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        To Jami Kehr, the woman and reader who makes me feel great every single day.
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      It was outside my door when it happened, a bold move, a brave one, perhaps even a stupid one. Were they to wake up Niall who slept soundly within our home, the outcome would have been different.

      The one night he isn’t up would be the one night they’d come. He often waited up for me, anxious to have me home after a long day of searching for loved ones lost. It made him paranoid and rightfully so, but it also exhausted him so I can’t blame him for wanting sleep.

      Even though my life is over.

      I’m now a statistic.

      How ironic.

      The girlfriend of one of the country’s best detectives is now a missing person. I knew it the moment that cloth covered my mouth and the putrid, burning smell of ammonia and other chemicals rubbed against my nostrils and lips while fogging my mind and hazing my vision. My tongue fell lax, a heavy piece of lead in my mouth, I soiled myself, releasing the contents of my bladder. At least it spilled through my clothing and onto the shoulder of the man who tossed me over it.

      That’s the last saving grace I got before I fell unconscious. Into a sleep so deep even dreams couldn’t penetrate it to save me.
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        * * *

      

      I’m awake now, rocking side to side, fighting the urge to vomit as I get the feeling back in my body. I find it hard to breathe through the burlap sack over my head. I can see some light through it, the fading red of a cigarette that hisses as my enemy brings it to his lips. His silhouette is just visible through the tiny holes in the itchy material that reeks of damp.

      I don’t speak. I want to. How I want to scream and kick but from the feeling of the way I’m rocking and the sound of wood hitting the surface of flowing water, I’m in a boat and not a sturdy one. I’m not a strong swimmer, one could say I can only just stop myself from drowning and that’s with the use of my hands. Right now, mine are bound behind my back in ropes so tight I worry I’ll lose my fingers.

      There’s no way I’m swimming my way to freedom, though perhaps drowning will be better than whatever they have planned for me.

      It’s freezing. My legs are sodden, from my own piss and from water which has me believing I was dropped in at some point. At least my trousers are still in place and I don’t ache yet so hopefully that means I haven’t been molested. The thought that I will be has me shivering from fear instead of cold. Right now, as disgusting thoughts suck all hope from my mind like the point of a black hole, I find it hard to hope for anything bright.

      “Stop snivelling!” a male voice hisses and his foot hits the back of my leg.

      I yelp and pull my legs in tighter, my knee hits a discarded bottle which rolls to my face. I squeal when water sloshes over the side of the wooden rowboat and drenches my torso and face.

      The men laugh.

      This is funny to them. I am nothing to them and I have never been more terrified.

      “She’s not bad. Why do cops always get the good-looking birds?” The man smoking grabs a handful of my sodden breast. “Fucking pigs.”

      “Don’t touch me,” I plead, trying to roll away as he fondles me over my shirt.

      His large, heavy hand squeezes harder, making me choke on bile as the pain becomes all I can think about. “I’ll do whatever the fuck I like.”

      I close my eyes and let tears slide down my cheeks. How long have I been with them? How long do they plan on keeping me alive? What do they want with me?

      Questions that I daren’t ask flood through my mind, wave after wave of incoherent ramblings, desperate to spew from my lips.

      I shiver, biting hard on my trembling, plump flesh to stop my teeth chattering. The more invisible I make myself the less likely he is to touch me again, I hope.

      Why couldn’t Niall have been awake?

      Now he’ll have to watch my capture through the CCTV system, knowing we were metres apart when this happened. He’ll never forgive himself. He won’t stop looking for me. I know him. He’s tenacious but we both know if he doesn’t find me today he likely never will.

      Well, not unless they want something, but even then, the chances of me returning alive are slim.

      I try to recall everything Niall has ever told me about this. I listen avidly, of course I listen but right now as my brain tries to recover from the drugging and the shock, I can’t recall a single piece of wisdom.

      All I can do I squeeze my eyes shut and wait, wishing they’d knock me out again.
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        * * *

      

      It feels like forever before the boat hits the side of something. I blur in and out of reality as the cold and drugs grip and twist my mental state. I hear the men yelling, I feel the boat we’re in jostle as the clanging of metal and creaking of wood before the hum of a mechanism has us rising.

      “I’m surprised you pulled it off,” another man barks happily, chuckling as we come to a stop yet again.

      Maybe now I can run?

      Hands grab my ankles as others hook under my arms.

      “Careful, the dirty bitch pissed all over Clunk.” The voice belongs to the man who was smoking. I recognise it immediately.

      That’s it!

      Niall told me once that there was this case where a man had been kidnapped and held for ransom. It was paid and he was delivered, but at the very moment he was delivered during the exchange, he was shot in the head and killed. Because he’d seen the kidnapper’s faces!

      Don’t look at their faces.

      If I don’t see their faces, then surely, I’ll be safe?

      I’m clutching at straws I know but it’s the only hope I have.

      I rest limply, hoping they think I’m sleeping as I am handed over the side of something that bumps against my hanging hips. My body tenses in preparation at being dropped but I’m gently placed onto a hard surface and left as the surrounding men laugh with each other about a job well done.

      One of them digs his boot-clad foot into my side but I stay asleep.

      “She should be awake by now; did you use more than I instructed?” a calmer, posher-sounding male voice asks and I feel him crouch beside me.

      “Probably, you know what a fucking nugget Roger is.”

