrower than the highway and
appeared to wind into the woods.

He pulled the car over onto the side of the
road after driving about a mile along the mountain path. ‘How about
another hike?’ he asked suggestively.

She opened her own door before he had a
chance to do it for her.

‘You’ll hurt yourself,’ he said as she
stepped toward the edge of the forest, barefoot. ‘Let me carry
you.’ He swept her off of her feet before she could protest, and
the sides of her shirt flapped open. He cradled her against his
chest, his gaze burning on her nipples, which were standing tall in
their best attempt to entice him.

He gave into temptation once the road and the
car had faded from sight, bending to lick each of them slowly in
turn. Tiffany sighed and arched her back, elevating her breasts
until their hard pink tips threatened to brush his jaw. He resisted
her offering. ‘I want to find a good place,’ he told her, and
started forward again.

By the time he finally stopped, Tiffany had
been contemplating leaping from his arms and demanding to end the
search for the perfect spot. ‘Here,’ he said, admiring the little
clearing he’d found in a circle of pines. Evergreen needles had
created a thick carpet on the ground, which she discovered was
quite springy when he lowered her onto it.

She shrugged out of her shirt, which had
become little more than a joke. ‘You too this time,’ she said,
tugging at the corner of his jacket. ‘I don’t take anything else
off until you do.’

He shed the jacket willingly and peeled off
his T-shirt, tossing it to the ground beside her top. She admired
the bare expanse of his chest for the first time, tracing the
contours of his muscles with her fingertips, embracing him so her
nipples pressed against his. He attacked her pants’ zipper as she
did so, exposing pantyless bare skin and pulling the fabric down
past the soft curves of her ass. He cupped his hands beneath them,
pulling her fiercely against him. She attempted reflexively to wrap
her legs around his waist, but was restrained by her pants. He
helped her to slip completely out of them, freeing her legs so that
she could squeeze his sides between her thighs hard enough to force
the air out of his lungs.

She reluctantly released him to watch him
shed his jeans and underwear. When he was naked, she took a moment
to admire his cock. She’d seen it before, but it was still just as
impressive as it had been the first time. She ached deep inside at
the sight of his long, thick shaft rising from above his balls,
which had drawn up, anticipating release. When she’d looked her
fill she threw her weight against his chest, pressing him down on
his back against the bed of pine needles.

She lay there with her face pressed below his
collarbone, listening to the steady thumping of his heart. An
echoing pulse beat in his groin, which lay beneath her own. The
thick curls that surrounded the base of his cock tickled the slick
opening into her body, and his member pressed stiffly against the
lower curve of her ass, warm and ready. As horny as she was, she
had to force herself to take a moment to enjoy the sensation, the
anticipation. It wasn’t easy to resist the part of her that wanted
to jump on his cock and ride him into oblivion.

He placed his hands firmly on her hips and
began to roll her over onto her back.

‘No,’ she said, bracing herself against the
motion.

He paused, his erection throbbing against her
thigh, waiting impatiently for her to explain herself.

‘You offered for me to come with you as your
partner,’ she told him, ‘but I don’t feel much like an equal. Not
after you kidnapped me at gunpoint and held me hostage. And
definitely not after the way you took me last time in the
woods.’

‘You seemed to enjoy that part.’

‘That’s beside the point.’

‘So what do you want?’ he asked, his voice
tense with restraint.

She lifted herself from his chest until she
sat atop his hips, just above his cock. Leaning slowly forward, she
buried her hands in his hair, pressing her palms against his
temples. He raised his head to meet her breasts, which hung
tantalizingly above his face, but she pushed him back down,
grasping handfuls of his hair. He stopped resisting and lay still
with his head against the pine needles, blue eyes gleaming.

She crouched above his chest, the shape of
her legs forming a pyramid of open space, and he rose to meet her,
his mouth colliding with the slickness between her legs with all
the force of an explosion.

He traced her wet slit with the tip of his
tongue, then forced it roughly in, licking the moisture from her
body. It felt even better than she’d imagined. When he bit down
lightly on her swollen clit, her head swam. Her thigh muscles
trembled and she would have fallen, but he braced her with a hand
on each of her hips, gripping the flesh hard enough to bruise. She
squirmed with delight, but he held her firmly there, using his
tongue as if it were a spoon and the wet cavern at her core a deep
bowl hiding something delicious at the very bottom. The fluids from
her arousal and his own mouth slid over his cheeks, trickling down
until they dampened the pine needles below. Her clit throbbed
against his tongue, and her core began to tighten rhythmically,
sending waves of pleasure rolling through her belly. She shrieked
as her orgasm reached its peak, arching her back so severely that
her nipples pointed straight toward the noon sun, suspended in an
acrobatic pose that would have been impossible had he not supported
her.

When the fierce contractions of pleasure
subsided, her body went limp and he let her collapse onto the pine
needles beside him, gasping.

‘Was that what you had in mind?’ he demanded.
His lips were parted, his blue eyes shining as they met hers.

She opened her mouth to reply, but he kissed
her hard before she could make a sound. She tasted the mingled
fluids of their mutual lust and shuddered as he forced a hand
between her still-spread legs, letting his fingers glide over her
slippery thighs and into her body. She trembled against him,
shocked by his zeal, which showed no consideration for the
ultra-sensitive state his mouth had left her in. He relented for a
split second before thrusting his fingers back inside her again,
feeling, reaching. His thumb massaged her clitoris, still swollen
with pleasure. A telltale tension began to build in her core again.
She couldn’t believe she was about to come a second time – she’d
never had two orgasms so close together. But then, James had driven
her to do a lot of things she’d never done, things she wouldn’t
have been able to imagine just a day ago.

In less than a minute, he brought her to
climax again, and her scream filled his mouth, never escaping to
echo through the trees and mountains.

He entered her then, swiftly and fiercely.
His cock felt more rigid than ever against her slick, sensitive
flesh. She gasped beneath him, having never been given a chance to
recover from his attentions, overwhelmed by his intensity. He’d
done as she wished. Yet she’d never felt as if she were the one in
control, not for a single second. He was still the one in charge, a
fact that he drove home with every breathtaking stroke. She gripped
his shoulders hard and moaned.

Suddenly, he stopped, barely remaining inside
her.

She looked up, noting the sweat that
glistened on his brow. His eyes, which were the exact color of the
noon sky behind him, were intense. ‘What’s wrong?’ she gasped. Why,
God, had he stopped?

‘My name,’ he replied tersely. ‘Say it.’

She had a fleeting notion to refuse, but
quickly dismissed it. He waited solidly in the threshold of her
body, prepared to enter fully and stretch her to her limit again.
She couldn’t deny him that, not when she ached for his most
intimate touch at her core and her entire body craved the rough
rhythm he’d been rocking her hips to just a moment ago.

‘James,’ she sighed.

He flexed his hips, burying his cock deep
inside her, and left her feeling empty when he withdrew.

‘James,’ she gasped.

He repeated the motion, driving her to arch
her back, lifting it from the ground and raising her breasts so her
nipples brushed his chest.

‘James!’

His next stroke was even bolder than the
last, and it sent her over the edge. Her inner muscles contracted
furiously around the stiff, invading shaft of his cock. ‘James!’ It
wasn’t just a name, or even a word. It was an exclamation of
pleasure that couldn’t have been expressed any other way. It felt
good just to say it. ‘James, James,’ she repeated, wrapping her
arms around his neck and pulling him close as the orgasm left her
and her insides seemed to turn to jelly.

‘Tiffany,’ he breathed, his hot breath
tickling her right ear.

Her heart skipped a beat at the sound of her
name on his lips, and she tightened her hold around his neck. She
was breathing hard, but so was he, and his chest was slick with
sweat against hers. He cock was harder than ever inside her though,
and when he began to thrust again, it was with surprising
force.

She unwrapped her arms from around his neck
and gripped his shoulders instead, needing something to dig her
nails into. She wanted to scream with pleasure, but her throat was
already ragged. She bit her lip and moaned instead as he pounded
into her, stretching her to her limit with each stroke. Her three
orgasms, especially the last, had left her incredibly sensitive.
Her entire middle sparked with delicious pleasure as he drove
himself into her over and over. She was too tired to come again,
but it felt incredibly good just to enjoy his climax.

She moaned when he squeezed his eyes shut and
arched his back, just as she had so many times. He cried out as he
came in a hot rush. It was a feral sound, one that was completely
at home in the vast forest. Even after he was quiet, it echoed
through the mountains, an announcement that he’d finally been
satisfied. He froze for a moment, propped above Tiffany on his
elbows, still hard and quivering within her. She sighed softly when
he withdrew and collapsed onto the forest floor beside her.

He curled around her from behind and wrapped
an arm around her waist. His enduring erection throbbed against her
back, and his semen leaked from between her thighs and onto the
pine needles. Her speeding heart and breathing gradually slowed,
giving way to a lazy haze of contentment. His body was warm against
hers, and his breath came slow and even against the back of her
neck. Before she knew it, she was asleep.