      “You morons,” the man crouching over me hisses and gentle fingers feel for a pulse on my neck. “Can you hear me? Can you move your legs?”

      “Please… don’t hurt me,” I beg, my voice raspy.

      He doesn’t reply. When he moves away I’m lifted again and taken through a creaking door. We descend stairs and I start to panic as overhead lights flash through the burlap.

      I tense and kick my legs, wishing I’d tried to make my escape while outside. I’ve fucked myself over. I might have had a chance but now…

      “Let me go,” I scream until my throat is sore. “SOMEBODY HELP ME!”

      “Ain’t nobody gonna hear you out here.”

      I kick out, connecting with something that crunches, glad that I chose sneakers today and not my usual stiletto pumps. Although I could have used the heel as a weapon.

      The man cries out and drops my legs which forces the other to release my arms.

      With my head still in the bag and my hands still bound, I start to shuffle, unable to get the footing needed to run. Before I get even half a metre away, the sack is ripped from my head and a hand sinks and twists in my hair, pulling my head back, exposing my throat to the elements.

      “Stupid fucking slut!” the man bellows, bending my head so sharply I can hardly breathe. Another inch and my neck might snap. “You broke my nose!”

      “I’m sorry,” I cry and I feel his blood drip onto the top of my neck.

      My eyes scan for anything that can help me but all I can see are metal doors with circular handles set on either side of a long, narrow hall.

      This is a ship.

      I’m on a ship!

      I start to sob as the direness of the situation finally clutches tight to what little pools of adrenaline I have left. Finally, my head snaps forward and my cheek hits the metal grate. It bruises my skin, making my cheekbone fire up with dull pain.

      I groan as I’m yanked to my feet and shoved forward so hard I fall again, this time hitting my face on a cold pipe. The world spins and my stomach retches, heaving the snacks I consumed at my desk while finishing that stupid piece on social media and how the media uses it to brainwash society.

      Now it seems like such a trivial matter as my life hangs in the balance.

      I keep my eyes on the path ahead, trying to memorise the route I’m being forced along for when I figure out my escape later. I’m taken down another set of metal stairs, which I stumble on, and along another hall where a few more men linger, playing cards at a table between rooms labelled “19” and “21.” I log that in my weakening mind.

      “You did it then?” one of them cheers but the other doesn’t look up from his cards. I don’t look directly at their faces but it’s hard when my entire life I’ve been taught to make eye contact.

      “Aye,” Roger replies.

      “Who drew blood?”

      Roger shoves me forward again but I don’t fall, my wobbly knees keep me balanced though only just. “This cunt.”

      The man laughs but we keep on. How can this be okay? How can so many men think this is okay?

      Surely there’s got to be somebody on board who doesn’t think it’s okay to treat a woman this way, or anyone for that matter. I wouldn’t wish this on my worst enemy.

      Finally, we stop at door number “25” and Roger twists it open with far more strength than I have.

      He shoves me inside, leaving me shackled and cold before slamming the door closed after me and plunging me into a darkness so profound I can’t even see the shoes on my feet.

      My stomach empties, heaving and hurling the remaining contents to the side. It’s all I can do not to roll into it as I’m left alone without a word.
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      I don’t count the seconds, it only makes time slow down and time is slow enough. It feels like weeks since I was left in here but really it has been a lot less. I even try to sleep but my mind won’t shut off.

      I’m terrified that if time doesn’t fly, I won’t be rescued, but then I’m also terrified that the quicker time goes, the quicker it is until I’m in the arms of my captors again.

      When the ship hums to life and we start to move I scream with frustration and slam my feet against the floor. My chances at survival are getting slimmer and slimmer.

      “Somebody, please help me!” I yell out once more for good measure but it does nothing but echo in the dark space.

      I rest my head against the metal frame of something to my right and sniffle. Wishing I was home, soaking in a bath, counting down the moments to when I’ve pruned to perfection and can finally get out.

      The noise is unbearable. It’s not loud, it’s just consistent. A constant reminder of my looming death.

      But then, I’d prefer to spend an eternity listening to it than feeling my heart stop as the tiny circular window above my head starts to shine with a sunrise. A sunrise that can’t be seen as this window is underwater and all I can see through the murky dome is lightening blue for miles. Not a fish or a piece of land in sight.

      The room I’m in is a cabin, with rubber-looking mattresses on beds either side of me. They have no sheets or blankets, barren of any kind of homeliness.

      I shift until I’m sitting on one in my drying trousers. I stink. I know right now it’s not a priority but I really do stink and I need the bathroom again. The stench of vomit is doing nothing to help with my nausea either.

      What kind of hell is this and what did I do to deserve it?
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        * * *

      

      The door creaks and opens but it’s somebody else this time. I keep my eyes on my shoes as heavy boots approach and shut them tight when I’m lifted, turned, pressed against the wall with the window and my bindings are removed. My aching arms burn and clench so painfully I cry out as I slowly bring them around to my front and attempt to lift them to my chest. It’s no good.

      “You fucking stink,” the man grumbles.

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper, hoping to get on his good side. Maybe he’ll save me? He’s gentler than the others.

      “Don’t talk to me,” he snaps, holding me between my shoulders. He sighs gravely. “I’ll hafta fuckin’ wait then.”

      Wait for what?

      “Behave yoursen’ and you’ll be reet.”