****

The sun had already begun to set over Tiffany
and James by the time they awoke. As they disentangled themselves
from one another, it was unclear who’d stirred first. ‘We’ve been
asleep half the day,’ Tiffany fretted as James stretched his long
muscles. Visions of police cars swarming the mountain filled her
mind, and she strained for hints of sirens’ wails through the
silence. Save for the chirping of a few crickets, all was silent,
but the realization did little to ease her worries.

‘Looks like it,’ he replied, scratching the
day and a half’s worth of stubble that roughened his jaw, making
him look even more deliciously rugged than usual.

Tiffany anxiously remembered the trooper
who’d pulled them over on the highway that day. The police back in
New York were surely working around the clock to discover James’
identity and whereabouts, if they hadn’t already. Had his image,
surely caught on the bank’s security cameras, spread to the south
yet? The thought tied her stomach in knots.

‘It’s alright,’ he said calmly, perhaps
reading her expression. ‘We’d better not waste any time though. He
fished Tiffany’s shirt from among the pine needles and handed it to
her.

She let him drape it over her shoulders,
which were pebbling in the absence of his body heat, and slipped
her arms into the sleeves. He reached around her body and cupped
her breasts before she could attempt to cover them with the gaping
fabric. Holding their weight in his hands, he rubbed the soft swell
of her nipples with his thumbs, watching them harden beneath his
touch. Tiffany sighed. The rest of her body wasn’t ready to receive
him again yet, but this felt good.

‘Are you cold?’ he asked as she quivered
against him.

‘Something like that,’ she replied.

He bent his head to kiss the side of her neck
lightly. ‘Let me help you get dressed.’

He lifted her pants from the ground and held
them while she stepped into them, tickling the curves of her calves
and thighs as he dressed her. Despite the hurry they were supposed
to be in, he took his time, touching her softly here and there
until he finally pulled the zipper up, hiding the soft nest of
curls that grew between her hips from view. He paused to press his
mouth against her stomach as he rose, dipping the tip of his tongue
into her navel before tracing an imaginary line that led him
upwards to the hollow between her breasts. Both of them tingled,
and her nipples were still hard from his touch. He favored them
each with a wet kiss, tracing lazy circles around them with his
tongue. She sighed and leaned against him for a few moments,
eventually releasing him to find his own clothing.

She watched as he dressed himself in his
underwear, jeans, T-shirt and socks. Though her own body was sore
after the explosive sex they’d had, every inch of it warmed as she
regretfully watched his disappear beneath layers of clothing. It
was too bad he couldn’t just stay naked. He approached her again
after pulling on his boots, holding his jacket out towards her. She
stood still as he wrapped it around her, shrouding her from
shoulders to waist, protecting her from the light chill that had
come with the evening. When he’d finished dressing, he reached out
to stroke her cheek, a tender motion that surprised her.

‘Why?’ he asked her quietly.

‘Why what?’

‘Why did you come with me?’

She silently asked herself the same question.
She’d been avoiding answering it for herself all day, choosing to
live in the moment instead, enjoying every second of it. She
reached out impulsively to take one of his hands in hers,
squeezing. ‘Like you said, there was a spark between us. When I saw
you at the bank, I felt like you must have when you were looking at
that red Mustang.’ She smiled ruefully. ‘That sounds so
shallow.’

He smiled bemusedly and shook his head. ‘I
was only looking at the Mustang to keep from staring at you. I
couldn’t care less about the car.’

Tiffany’s heart leapt in a way it hadn’t all
day – and that was saying something, considering the acrobatics the
kidnapping and sex had put it through. To think that this bold,
gorgeous man had been sneaking glances at her all along while
pretending to lust after a car… After several moments of grinning
into space as her cheeks heated in a fantastic blush, she realized
he was waiting for her to continue. ‘But that’s not all,’ she said,
eager to follow up his sweet confession with something that made
her sound as if she had at least two brain cells to rub together
instead of just a pair of eyes and a neglected libido. ‘There’s
something about you that has nothing to do with the way you look.
You make me feel like I could just step outside of my regular self
and do something different. Something adventurous. I like that
feeling.’

James met her eyes, a thoughtful expression
on his handsome face. ‘So that’s why then.’

‘Well, that and my boss was a jackass, and my
co-workers were airheads,’ she conceded. ‘My life was dull and I
was lonely.’

James emitted a small snort of laughter.
‘Glad to hear I’ve livened things up.’ He grinned.

‘What about you?’ she asked.

He eyed her quietly with his sky-blue eyes,
the grin fading slowly from his face.

‘You know who I am,’ she continued, her need
to know him growing by the second. ‘You stormed into my regular
life and ripped me right out of it. But you’re just James to me. I
don’t really know who you are. I don’t even know why you robbed
that bank.’

‘Money,’ he said flatly, ‘why else? I’m not
anybody great. I’m just a guy who got tired of being shit on by
life and decided to take matters into my own hands.’ He frowned.
‘Life is unfair, right? So I thought, why should I keep playing by
the rules? They aren’t doing me any good.’

Tiffany nodded thoughtfully. It made logical
sense, but it was a very bold conclusion. ‘Most people never get
angry enough to go down that route.’

He shrugged. ‘I’m glad I did. I broke a few
rules, and look what it got me.’ He reached out to stroke the side
of her face again and smiled suddenly.

‘I’m glad you did too,’ she replied a little
breathlessly.

‘Construction,’ he said after a few moments.
‘That’s what I used to do. I lost my job about eight months ago
because of the recession. People stopped building and things just
went downhill for me from there.’

She nodded again, eyeing his T-shirt and
remembering the hard muscles that lay beneath, what they’d looked
and felt like. It was easy to imagine him doing construction. ‘So
what’s your plan?’

He lifted her suddenly, holding her against
his chest just as he’d done when he’d carried her into the woods.
‘To take you back to the car and keep driving.’

‘I mean long-term. Where will we go now?’

‘Do you speak Spanish?’ he asked as he ducked
under a pine bough.

‘No. I took French in high school, and I
don’t even remember much of that, to tell the truth.’

‘That’s alright. I’ll teach you.’

‘Oh, so you speak Spanish?’

‘I can get by. For example, if we were in
Mexico, I might describe what we just did as asombroso.’

‘What does that mean?’

‘You tell me.’

‘Incredible, I hope,’ she said, heat flushing
her cheeks again.

He grinned. ‘See, you’re learning
already.’

She returned his smile. ‘So we’re headed
south of the border, then?’

He inserted a hand between her legs, groping
and rubbing her tender skin deliberately through the fabric of her
pants. The seam rubbed against her raw clitoris, eliciting an
initial groan of protest and a subsequent moan of reluctant
pleasure. ‘In more ways than one,’ he replied, grinning
teasingly.

She was relieved when they found the Saturn
at the edge of the woods, waiting alone beside the seldom-traveled
road as if they’d never left it.

When they’d settled into the seats, James
paused before turning the key in the ignition. He leaned across the
console and pressed his mouth on hers. She sighed when the kiss
ended, feeling the spark he’d kindled in the forest relight within
her.

‘What do you say we drive until an hour
before dawn?’ James suggested.

‘What then?’

‘Then we’ll find a secluded place along the
dark road, and I’ll lay you across the back seat like you asked me
to yesterday.’

****



By the time daylight began to diffuse the
fleeting night, they’d reached Mississippi. Tiffany had slept some,
both when James had parked for a couple short hours of rest and
while he drove. She was thoroughly awake now though, eagerly
remembering what he’d promised to do to her in the hour before
dawn. Her body still retained the remnants of yesterday’s passion –
a slight twinge here, a light bruise there – but those were easily
forgotten when she remembered what it’d felt like to have him
inside her.

‘Hey,’ James said suddenly, ‘looks like it’s
almost dawn.’ The corner of his mouth curled into a suggestive
smile that caused Tiffany to shift in her seat as heat blossomed in
her core.

Her heart beat in double-time as the Saturn
slowed and veered toward a gravel turn-around on the side of the
road. All was silent when he turned off the engine – the rural
highway was almost empty at this hour in the morning. A rush of
outdoor air, already hot and muggy despite the hour, filled the car
as James opened his door and swung his legs out the side, the
gravel crunching beneath his boots.

‘You still up for it?’ he asked, grinning as
he opened Tiffany’s door for her.

She nodded eagerly and repressed an
uncharacteristic giggle, remembering how during the first hour of
her kidnapping her awkward phrasing that had planted the seed of
what was about to unfold. He took one of her hands in his and a
rush of excitement washed over her as she encountered the
delightfully rough textures of the calluses that covered his palms
and fingertips, remembering the places they’d touched her and how
wonderful it’d felt. Her clit throbbed, ready to receive the same
treatment again.

She slid quickly into the backseat and lay
down across it, eyeing the bulge that strained the front of his
jeans as her buttonless shirt fluttered at her sides, failing
completely to cover her.