      What? What accent is that?

      He leaves before I dare to ask, throwing a bucket at me before closing the door. I assume I’m supposed to do my business in this, how fucking degrading. I’d rather die.

      

      Another hour passes before the door opens again and a tray of food is brought in. “Ugh… she’s puked, man!” Whoever he is leaves immediately after dropping the tray on the end of the rubber mattress.

      I look at the food and my stomach grumbles. I debate not eating the weird-looking soup and bread, it could be drugged, but if I’m going to get out of here alive I need my strength.

      Sniffing it as I bring it to my face, I decide it doesn’t smell awful, like beef broth and onions, but my stomach roils and I can’t even manage to swallow a sip.

      I cry into my knees, wishing I’d called my mum one last time before I left work last night. I miss her, so much. Wishing I’d hugged Niall and run my hands through his blond hair that he cuts too short.

      Why am I here?

      I stare out of the tiny window, praying something gives me a clue as to where we are but nothing happens. Nothing appears. Superman doesn’t save me. The army don’t send fighter jets. Niall doesn’t swim over and pry a hole in the side of this fucking boat to get me the hell out.

      In my anger I kick the tray of food and water, sending it crashing into the wall. I scream at the window, hitting the wall with my fists over and over. The outburst doesn’t even help a little bit because my situation is the same.

      By nightfall I truly have no voice left, not even a smidge enough to hum with. My throat is dry and sore and the room is getting too warm and too gross.

      I revert back to a foetal position and cry silent tears. Twenty-four hours have now passed since the moment I was taken. My chances of being found just shrank by more than fifty percent.
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        * * *

      

      When the door opens again, I close my eyes.

      “Shower time, princess,” Roger sneers. I’ll never forget his voice, at least I’ll have that if I survive.

      I want to tell him to leave me alone but he’s huge and I already know he’s not ashamed to hurt me.

      Trembling, I allow myself to be dragged from the room with his hand gripping my bicep. He whistles as we go back down the long hall, the way we came. We pass the same table that the men were playing cards at but it’s empty. I wonder where everybody is until we push a door open at the far end that leads to a spacious, white room with multiple cubicles for showers.

      “I even got you a pretty little nightie for afterwards,” he tells me, pointing to a red, satin gown with spaghetti strap shoulders hanging from a hook by the door.

      “Please,” I croak as what exactly is about to happen sinks in.

      He closes the door behind him but not before somebody else steps inside.

      “Please don’t. I’ll shower. I promise.”

      “Yes,” the second man who brought my food earlier replies. “You will.”

      He steps into the cubicle ahead with nothing but a thin white curtain to cover it from wall to wall. It’s tossed to the side, the bottom trailing slightly on the surprisingly clean floor.

      I look up, finding the man’s eyes, hoping if he sees into mine he’ll have mercy or pity. Anything.

      Instead his blue eyes which look so innocent, darken with lust and he pulls me under the hot spray, fully clothed.

      He lifts his T-shirt above his head, showing his tattooed chest and beer gut. I look away as the hot water hits the top of my head.

      Thick fingers grip the hem of my top. I cry and try to pull away as he yanks it over my head.

      “Please,” I beg, falling to my knees in a shallow puddle of warm water, keeping my arm over my bra-clad breasts. “Don’t do this. I won’t recover.”

      They don’t reply as they yank me to my feet.

      I find my voice, screaming and begging as my bra is ripped away and Roger hungrily sucks my wet, pointed nipple into his mouth. Now I wish I’d fought to eat that food so I’d have something to vomit on them.

      “STOP!” I beg but Blue-Eyes forces his tongue into my mouth. I bite on it, hard, until I taste blood and he punches me full force in the temple to get me off, straight into the side already bruised from the pipes. Pain radiates through my head as I fall to the side, directly into Roger’s arms. He laughs as his friend spits blood onto the floor and then rips down my trousers.

      My fight instincts kick in and I use what little energy I have to save myself. I kick, scratch, punch, bite, scream. Every part of me bucks, tenses and flails in an attempt to make this stop but it’s no use.

      They overpower me so easily I’m naked in less than two minutes and they’re both rubbing me with soap until satisfied that I’m clean.

      “It’s been so fucking long since I had cunt,” Roger rumbles, slapping my bare mound with so much force my knees buckle from the pain.

      Blue-Eyes drops me as I slide from his arms but he uses this moment to pull down his jeans, showing me his hardened flesh.

      “Suck it,” he demands as I look up at him and my anger overrides my fear.

      “Suck what?” I reply, shifting away from him, my defiant gaze staring right at it as my body curls into a ball. “I’ve seen maggots bigger.”

      Roger laughs as though this is hilarious but it stops with a gasping choke as a hand wraps around his throat. All I can see is an arm, tense and bulging. For a moment I feel hope that I’m about to be saved but then that thought comes crashing down.

      Blue-Eyes steps away from me with raised hands. “Captain… we were just… she wouldn’t shower.”

      “We didn’t mean anything,” Roger chokes, his voice so strained it can hardly be heard over the sound of the rushing water.

      I see a glint out of the corner of my eye when a blade is flipped from a black handle in a strong, tattooed hand. My heart hammers. This is their captain. Does he know I’m here? Will he save me?

      I daren’t look.