James braced himself with one hand on the car
roof and leaned in to seize the end of one of her pant legs in the
other. He jerked and the waistband began sliding down over her
hips, unable to offer much resistance without the button he’d
popped from above the fly in the Tennessee woods. Within a moment,
her only garment was her useless shirt. Suddenly, wearing it seemed
even more daring than absolute nudity – perhaps because of the way
James’ blue eyes kept darting back and forth between the fraying
buttonholes and her breasts as he yanked down his own fly.

The early morning afforded enough light for
her to see the tantalizing outline of his erection as it rose from
his jeans, more than ready for action. She squirmed in anticipation
from where she laid waiting across the seat. He was still standing
in the doorway, his cock in his hand and his back to the dark
Mississippi forest that lined the highway. He made to lower himself
into the seat – or at least, as much of himself as he could – but
Tiffany moved more quickly, seized by a sudden mouth-watering
impulse.

She rose to a kneeling position and gripped
the parted waistband of his jeans, pulling it down to expose his
balls. She held them in one hand, relishing their warm weight
against her palm as she parted her lips and took his cock into her
mouth. He moaned and flexed his hips, thrusting it past her lips,
farther and farther until it met the back of her throat. She
relinquished her hold on his jeans and wrapped her fingers around
the base of his shaft instead. Her fingers were warmed by friction
as her hand rose and fell, touching first the soft nest of hair
that grew around the base of his cock, and then her own lips.

He groaned again, trembling slightly as he
braced himself against the car for support.

She continued, tasting the salty evidence of
their last encounter on his skin, until he stopped her by
withdrawing suddenly. He prevented her from following by holding
one of her shoulders in a vice-like grip. ‘If you don’t stop I
won’t be able to do what I promised,’ he said, eyeing the seat that
stretched behind her.

He exerted a gentle but commanding pressure
on her shoulder and she reclined across the seat eagerly, opening
her legs in welcoming invitation. James’ golden-brown head ducked
beneath the doorway, the errant lock of hair she loved falling into
his eyes. He lowered his body over hers, settling his elbows on the
seat on either side of her body. It was a tight fit, and she
couldn’t have moved beneath him if she’d wanted to. She loved
it.

He took his cock in his hand and rubbed the
thick head up and down her slit, smiling as he teased her. She
trembled against him as he coated himself with her wetness.
‘Please,’ she said when she couldn’t stand not having him in her
any longer. ‘No more teasing.’

‘Alright.’ Her core clenched at the sound of
his voice, and during the brief moment before he entered her she
noticed that he smelled of sweat and Coke and musky manliness. Then
all her other senses were extinguished as her sense of touch
exploded, wild with delight.

Their last joining had left her body tender,
but she hardly cared. She was more than glad for the sequel to
their last encounter, graphic snippets of which had been
continually rising to the surface of her mind during the drive
since. A bump that divided the seat pressed into the small of her
back, forcing her to arch it, and his hips, wide with muscle,
pressed her legs tight against the seats that sandwiched her body.
Despite the cramped quarters, he moved with a sort of primal grace,
gliding in and out of her body.

She clawed at his back, the jagged edges of
her broken nails snagging his soft white T-shirt. Her core was
already clenching around his cock, on the verge of coming. ‘James,’
she gasped, and another voice echoed hers.

James’ head snapped upward with amazing
speed, and he scrambled to push his rebellious forelock out of his
eyes even as his head hit the car’s ceiling with a heavy
thump. Tiffany whimpered in bewildered ecstasy as he jerked
within her, and then he was gone.

His boots abused the gravel noisily as he
stood with his pants hanging down past his hips, his cock still
fully erect and exposed. ‘Damn it!’ he growled, sounding more
unsettled than Tiffany had ever heard him as he jerked up his
underwear and jeans, whirling at the same time to face an
approaching figure that was barely visible in the
semi-darkness.

It was a man, and as he came closer the smirk
that was plastered over his caramel face became visible. His dark
eyes glittered beneath a short crop of coal-black hair. There was
an exotic air about his strong nose, and he spoke with an accent
that hinted at a south of the border origin, though he said ‘You’re
early’ in perfect English. His eyes skimmed over James and darted
knowingly to Tiffany, who still lay in a posture of readiness
across the back seat. She snapped her legs shut and scrambled
upright, pulling her shirt over her breasts as smoldering heat
flushed her face.

‘So are you,’ James snapped, glaring at the
intruder, who continued to cast long glances in Tiffany’s
direction.

‘No way was I going to take a chance on
missing you,’ he said, eyeing James through suddenly narrowed eyes,
‘and being left behind.’

‘Don’t be an idiot. You know I need you.’

The man with the accent tipped his head in
acknowledgement of the truth, but didn’t uncross his arms.

‘So,’ James said, ‘any snags in the plan?’
There was a hard edge to his voice.

‘No. I did my part. It’s there – I saw it
with my own eyes this morning.’ He cast a sideways glance at the
thick forest that began only a few yards away.

James’ gaze followed. ‘Let’s not waste time.
Go get it.’

The darker man’s eyes flickered with
defiance. ‘You go. I’ll wait here.’

‘Damn it!’ James exclaimed. ‘Would I have
even stopped if I was going to leave you when I got here?’

The other man’s face softened for a second,
but he quickly resumed a stubborn expression. ‘I’m sick of those
damned swampy woods. I’ve been in and out of there a dozen times.
It’s your turn.’

James’ fists tightened at his sides, his
knuckles going white above strained muscle and tautened sinew.
‘Fine,’ he spat, ‘but I’m taking my keys with me.’ He glanced over
his shoulder at Tiffany, and she shot him a desperate glance.

James moved to block her from the other man’s
view with his body, standing in place of the open door while
picking up her pants from the floor mat and tossing them to her.
She wiggled into them hastily, her eyes questioning as they
remained locked with his blue ones.

‘You stay here,’ he told her. ‘It’s miserable
in there.’ She eyed the window warily, catching a glimpse of the
dark man whom James obviously knew. ‘He won’t be able to go
anywhere without the car keys,’ James reassured her, following the
direction of her gaze. ‘Just wait here for me.’ With that he turned
on his heel and started off toward the edge of the forest, leaving
Tiffany alone with the stranger.

‘Rolando!’ James barked as he strode past the
man. ‘Don’t even think about hurting her.’

And then he was gone, disappeared into the
thick trees and the darkness that their canopy afforded despite the
fact that the sun was peeking from above their boughs, a fiery gem
against the grey morning.

Tiffany waited nervously in the back seat
with her arms wrapped tightly around her knees and her back to the
road. Her heart beat too fast against her ribs. What the hell as
going on? She couldn’t wait for James to get back. She had more
than a few questions for him. Desperate for distraction from her
increasingly troubled thoughts, she eyed the mysterious Rolando,
who was languishing a couple yards away. He stood leaning against a
tree as, his features growing steadily more distinct as the day
broke. She studied him as much out of wariness as curiosity, noting
a few faint acne scars that dotted his otherwise perfectly smooth
caramel cheeks and a small, curving scar that stood out white and
bare below his right ear. When he turned to face her, her heart
leapt into her throat.

‘So you’re the hostage,’ he said, raking her
from head to bare toes with his eyes. Tiffany fought the urge to
shrink away from his gaze, knowing that the closed door to her back
would prevent it. His eyes settled on the front of her shirt, where
her nipples were on prominent display through the light blue
fabric. ‘Looks like you’ve kept the drive interesting for James.’
He grinned, revealing slightly crooked teeth.

He climbed into the back seat with her and
the door handle dug into her spine as she compressed herself
against it. His scent filled the car – a mixture of sweat and the
earthy odor of the swampy woods. What was in there that James had
gone to retrieve? And how the hell did Rolando know she was James’
hostage? No matter, she decided as Rolando leaned close – she had
much bigger worries at the moment.

‘You seem like a fun girl,’ Rolando
breathed.

Tiffany recoiled, holding her breath against
the stench of his. Maybe he’d been camping out in the ‘damned
swampy woods’. He certainly didn’t smell as if he’d bathed or
brushed his teeth recently.

‘Don’t touch me,’ she said with as much
sternness as she could muster as he placed a hand on her hip.

‘Aw, we’ve got plenty of time – it’ll take
him at least twenty minutes to come back with the money,’ Rolando
said, his face splitting into a devious grin.

Money.

So that was it. But why would James have
money stashed in the Mississippi backwoods? And who was this
Rolando creep? Apparently, James’ criminal plans and history
reached farther than he had revealed. A pang of betrayal pierced
Tiffany’s heart. Partner? Had she really believed James when he’d
called her that back in the woods? Yes, she had. A fresh wave of
heat flooded her cheeks as she contemplated her idiocy.

‘Don’t be that way baby,’ Rolando crooned
when Tiffany hit his groping hand away from her breasts. ‘Not after
I saw what you were doing with James.’