      “What did I say?” His voice is dark, dangerous, gravelly, growly… possessive. It’s the kind of voice that would drop panties in a world where it wasn’t evil. The sound of it makes me ill.

      “She’s off-limits.” Blue-Eyes’s dick softens as he looks at the knife. I see fear swimming in them as my mind processes his words. The captain does know I’m here if he ordered me as off-limits. “We just thought… it’s not like she’s a virgin.”

      “You’re new,” the captain replies with deceptive calmness.

      “Exactly, I didn’t think,” Blue-Eyes pleads, raising his hands. “Roger said…”

      The captain lunges and I watch as the blade in his hand folds in on itself as it comes into contact with Blue-Eyes’s stomach. Blue turns and vomits as he realises he’s not dead or dying.

      “I’ll let you off with a warning, you break my order again, I’ll gut you like a fish and feed you to the sharks.”

      “Aye, aye, Captain,” Blue-Eyes mumbles, wiping his mouth on his wrist. “Forgive me.”

      “Forgiveness is earned. Clean her room and get back to work.”

      Blue nods and stumbles past us all.

      “You.” The captain turns on Roger who is out of sight. “Know better.”

      “I know, Captain. I’m just so desperate for pussy it’s been…” He grunts with a slap. Did the captain just slap him?

      “You know better.”

      “Aye, Captain, I do.”

      “What to do, Roger?”

      “I’ll scrub this mess…”

      The captain slaps him again and I dare to peek up, hoping to catch a glimpse of this small ray of justice. “You’ll sleep up top, on watch, two months. You fuck up again I’ll have your finger. Touch her, I’ll have the hand you touch her with and choke you with it.”

      “Aye, Captain.”

      “Fuck off out of my sight.” His rumbling voice echoes as Roger races from the room.

      I cower further into the shower, under the spray as booted feet clomp back to me. My body shakes more violently with each nearing step. He has a knife that he could very easily use on me.

      “You’re safe from them,” he speaks, looking down at me as I bury my face in my knees. “Shower and dress. I’ll be waiting outside.”

      I don’t look up until I hear him walk away. At the last moment he adds, “You have ten minutes. I have shit to do.”

      I don’t hesitate to stand and yank the curtain across when the door closes. I grab the soap from the side and squirt some into my palm, scrubbing extra hard to rid my body of the feel of them.

      If the captain hadn’t come when he did… I dread to think.

      I wash my hair using the same soap and quickly wrap myself in the folded towel. It’s large and stiff but it’s clean and it’ll do.

      I move to the sink and steal a tube of toothpaste, using it on my finger.

      My clothes and sneakers remain discarded on the floor so I ball them up, wondering if I should just pull them on. I don’t want to wear the nightgown but I also don’t want to wear these dirty clothes.

      The door opens, making me shriek and clutch the towel around my body. I turn my head to the side and squeeze my eyes shut.

      “You’re done?” he asks. “You look done.”

      I gulp and peer at his black boots through tiny slits. “I don’t have anything clean to put on.”

      He stares at me silently. “Is this the fucking Hamptons?”

      I shake my head, no.

      “Put this on.” He tosses the red satin at my face as I stare at his feet. “Now.”

      Startled, I yank it over my head after giving him my back. The towel drops as the satin does, covering me to mid-thigh but leaving little to the imagination.

      He mutters a curse under his breath.

      “Why am I here?” I ask softly. “What do you want from me?”

      “I want to bend you over on this tiled floor and fuck you so hard your knees and palms bleed,” he admits and my eyes squeeze shut again as I wrap my arms around myself. “Don’t ask questions or I’ll make that a reality.”
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      He led me back to my clean room and closed the door, leaving me to inhale the new antiseptic smell. An hour later bedding and food was brought to me. I ate the broth the best I could and wrapped my satin-clad, freezing body in one of the sheets, feeling like a cocoon.

      His order meant that I won’t be raped now hopefully, well not by anybody but him.

      I just wish I knew what he wanted, besides using my body for sex. Surely if I was here for that he’d have taken it already?

      Sleep came but only because of exhaustion, and it fled the second the sun rose.

      I wrap myself tighter in the bedding, my teeth chattering and my body trembling.

      The door makes a racket and breakfast is brought in by a younger man this time, he can’t be older than seventeen. He leers at me, leaning back against the door after placing the tray on the end of my bed.

      “What?” I snap, wondering if I can take him.

      He smirks as though I amuse him then he says something in a language I don’t understand, maybe Russian. I pick up a couple of words but can’t decipher anything beyond the word time.

      His eyes soften and he takes a step towards me as I prod my porridge with a shiny metal spoon. I hold it up like a weapon as though I can do anything with it. Maybe I could scoop out his eye? That mental imagery instantly puts me off my porridge.

      “Come,” he snaps, pointing at my food and motioning for me to eat. “Quick, quick.”

      I spoon some of the sweet, gloopy mixture into my mouth and swallow with difficulty.

      He looks at the watch on his wrist and sighs.

      I rush it, swallowing the remaining few scoops as quickly as I can. I should be warier of the food but at this point I just need to eat.

      “Come,” he snaps again, taking the bowl from my hands.

      “Don’t come near me,” I yell when he reaches for me.

      He raises his hands and steps backwards.

      I wrap my body and head in the bedsheet and stand, keeping everything covered the best I can, looking like a little white riding hood ready to walk into a trap.