Tiffany wrinkled her nose in distaste. Was
this all James had really intended for her, a fling as a whore for
a pair of criminals? A stinging pressure welled against the back of
her eyeballs, and her face flushed anew with embarrassment. He’d
seemed so sincere when he’d kissed her among the pine trees and
stroked her face as he’d told her of his past. But he hadn’t told
her all of it. What he’d revealed was apparently only the tip of
the iceberg, if it was even true at all. She felt like a fool. This
was what she got for being impulsive and impractical. Agreeing to
go with James was the only time she’d ever let herself be either of
those things, and it’d blown up spectacularly in her face.

Rolando’s hand snaked up the front of her
blouse as she berated herself, and he squeezed one her breasts,
calling her rudely back to the present.

A dual surge of fear and indignant rage
flooded through Tiffany, and she drew back her fist to strike
Rolando as hard as she could across the bridge of his nose,
releasing the anger and frustration she felt in one blow.

He rapidly withdrew his hand and pressed it
to his nose, grimacing. Half a moment later his hands shot out
unexpectedly, grasping her wrists and pinning them against the
seat. ‘What’d you do that for?’ he demanded. ‘Did James hurt you?’
His voice softened a little, but the effect was ruined by the eager
grin that curved his mouth. ‘Well, I won’t. I promise to be gentle
with you and give you a good time…’

She jerked her right knee upward, driving it
hard into his crotch.

He groaned in agony and pressed his hands
between his legs, letting his head fall into Tiffany’s lap. She
began wiggling in an attempt to get out from under him, but froze
as a sudden flash of movement caught her eye.

A car was speeding down the lonely highway –
a police cruiser. She stared in disbelief while the car slowed, as
if the officer inside had sensed her gaze. When Rolando finally
worked up the will to raise his head from her lap, he saw it and
groaned again.

The police cruiser pulled up behind the
Saturn in the gravel turnaround and an officer emerged within
moments. He walked straight-backed toward the Saturn, his eyes
invisible behind the dark aviator-style sunglasses that police
officers everywhere seemed fond of. Tiffany could feel his gaze on
her through the Saturn’s back window anyway.

The officer had to bend at the waist to peer
into the back seat at Rolando and Tiffany. Rolando still wore a
half-grimace, and his face had gone pale beneath a light sheen of
sweat. He was the picture of guilt, and Tiffany was horribly aware
of the fact. ‘You all right, miss?’ the cop asked, peering past
Rolando at Tiffany. Of average height and build, he spoke with a
southern drawl that marked him as a Mississippi native.

She nodded, not trusting herself to
speak.

‘What about you?’ the officer asked, eyeing
Rolando with a frown. ‘What the hell’s your problem?’

Rolando licked his lips. ‘Nothing’s wrong
officer,’ he mumbled, looking down at his knees.

‘The hell it isn’t.’

Rolando grimaced. ‘Alright. I feel sick. Ate
some bad fast food or something. That’s why I pulled over. That’s
all.’

The officer eyed him, his skepticism obvious.
‘License and registration,’ he demanded.

Rolando looked as if he wanted to curse.
Instead, he reached behind himself, apparently to fumble in his
pocket for his wallet. Tiffany knew better – she could see the
handle of a gun peeking from above his waistband as he lifted the
hem of his shirt. The cop spoke again just as his fingers brushed
it.

‘Hey!’ the officer said, leaning closer and
pushing his sunglasses up onto his forehead suddenly. His eyes were
brown, and they went wide with surprise – and perhaps recognition –
as he met Tiffany’s eyes. The officer drew his gun before Rolando
could and aimed it at Rolando’s chest. ‘Don’t move,’ he said. ‘Put
your hands in the air above your head. Slowly.’

Rolando’s hand hovered over the gun handle as
he sweated.

‘Now,’ the officer said, ‘or I shoot.’ There
was no hint of an idle threat in his voice.

Rolando raised his hands slowly into the air,
gunless.

‘Miss,’ the officer said, ‘just stay still.
I’m going to get you out of there.’

Tiffany’s suspicions were confirmed – he
recognized her. News of her capture and her photo had apparently
spread all the way to the backwoods of Mississippi.

She eyed the gun that protruded from
Rolando’s clothing and cursed herself as an idea seized her. It was
an impractical idea. It was a stupid idea. It was all she could
think about. Her hand itched to take action. But why? James had
hidden big things from her after declaring her his partner. He’d
practically lied to her. Why shouldn’t she let this end and go
safely back to her old life, unharmed save for the blows to her
confidence and heart?

Because she couldn’t forget the look she’d
seen in James’ incredible blue eyes when he’d stroked her face in
the woods, that was why. She swallowed, blinked and grabbed the
gun. ‘Don’t shoot!’ she cried as she raised it, aiming it past
Rolando’s shoulder at the policeman. ‘Don’t shoot,’ she repeated.
‘Just put your gun down.’ Her hands were trembling, but she could
probably hit him at this range anyway. She broke into a cold sweat
at the thought.

The officer’s eyebrows climbed high above the
rims of his sunglass lenses. ‘I’m here to help you,’ he said,
maintaining his practiced hold on his weapon. ‘I won’t let him hurt
you.’

‘I’ll shoot if you make me,’ Tiffany said.
‘Just drop your gun.’

The officer lowered his weapon slowly. ‘Calm
down,’ he said in a steady voice, ‘I’m here to help.’

‘I don’t want to be helped!’ Tiffany cried,
and it was true. She couldn’t let James be arrested. She had to get
the cop to back down.

The officer said nothing for several moments.
‘Were you in on it from the beginning?’ he finally asked.

‘No,’ Tiffany said, surprised at how calm her
voice sounded.

‘I want in,’ the officer said.

This time, Tiffany did sound
surprised. ‘What?’

‘You heard me. I want in. I want a cut of the
cash.’

‘No,’ Tiffany said. Her arms were trembling.
The gun was too heavy for her to hold up for much longer.

‘You don’t have much of a choice,’ the
officer replied, ‘unless you want to go to jail.’

‘I told you I’ll shoot if I have to,’ she
reminded him, trying to ignore the queasiness that assaulted her at
the mere thought of firing the gun.

‘Go ahead,’ the officer said coldly. ‘You’ll
never make it out of Mississippi if you do. Cops would be crawling
everywhere within an hour. They’d catch you at one of the
roadblocks, unless you want to take your chance on foot in the
swamp? The gators and snakes sure would appreciate a sweet treat
like you.’ He smiled cruelly, and the hair on the back of Tiffany’s
neck stood up.

‘We made it out of New York,’ she said
stubbornly, ‘and all the way here.’

‘He’s right, Tiffany.’

Tiffany startled, nearly losing her grip on
the gun when she heard James’ deep voice. The officer whirled to
see James standing at the forest’s edge, a heavy-looking duffel bag
slung over his right shoulder and a gun in his left hand, already
trained on the officer. ‘Drop that gun,’ he commanded, ‘and we’ll
talk.’

Obviously realizing he couldn’t possibly
shoot both James and Tiffany before one or both of them fired at
him, the officer complied and his gun clattered to the ground,
raising a cloud of dust from the gravel. Tiffany shoved Rolando
aside, scrambling over him and out of the car. Her shirt gaped
before she remembered it, but the police officer was still staring
at James and didn’t see.

‘James!’ she cried, wishing with every fiber
of her being that Rolando and the police officer would just
disappear and leave her alone with him. She wanted to talk to him.
She wanted to shout at him. And she wanted to finish what they’d
started in the back seat of the car.

James shot her a meaningful glance. Let me
handle this, it seemed to say. She frowned. So far, James had
handled everything. But then, she did like seeing him move
and speak with such confidence. He didn’t tremble like she had, and
with his strong arms, he probably could have held that gun steady
until nightfall.

‘You want a cut of the cash?’ James asked.
‘Then you got it. But we’ll have to be sure you’ll keep quiet. How
do you think we should do that?’

The police officer gaped. Apparently, he
hadn’t expected the question. ‘You pay me enough and I’ll keep
quiet.’

‘Your word isn’t good enough,’ James
replied.

The police officer continued to stare at him
incredulously.

‘There’s a hospital nearby,’ James said.
Tiffany followed his gaze to where it rested on a blue and white
‘H’ sign that stood by the side of the highway, signifying that a
hospital was indeed close.

The officer stared at him. ‘Yeah, so?’

‘You’re going to call your supervisor, or
whoever you need to call,’ James explained, ‘and make a good excuse
to leave your shift to go to the hospital. Something about a family
emergency or whatever – just make it good.’

‘What then?’ the cop asked suspiciously.

‘Then you’ll drive to the hospital with one
of us riding with you in your car to make sure you don’t do
anything stupid. You’ll leave your cruiser there and come with us
in our vehicle.

‘No way!’ the officer protested.

‘We’ll give you a cut of the cash and let you
go unharmed a few hours from here. We just need to make sure we’ll
have time to get away after you start running your mouth.’

‘I told you –’ the police officer began

‘And I told you your word isn’t good
enough,’ James said dangerously, eyeing the officer down the length
of the gun he wielded. ‘You don’t have a choice. If you won’t
co-operate, I’ll shoot you, toss your body in the woods and take my
chances.’