      He nods and steps to the side where an older, haggard-looking woman who can’t be past forty but looks sixty, sneers at me. She looks me up and down before stomping away while bellowing, “EDWARD!”

      Great, I thought maybe I’d found a saviour but she frightens me more than the men. There was a look of hatred in her eyes that penetrated my very soul.

      The boy ushers me on, saying, “Quick, quick,” over and over again until we’re at the top of the stairs and I can smell the salty sea breeze and feel it over my bare feet.

      I wish I’d grabbed my sneakers yesterday.

      Why didn’t I grab my sneakers?

      I rationalise that I was in shock and not thinking straight.

      “TWIT TWOO!” a man cries as some wolf-whistle and holler as I’m led past them and up another set of stairs around a huge-looking glass and metal room that overlooks the ship. I can’t even begin to describe how large this thing is. It’s some kind of war ship with guns, a rickety-looking helicopter sits on a helipad in the far distance. Men walk by carrying equipment, guns, bags, pieces of metal. I hear some talking about fixing something in the berthing quarter, whatever that is.

      I try to take it all in as I rise up the cold, sharp steps. There’s nothing on the horizon, not a ship, nor land.

      Where the hell am I?

      Tears blur my vision. I want to be strong but how do you find strength at a time like this? There’s no hope.

      I’m naked, in satin, on a ship full of men likely miles away from anywhere that could help me.

      When we enter the room at the top of the stairs, I keep my eyes down as we pass a group of men crowding around a table.

      I recognise the captain’s voice so I look away. I look away from them all. It’s stupid and likely too late but I just can’t stare into the eyes of my captives again. It makes it all too real and any chance I have of getting through this alive and unharmed I will take.

      “What the fuck, Jose? Why is the prisoner out of her fucking cage, you retarded fuck?” Clunk yells, getting closer to us as the men stop what they’re doing to look at us.

      The young guy who rushed me here holds up his hands and babbles in a language nobody seems to understand. Finally, as the captain and Clunk get closer he yells, “Geoffrey! Geoffrey!”

      “What the fuck does Geoffrey want with her?” Clunk sighs and shakes his head. “She’s not fucking tied or anything, you inbred little bastard.” He slaps the lad upside his head. “Piss off and learn some bloody English.”

      “Geoffrey,” the boy cries, his tone one of explanation.

      “Yeah, we know, you dumb shit, fuck off and clean the showers or something.” Clunk throws him out and looks at me with a roll of his eyes. “What you want me to do with her, Captain?” He looks at my bare feet and my arms automatically tighten around my body. “Shit, she ain’t got shoes on neither.”

      So much bad grammar.

      “Eyes back to the fucking table,” Captain yells, moving towards us.

      I look down at my painted toes, counting the sparkly bits in the pink, wishing I was at home getting ready to rub it off and replace it with the shimmering mermaid sheen I bought last week.

      “Did he touch you?” Captain asks.

      I shake my head, no.

      “Good.” He turns so suddenly I startle back a step, fearful that he might hit me. His movement was jerky and aggressive. “Let me make this clear now to all of you fuckers. If anybody touches her or harms her in any way there won’t be a warning. I’ll cut off your fucking fingers and toss them in the sea. Understood?”

      A dull and collective, “Aye,” sounds through the room.

      Why is he helping me?

      Is that what he’s doing?

      I don’t trust him. I’ll never trust him or his intentions.

      “Am I fucking understood?”

      “AYE, AYE, CAPTAIN!” they cry, a chorus of loud male voices.

      “Spread the fucking word.” He clicks his fingers at Clunk. “Take her to Geoffrey. Tell him to keep her fucking secure and safe until I’m done.” When Clunk grips my arm through the sheet. “She’s ninety pounds, Clunk. You don’t need to fucking handle her, where can she go?”

      “I’m more worried about what she can do.” He’s referring to his nose.

      Captain laughs, his voice deep and warm now in comparison to a moment ago. “Don’t worry, she didn’t make you prettier.”

      Clunk grumbles under his breath and gives me a gentle push in the direction of the door we just came through.

      “Who’s Geoffrey?” I dare to ask.

      “The sociopathic scientist.”

      Sociopathic scientist?

      “He’s in his lab.”

      “Lab?”

      “Don’t ask fucking questions. Left my woman back home to escape this bullshit. Don’t want to see you, don’t want to fucking hear you.”

      I mentally seal my lips as we go back to the deck and he takes me around the base of the bridge I now know it’s called from listening to Clunk tell a guy where to go to find somebody.

      This ship has so many levels it’s so confusing and the size of the guns is ridiculous. I really hope they don’t plan on any battles at sea while I’m on here.

      

      A short while later we’re in a room that has windows overlooking the ocean. It has massive air vents and cupboards full of sealed chemical fluids and powders.

      I wonder how this room would fair in choppy weather and I’m now grateful my prison is far from here.

      “She’s here! Good, good,” a man wearing big safety glasses and a plastic hair net declares happily. “Leave her, Clump, you may go.”

      “It’s Clunk.”

      “Sure.” The scientist flaps a long white sleeve at him before pushing it up to his elbow. “Bye now.”

      I watch Clunk’s back as he leaves and wonder what madness is about to unfurl now.

      The scientist pushes his glasses to rest on top of his head and smiles at me with red grooves on the bridge of his nose.