‘Alright,’ the police officer said after
several long moments. ‘Fine.’

‘Make the call,’ James directed, taking a
couple steps toward the officer as he continued to hold him at
gunpoint. ‘And don’t mess it up.’

The officer fumbled at his utility belt,
finding his phone. Tiffany held her breath as he dialed. ‘I’m
sorry, sir,’ the officer said with admirable steadiness, ‘but I’m
going to have to go off the clock. Yeah, it’s an emergency. My mom,
she’s in the ER. She’s going into surgery now. You know, with my
dad gone she doesn’t have anyone else. Alright. Will do. Thank you,
sir.’

And it was done. Tiffany breathed a sigh of
relief.

‘Your belt,’ James said, ‘hand it over.’

The police officer obliged reluctantly,
relinquishing the small arsenal that held pepper spray, a radio and
a nightstick, among other items.

‘In the cruiser,’ James said as the officer
dropped his belt into the gravel, indicating the police car with a
toss of his head that sent his forelock of golden-brown hair
cascading into his eyes. ‘Rolando! Get in the car with him. Take
his gun.’

Rolando scrambled from the Saturn’s backseat,
still looking faintly sick. He obeyed, grabbing the cop’s gun and
belt from the gravel before sliding into the cruiser after him.
‘We’ll follow you to the hospital,’ James said.

Tiffany swallowed a lump in her throat as she
settled into the Saturn’s passenger seat, finally alone with James
again. ‘Why didn’t you tell me about … this,’ she asked, making a
gesture to indicate Rolando’s presence and the complications it’d
caused.

James shrugged. ‘I don’t know, I just wasn’t
thinking. I’ve gotten really used to keeping quiet about
everything, you know?’

Tiffany frowned at him.

‘I didn’t think it would turn into such a
catastrophe,’ he said. ‘Rolando was supposed to meet me at the
turn-around a couple hours after dawn with the rest of the money,
ready to go.’

‘Who is Rolando?’ Tiffany asked. ‘And
what do you mean ‘the rest of the money’? Have you robbed other
banks?’ She braced herself for a confession of relentless criminal
activity.

‘Just one,’ he replied. ‘Rolando and I robbed
a bank in Connecticut a couple months ago. We hid the money here
and laid low for a while. Then I took care of the bank in New York.
I did it alone, took you hostage and stole a car. Basically, I did
everything differently so they wouldn’t make any connections
between the two robberies.’

Tiffany was silent as she let his words sink
in.

‘Rolando and I used to work together on the
same construction crew,’ he added. ‘We planned this together.’

‘So he’s coming to Mexico with us?’

James nodded. ‘While I robbed the bank in New
York, he took care of things at the border. He used some of the
cash from the first robbery to bribe a shift of customs agents.
They know to let him and whoever’s in the car with him pass without
question, regardless of any alerts from the police. Of course,
we’ll give them the rest of the cash he promised them as we pass
through. All we have to do is make sure we get there in time,
before the bribed agents’ shift ends.’

‘Wow,’ Tiffany said quietly. Talk about
planning – their plot was about as complex as any of the stories in
the crime dramas she liked to watch on TV.

‘I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about
Rolando.’

Tiffany tried to glare at James but couldn’t.
How did he manage to look so sweet and awkwardly repentant when
she’d seen him perfectly poised as he commanded a police officer at
gun point only minutes ago? She repressed the sudden urge to kiss
him and settled for another question instead. ‘Are there any other
secrets I should know about? Any other stops?’

James shook his head. ‘No, it’s straight to
Texas and then into Mexico as soon as we get rid of this pain in
the ass cop.’

The hospital loomed ahead, and James slowed
the car, following the police cruiser into the parking lot. He
brought the Saturn to a halt a few spaces away from the cruiser as
Rolando and the cop emerged.

‘Everything OK?’ James asked when Rolando and
the cop approached the car. The outline of the policeman’s handgun
bulged beneath Rolando’s T-shirt, tucked into the waistband of his
jeans. ‘Yeah,’ Rolando replied.

‘Alright. Both of you get into the back seat
then. Rolando, make sure that he doesn’t try anything funny.’

They obeyed. ‘Hey,’ James said, casting a
glance into the rearview mirror at the police officer. ‘Take off
your uniform shirt.’ The cop obeyed, stripping to the white T-shirt
he wore beneath and stuffing his brown uniform top beneath his
feet. James backed the car out of its parking space and pulled out
of the hospital parking lot, back onto the highway.

‘What are you looking for?’ Tiffany asked
when James pulled open the glove box and began rummaging through it
with one hand while he kept the other on the wheel. ‘I’ll get it
for you.’

‘An MP3 player,’ he replied. ‘It’s in there
somewhere.’

Tiffany found it. ‘Give it to the cop,’ James
said when she offered it to him.

She passed it into the back seat. ‘Put the
headphones on and turn it up all the way,’ James instructed. ‘If
you take them out or turn the music off, you’re dead.’

The police officer obeyed with a frown, and
soon the muffled sound of rock music filled the air. It would be
much too loud for him to hear any conversation in the car. ‘Make
sure he doesn’t watch our mouths,’ James added.

Rolando nodded.

‘It’s about three and a half hours to the
Texas border,’ James said. ‘We’ll get rid of the cop there so he
can get back to work before things start to look suspicious. Then
we’ll high-tail it for the Mexican border.’

‘Are you sure we should let him go that
soon?’ Rolando asked. ‘We’ll still have about nine hours of driving
just to get to Mexico after that.’

‘He’ll have a hard time keeping the money we
give him – and probably his job, too – if he talks,’ James said,
shooting a glare at the officer via the rearview mirror.

Rolando appeared thoughtful, but eventually
shrugged. ‘Make that nine and half. We need to make a detour near
San Antonio.’

James frowned. ‘Why?’

‘I need to stop at my cousin’s place. That’s
where I hid the money.’

James’ blue eyes widened. ‘What the hell are
you talking about?’ he demanded, his voice suddenly sharp. ‘The
money was in the woods where we left it. I checked the bag when I
brought it out.’

‘Did you look past the top layer of bills?’
Rolando asked.

James gripped the wheel so hard his knuckles
went white, and Tiffany feared the steering wheel would snap in
half. ‘No,’ he replied. ‘Tell me what the hell you’re talking
about.’

‘I had to make sure that you didn’t go back
to Mississippi, get the money for yourself and skip the country
without me,’ Rolando explained. ‘So I took most of the cash and
left it with my cousin in Texas.’

Tiffany dared to glance at James out of the
corner of her eye and saw that his face had gone red. ‘You idiot,’
he said, ‘you left all that money with some cousin?’

‘Relax,’ Rolando replied, ‘it’s in a locked
trunk, and she doesn’t know what’s inside. I paid her a few
thousand bucks to keep it hidden and told her I’d pay her more when
I came back for it.’

‘You knew I was in New York orchestrating the
next bank robbery!’ James said angrily. He looked like he wanted to
yell, but the cop might have heard if he’d done so. ‘There was no
reason for you to stray from the plan!’

Rolando shrugged. ‘I wasn’t taking any
chances. It’s not that big of a deal though, man. We’ll just swing
by, throw my cousin a few more bucks and be out of there in a
minute.’

‘So why the hell did you make me go into the
woods after the bag?’ James asked. ‘Why didn’t you just tell me
then?’

‘Well, it still had a little of the money in
it,’ Rolando said. ‘Mostly though, I just wanted a turn with the
hostage.’

The steering wheel actually creaked as James
gripped it, and Tiffany had a sudden vision of it breaking in two
and the car careening off of the highway and into a ditch. ‘What do
you mean ‘a turn’?’ James asked, his voice steely. ‘I told you not
to hurt her.’

‘I wasn’t going to hurt her,’ Rolando said.
‘I was just going to have some fun.’

James turned suddenly to face Tiffany, and
his blue eyes searched her body, eyeing her insufficient clothing
and exposed flesh without lust for once. ‘Why didn’t you say
anything?’ he asked. ‘What did he do to you?’

Tiffany resisted the urge to shrink away from
James’ burning blue gaze. ‘He tried to force me to have sex with
him,’ she said in a small voice. ‘He stopped when the police
officer showed up.’

James broke into a string of vicious
expletives.

‘Hey, you had your turn!’ Rolando said from
the back seat. ‘I saw you with your pants down around your knees,
so don’t act so high and mighty!’

James gripped the steering wheel harder than
ever as a thick vein bulged at his temple. ‘Shut up before I blow
your fucking head off, Rolando.’

****

James brought the car to a sudden stop at the
edge of a small town near the Texas border. Still fuming, he spoke
in clipped tones. ‘Take the headphones off.’

The police officer didn’t hear, of course.
Rolando seized the thin cords and yanked the headphones from his
ears. The cop frowned at them as they fell into his lap and rubbed
a hand against his forehead, as if the music had given him a
headache. ‘It’s about time,’ he said.

‘Rolando, give him some cash and get him out
of the car.’

Rolando and the police officer argued over
the amount until James threatened to shoot them both. Eventually,
the police officer was turned out into the parking lot with the
duffel bag, packed with twenty-five thousand dollars. ‘How am I
supposed to get back from here?’ he asked, glaring at James through
the driver’s side window.

James shrugged. ‘I don’t know. Take a bus,
take a damn plane for all I care. You have enough cash to figure it
out on your own.’

The police officer opened his mouth to speak
again, but James cut him off. ‘You tell anyone about us and you’ll
have a hard time holding onto that money. You might even go to jail
yourself.’ He quickly rolled up the window and pulled out of the
parking space, leaving the officer behind.

****

‘This cousin of yours,’ James said late that
afternoon as the city of San Antonio faded into the background
behind them, ‘does she live alone, or are we going to have to deal
with a whole house full of people?’ He sounded irritated by the
idea.

‘Alone,’ Rolando answered. ‘Both of her
parents died within the past year, and now she lives in their house
by herself out in the middle of nowhere.’

The house really was in the middle of
nowhere. It was a little yellow-sided one story structure that
hardly stood out against the scrubby Texas landscape. ‘Are you sure
this is it?’ James asked as they neared it.

‘Yeah,’ Rolando nodded.

The car slowed as James guided it into the
driveway, parking it next to a small Honda that had seen better
days. ‘Go in and get the money,’ he said, glaring at Rolando.

‘Don’t you want to come in?’ Rolando asked.
‘Get a drink and maybe a sandwich or something? Take a piss?’

‘We’re just stopping to get the money, not
taking a tour!’ James barked.

‘Are you sure?’

‘You’re right,’ James said suddenly,
unbuckling his seatbelt and opening his door. ‘There is something I
want to get out for.’ He stepped out of the car, stretching, and
faced Rolando. Then he drew back his fist and let it fly into his
jaw.

Rolando crumpled to the ground, moaning and
clutching his face. When he looked up, blood was streaming from
between his fingers. ‘What the hell did you do that for?’ he
demanded.

James cast a deliberate glance at Tiffany.
‘Touch her again and I’ll kill you.’

Rolando sputtered, spitting blood onto the
ground. ‘I didn’t try to do anything with the hostage that you
didn’t! I was just–’

‘She’s not a hostage,’ James said. ‘She’s
here because she wants to be.’

Rolando’s jaw went slack as he stared.
‘What?’

‘She’s coming to Mexico with us,’ James said.
‘She’s mine.’

She’s mine. Tiffany’s knees quivered,
despite the fact that she was still sitting down in the car.

Rolando stumbled to his feet, wiping blood
from his mouth with the back of his hand. ‘How the hell was I
supposed to know? You said you were taking a hostage.’

James cleared his eyes of hair with an
irritated flip of his head. ‘Now you know.’

Rolando looked as if he wanted to argue
further, but the little yellow house’s screen door interrupted,
opening with a creak. A head poked out, wide-eyed.
‘Rolando?’

The girl who had emerged from the house was
young, maybe even a couple years younger than Tiffany. Her dark,
straight hair reached just past her shoulders, and her even darker
eyes were wide with surprise. She wore a white and red printed
sundress appropriate for the warm southern Texas weather.

‘Marianna,’ Rolando said. ‘I’m here for the
trunk.’

She nodded, eyeing his bleeding lip
reproachfully. ‘Come in.’

James leaned to look at Tiffany through the
window. ‘You come inside too,’ he told her. ‘She looks about your
size. She should have something you can wear.’ He eyed her breasts
through the inadequate cover of her thin, damaged shirt.

Tiffany stepped out of the car. She
desperately needed to use the bathroom anyway.

Despite the heat outside, the interior of the
little house was air-conditioned to perfection. Tiffany’s nipples
hardened in the cool air, more visible than ever beneath the
semi-transparent fabric of her shirt. Marianna eyed her cousin and
his two companions curiously, and her eyes slowed and widened
slightly when they traveled over Tiffany’s bust.

‘You have the trunk?’ Rolando asked.

Marianna nodded. ‘Yeah.’

‘Hey,’ James said. Marianna’s eyes snapped
from her cousin back to him almost immediately. ‘Do you have a
shirt or something she could wear?’ he asked, indicating
Tiffany.

‘I think I’ve got something,’ Marianna
replied. ‘Be right back with it.’ She turned on her heel and
sashayed down a short hallway, disappearing behind a door. When she
emerged, she carried a small fabric bundle. ‘Here you go,’ she
said, handing it to James while ignoring Tiffany completely.

‘Thanks,’ he murmured. ‘Tiffany, do you want
to go put this on?’ He turned back to Marianna. ‘You have a
bathroom she can use?’

Marianna tipped her head in the direction she
had come from. ‘First door on the right.’

Tiffany took the bundle from James and headed
back to the bathroom. There, she unfurled the lilac-colored
T-shirt. She shed her ruined top gratefully and slipped into
Marianna’s, which smelled freshly laundered. It fit her well, she
saw as she surveyed her reflection in the mirror above the sink,
but it didn’t hide the fact that she was braless. Oh well, at least
it wasn’t gaping open in the front. She looked away from her
obvious nipples to scrutinize the rest of her reflection.

She looked like hell. Her waves had turned
wild, and the remnants of the make-up she’d put on before work days
ago had stained her face unflatteringly. She turned on the water
and bent over the sink, splashing handfuls of it over her face and
scrubbing at the old make-up with her fingertips. When she
finished, she almost felt fresh. She tackled her hair too, taming
it as best she could with damp pats and handfuls of water.

A bottle of mouthwash on the counter caught
her eye. Oh, what the hell. She was on the run with bank robbers,
what was sneaking a mouthful of mouthwash compared to that?
Marianna probably wouldn’t care anyway. She untwisted the cap,
filled it and poured the gloriously minty liquid into her mouth,
gurgling. When she spit it out, she felt like a new woman. She
paused to use the toilet and wash her hands before returning to the
kitchen where she’d left James and Rolando.

They were both still there, along with
Marianna, who was ogling James as she handed him a glass of what
appeared to be lemonade. Tiffany drifted to his side, and he turned
to survey her fresh attire. ‘Well, you’re looking a lot more
respectable,’ he said with a small smile. His eyes clung to her
still-noticeable nipples, and his gaze seemed to imply he was glad
that she wasn’t looking too respectable. ‘Thirsty?’ he
offered her his glass.

Tiffany took it with a murmured ‘Thank you’
and sipped as Marianna, who hadn’t missed anything during the
exchange – verbal or non-verbal – glared at her.

‘So will you guys be staying for dinner?’
Marianna asked.

Rolando shook his head. ‘Sorry, Mari, we’re
in a hurry.’

Marianna eyed James questioningly, like a
child turning to her second parent after being denied by the
first.

He shook his head. ‘We’re on a schedule.’

‘Well, you look like you’ve been traveling
hard,’ Marianna said, casting Tiffany an unflattering glance. ‘If
you’re trying to get somewhere for the night, don’t worry about it.
You can stay here.’ At this, she cast a flirtatious glance at
James. Tiffany had no doubt that James would be welcome to spend
the night in her bed. She fought down a sudden urge to smack
Marianna across her pouting face as she continued to sip her
lemonade. Mine, she thought quietly, remembering how James
had claimed her in the driveway, and before – without words – in
the woods.

To Tiffany’s smug satisfaction, James seemed
indifferent. ‘Thanks,’ he said, ‘but no. We’ve got to get going.
Rolando, will you go get the trunk?’

Rolando eyed his cousin beseechingly.
‘Marianna?’

‘I’ll get it for you, just hold your horses.
You don’t need to leave this very minute. At least have some
snacks. I can get out some chips and—’

‘Marianna,’ Rolando interrupted, ‘let’s get
the trunk first.’

Marianna glared at her cousin, biting her
lip, which she was jutting out in a spectacular display of
poutiness. ‘What’s wrong with you guys? I just wanna have a little
fun before you go. It’s really boring out here. Nobody ever stops
by.’

Silence.

‘Look!’ Marianna added. ‘I know that you guys
robbed a bank!’ She stared at James intensely. ‘I saw you on TV.’
She inclined her head briefly in Tiffany’s direction. ‘And you,’
she added belatedly.

Rolando sighed.

James frowned down at the lemonade Tiffany
had handed back to him.

‘So I know you’re on the run from the
police,’ Marianna continued. ‘Why don’t you just chill out here for
a while? No one will ever look for you here.’ She turned to her
cousin. ‘They don’t even realize you’re with them, do they? So
you’re safe here.’ She crossed her arms over her chest and smiled
in self-satisfaction.

‘Marianna—’ Rolando began

‘Don’t tell me you have to leave!’ she
snapped. ‘Where do you have to go that’s so much better than
here?’

James interrupted the tense glares the
cousins were shooting at each other. ‘Look, we appreciate your
offer, but we already have something more permanent set up, and we
only have a small window of time to make it there, or we’ll miss
out.’