      He’s less scary looking than the others in a handsome nerdy kind of way. His hair is slicked back with wax that has dried a funny blue colour against his black hair. Eyes the colour of roasted almonds look me up and down in a doctorly way.

      “Are you hurt?”

      I shake my head.

      “I’m sure you’re terrified, if you like I have something that will help with the nerves?”

      “No, thank you, I’m still reeling from the effects of the last thing you forced on me.”

      He cringes and his glasses drop back down. “An unfortunate occurrence I assure you. Are there many side effects?”

      “I wouldn’t know.” I fold my arms tighter. “I was in shock too.”

      “Of course, of course.” He licks his bow-shaped lips. “Are you thirsty? Would you like some juice?”

      I don’t respond. I don’t want to owe anybody any favours.

      “I have my own stash of orange juice that the others don’t know about.” Excitement twinkles in his eyes. “If I have your word that you won’t waste it, I’ll gladly share some with you. The sugar should help with the shock you’re likely still feeling.”

      Nodding once, I let him guide me to a chair and watch as he moves to a small fridge that has a “Non-Toxic” label on the front. Within are a few chocolate bars and some obscure bottles. One of which he snags and carefully pours into two glasses.

      I gulp mine down greedily after giving it a sniff. It tastes divine.

      “It’s good, yes? I make it myself. Don’t worry, it has nothing hidden. Well, I sneaked in a few extra vitamins but the normal kind that you get from Asda.”

      I don’t even care if this drink kills me. I wish I’d savoured it.

      “Why am I down here?” I ask softly, not wanting to anger the man who likely has the chemicals needed to make me bald in seconds.

      “Truly? I felt badly for you and thought you wouldn’t mind getting out of that hell hole for a while.”

      His admission shocks me.

      “Though don’t take that as me admitting I don’t agree with my captain. I fully support his choices and our missions. I just don’t agree with keeping an innocent human being locked away in such confines. Solitary confinement is a killer in itself.” He motions to his lab. “I’m not working on anything that you could use against me in a court of law. Not including coke but that’s purely to keep us afloat.”

      “What?”

      “Never mind.” He flaps his too-long sleeve at me this time and moves back to his worktop. “I’m going to be candid. See that man in the corner?”

      I didn’t but now I do, he’s reading a book, ignoring everything we’re saying, his blond hair is pulled back into a bun and his dark eyes hold my gaze.

      “He can’t speak a word, he’s mute, which makes him a good listener and watcher. Try anything funny, he’ll end your life with or without the captain’s approval. I’m offering you a branch of trust.”

      I just realised that I am in a place with many instruments and tools that could be used to aid my escape.

      “Even if you do manage to use something to gain access to the upper deck, there’s nowhere for you to go.” It’s as though he read my mind. “You don’t look to be a foolish woman so I’ll give you a final piece of advice. Stay on the captain’s good side and when he has what he wants, he will release you. This is not our first rodeo. Is that what they say? Rodeo?”

      I nod and gulp. “I’ll behave.”

      “Good.” I can see all of his teeth with his next smile. “In that case, I’m Geoffrey.”

      I take his hand. “I’m Rain.”

      “Rain?”

      Shifting, I reply, “My mother is a bit of a hippie.”

      “Ah.” He chuckles a kind sound and for a moment I forget where I am. Well, almost. It’s the first time since arriving that I haven’t felt on guard. “How fitting. Rain is taken to water.” His chuckle becomes a full-on laugh. “Sorry, I shouldn’t laugh. It’s just funny how things work out. Maybe if she called you Sun or Daisy we’d be in a different place?”

      Ignoring him, I look around again, jolting when he tosses a pair of safety goggles at me and they clatter on the floor.

      “That sheet just won’t do,” he murmurs, moving to a door by the man who is reading his novel but glancing at us. I watch him step into the closet and switch on the light before rummaging through whatever he can find. He returns with a small pair of white trousers, a thin vest and a lab coat much like his own. “No shoes but, these will help a little.” He holds up the shoe protectors.

      I thank him quietly and quickly yank on the trousers after dropping the sheet. His cheeks pink when he catches sight of my current lack of dress and I wonder if even at his age he can be so virginal as to blush at the sight of a woman.

      I estimate him to be at least thirty at the oldest but definitely no younger than twenty-five.

      I pull on the vest over the satin and then the coat before slipping the weird little paper-like bags onto my feet. They don’t do much but they do make me feel a little warmer.

      “And this,” he hands me a rubber band. “For your hair. Though I wouldn’t use it on more than the ends. My sister got one tangled in her hair once. It was a tragedy. Maybe braid it?”

      “I will.” I try to smile at him but I can’t. I can’t smile at all.

      I sit in my scientist cosplay, watching him move around his lab, nodding at all of the right moments as he talks.

      We sit and eat together, the same broth as yesterday and I wonder if they have anything else on the menu. Not that I’ll ever ask.

      I slurp it greedily, famished after only a tiny breakfast and no lunch but it doesn’t sit right in my stomach.

      “We’re expected to go to the mess hall usually,” he comments, his mouth full of stale bread as I still struggle to keep my food down. “The captain must be taking pity on you because I forgot to feed you at lunch.”

      “The captain notices things like that?”