Marianna turned to address James with another
smile. ‘Did you know you’re one of America’s Most Wanted?’
she asked. The tone of her voice made it clear that she thought he
deserved the title.

James shook his head and tipped it backward,
draining the last of the lemonade from the glass he and Tiffany had
shared.

‘Well, you are,’ Marianna said. ‘I saw it on
TV.’ She paused dramatically to eye him from head to toe. ‘I never
thought I’d meet anyone so dangerous.’

James thrust his glass at her. ‘Could I get
some more lemonade?’

Marianna continued to shoot flirtatious
glances in James’ direction as she refilled his glass. ‘Here you
go,’ she purred when she handed it to him.

‘The trunk, Marianna,’ Rolando said from
where he stood against one of the kitchen counters.

Marianna began to protest, but James cut her
off. ‘We need it now.’

Marianna’s face fell. ‘OK,’ she said. ‘I’ll
take you to it, if you do something for me first.’

‘What?’ James asked, eyeing her suspiciously
from above the rim of his glass.

She tipped her head toward her bedroom with a
smile, reaching out to place a hand on James’ arm. Tiffany was
seized by a vicious jealousy that would have put Alicia and Cyndi
at their worst back in New York to shame.

‘No time,’ James said firmly. ‘We need the
trunk now.’

Marianna withdrew her touch immediately,
whirling toward the counter with a blistering glare. She snatched
up a telephone from its receiver and the tension in the air was
palpable as she dialed, eliciting two electronic beeps. She
stood with her finger poised above the third button – 1 – and
smiled cruelly. ‘I’ll have 911 on the line in a split second.
Unless…’ She eyed James deliberately.

James stared at the phone in her hand,
perhaps comparing the distance between himself and Marianna with
the almost non-existent space between her finger and the ‘1’
button. He set his glass down on the nearby counter and wiped
traces of lemonade from his full lips with the back of one hand.
‘Alright.’

Marianna beamed.

‘Now put down the phone,’ he said.

Marianna shook her head and wagged the finger
she’d been holding poised over the ‘1’ button at him. ‘Not yet. Not
until I’m sure you’re not going to go back on your word. Follow
me.’

She began to saunter back to her bedroom,
holding the phone close to her chest. She cast a beckoning look
over her shoulder at James, and a shorter glance of haughty
satisfaction at Tiffany.

Tiffany watched James follow Marianna to her
bedroom, feeling as if she’d swallowed all of the ice from the
lemonade jug, and a few lemons besides. The noise of the running
air conditioner in the kitchen window suddenly sounded like a lion
roaring in her ears. Her heart beat frantically. Every inch of her
body burned with the desire to take James and claim him again as
her own.

Mine, her mind screamed. He’s
Mine!

The bedroom door closed behind James. Tiffany
was suddenly sure she was capable of ripping it from its hinges, of
storming into the bedroom and …

‘Are you alright?’ Across the kitchen,
Rolando was eyeing Tiffany with apparent concern.

A giggle sounded from the bedroom and echoed
through the hall and into the kitchen. It was followed by a loud
bang. Perhaps the sound of a headboard slamming against a
wall. Tiffany shut her eyes, but the mental image of James driving
Marianna into the bed hard enough to make that sound was plastered
across the back of her eyelids. She ground her teeth while every
fiber of her being sparked with rage.

The bedroom door swung open with a second
bang, and Marianna stumbled out, followed closely by James.
Tiffany’s heart leapt at the sight, and fluttered when she realized
that they were both fully clothed – well, Marianna’s dress was
certainly disheveled, but it was still on. For some reason, her
hands were tucked behind her back. As Marianna stumbled forward at
James’ urging, it became obvious that it was because they’d been
tied there. The phone was no longer in her hands.

The roaring in Tiffany’s ears dulled
somewhat, and she deliberately stopped grinding her teeth. It had
been a ruse! James had agreed to go with Marianna to her bedroom so
he could catch her off guard and take the phone from her. Tiffany
felt like shouting for joy. And she still felt the raw, primal urge
to make love to James, to claim him as her man. Like he’d
said – she was his. And he was hers. She intended to make that
clear as soon as she had a chance. For now, she settled for leaning
against the counter, trying not to shake as the tension swept out
of her and relief replaced it.

Marianna cried out in frustration. ‘What’s
your problem?’

James reached into the waistband of his jeans
and pulled out the same gun Tiffany had stared down the barrel of
when he’d robbed the bank in New York. ‘Where’s the trunk?’ he
asked as he aimed it directly at Marianna.

Marianna seemed to be on the verge of tears,
but managed to appear somewhat pouty, even with a gun trained on
her. ‘Screw you,’ she spat.

‘Come on,’ James said. ‘Ten thousand dollars.
Tell us where it is and we’ll give you the ten thousand Rolando
promised you.’

‘I’m not telling you! I’ll keep it all for
myself and you can … you can burn in hell!’

James fired the gun, and Tiffany jumped,
shocked.

A bullet pierced the plaster in the wall a
couple feet above Marianna’s head. Tiffany hoped no one had been
driving down the road outside the house when he’d fired.

‘Tell me!’ James commanded.

Tiffany shot a glance at Rolando, who was
watching the scene unfold with a look of desperate anxiety
plastered across his face.

Marianna sobbed.

James fired another round into the wall,
closer this time.

‘It’s in my closet!’ Marianna cried. ‘It’s in
my bedroom closet!’

James lowered the gun and stalked off in the
direction of the bedroom, his boots falling heavily on the floor
boards. Tiffany darted after him.

Inside Marianna’s bedroom, James flung the
closet door aside and knelt, shoving a small avalanche of shoes
aside. The tension in his shoulders eased visibly, and Tiffany
enjoyed watching his powerful arms flex as he pulled a heavy metal
chest from the depths of the closet. He tried the lock and found it
secure. Tiffany crossed the distance between them and placed a hand
on his shoulder.

He turned to face her, his gaze intense. The
tingling sensation between Tiffany’s legs flared with sudden
acuteness. She bent and pressed her mouth against his. He responded
with fervor and pulled her down to the floor where he kneeled. He
pressed her shoulders down and rolled onto her, something pressing
against her belly. She thought for a moment that it might be the
gun he’d tucked into his pants earlier, but the idea was dispelled
when she caught a flash of silver out of the corner of her eye and
saw the weapon lying on the carpet.

James lifted his hand from the floor to
Tiffany’s chest, where he squeezed her breasts beneath the thin
cotton of the T-shirt she’d donned. She reached down and grasped at
the hard rod of his erection, her fingers scrabbling against the
tautened fabric of his jeans. With her second hand she undid the
brass button, barely pausing to pull down the fly before she
plunged her hands into the fabric of his underwear, finally able to
touch him as she wished.

‘You’re mine, James,’ she whispered into his
ear as she clutched his cock. It jumped and throbbed beneath her
touch.

He moaned and tightened his grip on her
breast, squeezing so hard she gasped. She glided her hand up and
down his long shaft while she placed the other on her own hip,
where she tucked a thumb into the waistband of her pants and
yanked, wiggling her hips until they were free of clothing. Once
her pants had gotten over the swell of her ass, they slid off
easily. With a few tugs, James’ jeans slid down too, and he was
free.

‘Stop it,’ he whispered in her ear as she
stroked him, ‘you’re going to make me come.’

She smiled and relented a little, massaging
more gently and slowly as she guided him toward her slippery sex,
reveling in how different this encounter was than the one they’d
had in the woods, where he’d played her body like an instrument,
making her gasp and scream all of the right notes. Now it was her
turn. Finally. ‘Am I?’ she purred provocatively.

He moaned in response and she wiggled deftly
out from under his body. He reclined on his right side as she slid
down to his waist-level, taking his cock into her mouth as she had
in the car. She tightened her lips around the broad shaft, gliding
back and forth over the underside with her tongue until he said
‘Please, Tiffany. Stop.’ She did. ‘I don’t want to come yet,’ he
told her. ‘I want to come in you.’

She released him slowly, dragging her lips
and tongue backward in a way that made him groan again. When her
lips left his hot, stiff flesh it gleamed with her saliva. She
repositioned herself so his erection throbbed against her belly,
its nicely rounded tip resting in the hollow of her navel.

‘Hey James!’ a sudden voice interrupted them.
‘Did you find the trunk?’

James cursed under his breath. Tiffany
reached down to caress him again, and he trembled as her fingertips
brushed his cock.

‘Yeah,’ he called, his voice as steady as
could reasonably be expected under the circumstances. ‘Just give me
a minute.’

She let her fingers glide past the head and
down the shaft of his stiff member as she rolled onto her back and
spread her legs in invitation. James’ eyes went wide. ‘Now,’ she
whispered. ‘Come here.’

He rolled, settling between her thighs. The
fabric of his pulled-down jeans absorbed the dampness that’d crept
from her core as his legs met hers. She reached around his muscular
hip to grasp his ass as he entered her, his long length gliding
easily into the depths of her ready body. She shuddered with
delight before beginning to guide him, rhythmically applying and
easing pressure against his hips with both her hands. After a dozen
or so strokes she removed her touch, letting her hands rest lightly
atop the muscular surface of his ass, her fingertips brushing the
soft fuzz that grew there. He stopped too, awaiting her cue to
continue.

She lifted her head from the floor and
tickled the rim of his ear with her lips. ‘My name,’ she said. ‘Say
it.’ She closed her hands into fists, gathering as much of his
muscular flesh as she could in her palms.

He didn’t hesitate. ‘Tiffany,’ be breathed as
he plunged into her again, sheathing himself to the root.

A tell-tale tingle, a slight internal
spasming, warned Tiffany that she wouldn’t be able to withstand
many more strokes like his last. ‘Again,’ she breathed.

He obliged. ‘Tiffany,’ he groaned, more
deeply this time, pressing himself so far into her that her pelvic
bones ached in protest.

‘Again,’ she panted, ‘and don’t stop.’

‘Tiffany.’ It was nearly a growl this
time.

She writhed beneath him, digging her nails
into his laboring ass and biting his shoulder hard to keep from
crying out too loudly. The faint odor of pines clung to his shirt,
and it reminded her of how she’d writhed beneath him on the forest
floor. For a moment, it was as if she lay among the pine needles
again. Waves of pleasure swept over her, causing her core to clamp
down tight on his cock.

The toe-curling pleasure of her climax
eventually ebbed, and she stared up at James through a haze of
satisfaction. He hadn’t come yet, but if the way his entire body
trembled slightly as he thrust was any indication, he wouldn’t be
able to hold out much longer.

She wrapped her arms around his waist and
gripped her own wrists, holding onto his heaving body. For several
earth-shattering moments, her insides erupted into a second round
of wild contractions and she cried out, as much from surprise as
pleasure.

He replied in kind, shouting and thrusting,
pouring all of himself into her. After a few last, hard strokes it
was over, and the only sounds were the soft but rapid rushes of
both their breathing. They tumbled apart, each gasping and
sweating.

James kissed her again as he helped her
dress, pressing his lips delicately against the inflamed skin
between her hips before zipping her pants over it, then lifted her
T-shirt to dip his tongue into the hollow of her navel and kiss her
breasts. The tiny ritual granted Tiffany a sense of confidence,
assuring her that however their circumstances changed, James would
remain the same wonderful lover.

That didn’t stop her from blushing faintly as
they reemerged into the kitchen. She cast an envious glance at
James, who had his arms full with the trunk. She had nothing to do
with her hands and had to settle for fiddling stupidly with the hem
of her shirt. Rolando and Marianna stared at them, he with knowing
incredulity and she with tearful jealousy.

‘Do you know the combination?’ James asked,
his voice as calm as ever.

Rolando continued to stare for a moment
before recovering from his shock. ‘Yeah. Just set it down on the
counter.’

James hefted the trunk onto the countertop
next to the half-empty lemonade jug and stood back to watch as
Rolando began twirling the combination lock. It popped open with a
minute metallic click, and he raised the lid, revealing neat
rows of stacked bills. James pushed past him and began to lift the
bricks of cash, checking until he’d seen for himself that the
entire trunk really was full of them.

‘Alright,’ he said when he was satisfied,
‘let’s go.’

Rolando tipped his head at Marianna, who sat
huddled on the floor with her hands still tied behind her back,
secured by a colorful length of fabric that might have been a
scarf. ‘What are we gonna do about her? I’m pretty sure she’ll rat
us out to the cops if we just leave her.’

Marianna glared at her cousin balefully,
confirming his suspicion.

‘We take her with us,’ James said.

Rolando looked as surprised as Tiffany
felt.

‘The only other alternative would be to leave
her here tied to a bed or chair,’ James explained, ‘and I’m afraid
if we do that she’ll dehydrate before anyone stops by and finds
her. Besides, you have family in Mexico, Rolando. You can take her
to them.’

Rolando considered James’ proposal for a
moment before nodding. ‘I guess it’s our only choice.’

‘Alright then,’ James said. ‘We won’t be
making any stops between here and border, so if anyone’s got
anything they need to do, they should do it now.’

Ten minutes later, they were all installed in
the Saturn with James driving and Tiffany at his side while Rolando
and a quietly sulking Marianna sat in the back. ‘Will we make it in
time?’ Tiffany asked, glancing at the car’s digital clock.

James nodded. ‘We should.’

She relaxed against her seat and watched the
Texas scenery speed by, marveling at how flat it was, so unlike New
York. The sky faded to twilight as they drove. Compared to the long
drive from New York to the south, the journey to the lands nearing
the border seemed to take little time. ‘Only fifteen minutes,’
James said, glancing at the clock in satisfaction.

An agonizingly familiar wail pierced the
silence – a police siren.

Tiffany stiffened and gripped the edges of
her seat as red and blue lights flashed in the darkness behind
them, reduced to colorful pinpricks by distance. ‘Do you think the
police officer we dropped off at the border said something after
all?’ Panic welled up in her, and she looked to James for
reassurance. “If he did, police all over the country will know what
we’re driving.’

James shrugged. ‘I don’t know. It could be
that, or it could only be that I’m speeding. Either way, we can’t
stop now.’

‘Do you think we can get away?’ Tiffany
asked, casting a nervous glance over her shoulder at the far away
lights.

James pressed the accelerator hard to the
floor. ‘I don’t see why not,’ he said, flashing her a confident
smile. ‘We’ve done it before.’


 Epilogue

The air smelled nearly as salty as the tiny
crystals on the rim of Tiffany’s glass tasted. She tipped her head
back, enjoying the sensation as the breeze combed through her
hair.

‘Nice, huh?’ James asked, leaning on the
balcony railing beside her.

She smiled at him over her margarita.
‘Gorgeous.’ It really was. The ocean stretched endlessly, a
brighter blue than any American waters she’d ever seen. The beach
was only a short walk from the villa they’d been renting for the
past month. The house was comfortable but modest. They could’ve
afforded something bigger, but they were both happy with their home
and they’d been doing their best to keep a low profile since their
escape from the states.

‘¿Qué estás pensando?’ James
asked.

She flashed him another smile. She wasn’t a
Spanish expert yet, but she’d grown used to him asking her that one
– what are you thinking? Unfortunately, she wasn’t good
enough yet to answer in Spanish. ‘I was thinking about how we got
here.’

‘Oh yeah?’ He gazed at her thoughtfully,
turning his back on the ocean view. ‘What about it?’

She shrugged. ‘I don’t know. How different my
life is now than it was just five week ago, I guess.’

He laid a hand over hers and squeezed. ‘Are
you glad you came with me?’ His voice was casual, but she saw the
hint of nervousness in his eyes.

She couldn’t help but laugh. ‘Claro que
si. I’ve never been happier. Can’t you tell?’

He shrugged as a smile curved his full lips.
‘I didn’t know you before. Sometimes I worry you might get tired of
living with a fugitive.’

She wrapped her arms around his waist and
pressed her cheek against his chest. ‘Never. You’ll have to take me
back at gunpoint again if you ever want to get rid of me.’

He cupped her face between his hands and
raised it until she was looking directly into his eyes. ‘I don’t
ever want to get rid of you. I love you.’

Her heart flip-flopped. She and James had
been inseparable ever since she’d agreed to flee the country with
him, and the passion between them had anything but fizzled. She’d
felt cared for, special and even loved, but this was the first time
either of them had said it out loud. She pulled one of his hands
from her face and grasped it tightly as satisfaction welled in her
heart. ‘I love you too.’

He grinned. ‘I was hoping you’d say that,
because…’ He lowered his other hand from her face and dug into his
pocket. ‘I got you something today. Well, I got us
something.’ He raised his fist and unfurled it, revealing its
contents for her inspection.

She gasped and was unable to repress a dopey
grin. Rings. There were two rings resting in the palm of his
hand.

‘I know it can’t be legal or anything,’ he
said, ‘but…’ He picked up the smaller of the two gold bands and
held it aloft. ‘I’m still yours. I’ll always be yours, Tiffany.
Will you be mine, forever?’

She raised her trembling left hand, ready for
the ring. ‘Yes. Por siempre.’ She’d tucked that phrase away
in her mind, hoping for a chance to use it.

He grinned back and slid the narrow gold band
onto her ring finger. The metal was warm from being kept in his
pocket, and the heat quickly spread throughout her entire body as
she admired it, relishing what it meant.

Forever. Por siempre. It sounded
perfect in both languages.

The larger ring still rested in his palm. She
took it from him and slid it onto his finger. Like hers, it was a
perfect fit. As soon as it was on, he wrapped his fingers around
hers and pulled her close. She parted her lips, expecting his kiss.
When his tongue slipped over hers, she opened her mouth a little
wider to receive it. A few minutes ago she’d said she’d never been
happier, but what she’d felt then paled in comparison to now.

###
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