      “He sees everything. He has spies everywhere.” He nods to the man in the corner who is eating his own food silently. “The men here are loyal to him, myself included. He’s a good captain. Doesn’t take any crap. Keeps us in line which is a hard thing to do considering we’re all mostly criminals, ex-convicts, etcetera.”

      Well shit. I probably got taken to the worst boat in the ocean. Fuck my life right now.

      The mute man stamps his foot on the ground and Geoffrey winces.

      “I’m telling you too much,” he explains, looking at his remaining broth.

      I watch the sun slowly set on the horizon. An image that would be beautiful were it not for my predicament messing up my ability to feel happiness.

      “Why am I here?” I ask carefully.

      “I’m not at liberty to say.”

      

      Two hours pass, I know this because of the clock on the wall. I wish I could take it with me.

      “Come on, wench,” Clunk barks at me. “Time for bed.”

      I move away from the table where I’m helping to clean out little glass vials with cotton swabs and some kind of sterilising fluid.

      “Goodnight, Rain,” Geoffrey says, giving me a little wave. “Remember what I said.”

      “What the fuck did you say?” Clunk snarls, sounding defensive and uncertain.

      “I told her to behave herself, you raging bull man. If you’d let me medicate you for that anger we wouldn’t all be fearful for our lives around you.”

      Clunk slams the door after me and shoves me forward.

      We ascend the stairs, passing a door that I know leads to near where I’ve been kept captive. I start to panic, wondering if he’s going to hurt me like the men did last night.

      “Where are we going?” I ask, my voice trembling. “Why are you not taking me to my room?”

      “The captain wants ya.” He gives me another shove. “You don’t move I’m tossing you overboard. Don’t have time to be babysitting.”

      That has me picking up the pace but it’s easier said than done because the floor is rough on my feet even through the paper covers.

      “What does he want with me?”

      “The fuck you think?”

      “Wait… please… just take me back to my room.”

      He sighs and grabs my arm, yanking me along as though I weigh nothing which to him I probably do. “Like I said, don’t have time.”

      We move towards the stairs leading to the bridge but enter the heavy door by it. I spy two doors opposite one another, both say Captain on them engraved in gold plaques.

      I’m tugged towards the left and he hits the metal with the side of his fist before opening the door and shoving me inside.

      “Wait,” I beg, turning, but he closes the door after me, plunging me into darkness.

      Only moonlight filters in through small windows and shows a large space with soft rugs and a large dining table. I try to make out the art that lines the walls in heavy frames but the light doesn’t allow it.

      I’m alone again, in a room that looks like it should be a living room but feels void of life and homeliness.

      What now?

      I stand on the closest black rug and relish the soft feeling of it beneath my sore feet.

      “Come here,” the captain calls through a thinner door opposite. Light escapes the edges just enough for me to make it out in the dark. “Now.” I don’t move. “If I have to stop what I’m doing to get you I’ll be annoyed.”

      Closing my eyes and inhaling for any amount of bravery I pad towards the door and tug on the handle until it opens.

      Warm orange light warms me, bouncing off the white of my jacket as I look down.

      “Close the door,” he instructs, his tone harsh.

      I do so, looking around carefully, spying a large, king-size bed with heavy green duvets and thick-looking pillows. There are books in closed shelves around the walls. Lights are fixed into the wall that have been switched off so the only light comes from the faux fireplace.

      “Eighty-seven,” he grunts aloud, his voice sounds strained. “Eighty-eight.”

      I find him carefully and my heart stops for a moment. The sheer power of his muscles in this light as he hangs upside down from a metal bar by his feet and pulls his shoulders towards his knees with his arms crossed at his chest.

      “Ninety.”

      I missed a few in my stupor.

      The orange lighting shows the curve of every muscle hidden beneath tanned, smooth, tattooed skin. I’ve never felt so tiny and insignificant in comparison to another person before.

      Beads of sweat trickle along his abdomen, catching in the light hair on his sternum. Some escape and move to his neck as he continues to work his abs as though I’m not here.

      “One hundred.” With a loud cry he folds his body upwards, grabs the bar with one hand and slowly lowers his feet like a trained gymnast. When he drops I feel the earth shake and press my back against the door.

      “You look ridiculous,” he comments. “What are you wearing?”

      “Anything I can,” I reply, keeping my eyes on his knees as he wipes his face on a towel.

      “You’re prettier than I expected.”

      Did he not know who he was kidnapping? Does he even have the right person?

      Does it make me an awful person to hope he did and he’ll get them instead?

      “Sorry?”

      I hear the smile in his voice when he changes the subject. “Why won’t you look at me?”

      I gulp but stay silent and keep my eyes down.

      “Look at me.”

      “No.”

      He takes a wide step towards me. I try to melt into the door but science won’t allow it. “You’re to sleep here tonight.”

      “Sorry?”

      “Apology accepted.”

      I look at him with wide eyes and immediately wish I hadn’t. The topping is just as good as the cake below.

      His hair is mahogany, I can see a glimpse of it above his ears, peeking out from under the black bandana. He has dark, striking brows above the purest green eyes I have ever seen. They’re like leaves at the beginning of spring. The flickering flames reflect a dangerous glower in them that has me shrinking away, fighting to pull my eyes free. They finally find a new path along a thick scar that spans from the inner corner of his eye, where the bridge of his nose meets his brow, to his cheekbone. It in no way mars the dangerously sinful beauty of his face and only makes me more alluring.

      He's perfection without being too perfect which only makes him more perfect. I hate him and everything he is.

      “Stay away from me,” I snap when he breaches the invisible line three feet from me.

      To his credit, he stops and stares me down, his perfect, plum-coloured lips lifting at the edges with a smirk. “Get in bed. Sleep.”

      I look around for a spare bed but there isn’t one.

      “I’m not sleeping with you.”

      He shrugs. “Take the floor then, but I have to be up at daybreak and I need to sleep. I can’t protect you from half a ship away.”

      “Protect me?” I snap, feeling my anger return. I thought it was lost forever in a sea of fear. Much like me, in this sea of water. “If you want to protect me why put me in this hell in the first place?”

      He stares at me, his face unchanging.

      “I almost got raped… by your men.”

      “An unfortunate situation that I’m dealing with.”

      I shake my head at him. “By trapping me in your room?” When he doesn’t reply I rip a hand through my hair. “Why are you doing this to me?”

      “Choose where you want to sleep,” he orders quietly, turning away from me. “I’m going to shower. Don’t be stupid. You’ll have more freedom if you behave. If you don’t, you’ll be back in that room until I decide otherwise.”

      “My boyfriend is a detective, he’ll find me, he’ll kill you.”

      He stops and smiles at me over his shoulder. “We shall see.”

      I wait for him to pad into another room, this one brighter than the one I’m in. The door remains open but I hear the hum of a shower before water hits the floor.

      I run, not for the door but for his belongings. If I can get anything to arm myself with, a pen, a knife… anything. I pull open drawers, revealing papers, trinkets, but nothing that will work as a quick and deadly method of self-defence.

      When I find nothing but a pen which I stuff into the pocket of my jacket, I steal a pillow from the bed and hug it to my chest as I look out of the window.

      How far is home?

      How worried is my family?

      My mum… what if she has a heart attack or something awful? She’s older than most mums and has a heart condition. What if I don’t get to say goodbye?

      I hug the pillow tighter and sink to my knees, resting against the corner walls on a soft rug. Tears spill down my cheeks as desperation consumes me. I won’t give him the gratification of seeing me cry, not tonight.

      Tonight, I have to be strong. I always have to be strong. Until my soul leaves my body for a happier place.

      My eyes close as exhaustion and trauma take hold and I finally fall asleep, again into a slumber that even dreams cannot save me from. Only nightmares terrorise me, nightmares I can’t escape when I wake up.
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      I wake with a crick in my neck from sleeping with my body twisted awkwardly against the wall.

      Beside me are my sneakers, a pair of large shorts and a T-shirt that definitely isn’t for women. I rid my body of my current attire after ensuring the room is free of people, and don the clothes which are miles too big. Luckily the shorts have the elasticated waistband with the rope to tighten so they aren’t too bad. The shirt, however, buries me.

      I move to the desk and pull out the comb I saw the night before and use it to brush my hair. After braiding it to one side as best as I can, I look around the room again. The bed has been slept in. I didn’t hear him after his shower and the thought of sleeping this close to a man that isn’t Niall makes me feel ill.

      I had considered killing him in his sleep but without a weapon or brute strength that’ll likely be a failed attempt that leads to my death. I have to be smart about this.

      “You’re awake.”

      The sound of his voice has me screaming and tripping over my discarded clothing. My butt hits the floor with a thud and my hand gently seeks the pocket of my jacket which is fortunately teasing the edges of my splayed fingers. I ready to grab the pen and use it as a weapon should he test me.

      He leans against the doorframe, his hands holding the part above his head, stretching his arms, showing the grooves of his armpits and the tightness of his chest.

      I count eight abs before my eyes shoot to his.

      “Why aren’t you dressed?” I croak, placing my other hand over my heart.

      He smirks, making his eyes crease at the corners and I wonder how old he is. I’m not good at guessing age but I know he must have at least six years on me, probably even more. “I saw you undressing and thought I’d join in.”

      “What?” My voice is a high-pitched squeak.

      “You’re too easy.” Releasing the doorframe, he prowls towards me forcing me to stand, concealing the pen in my hand by my thigh. “I was already undressed when you started undressing.”

      “I looked, where were you?” I press my back against the wall again. There’s something about the way he moves that feels predatory.

      He stops in my space and with his hand on my shoulder he pushes me to the left and uses his other hand to tilt my head until I’m looking at a chair in the far corner of the other room, beyond the table.

      “Sitting right there.”

      I close my eyes and pull free, moving away from him the moment his hand drops.

      “You’re very skittish.”

      I give him a look of absolute confusion. “You’re my fucking kidnapper. How else do you expect me to be?”

      When he smiles, I resist the urge to punch him. I wouldn’t win that fight. “Good point.”

      “Are you insane?”

      “I’ve been told so on more than one occasion so it is highly likely.”

      He is infuriating. Frustrating. I’ve never wanted to hurt somebody like I want to hurt him.

      “Why are you here?”

      He looks around, his smile still in place. “In my room?”

      Right. His room. “I thought you said you have somewhere to be?”

      “I’ve been.” He motions for me to follow. “I thought to bring you breakfast. If I’d have known it would have angered you so I’d…”

      “If you’re expecting a thank you, you won’t get one.”

      Laughing, he grabs my braid so suddenly I have no time to react. I slam into his body as he yanks me towards him, jolting my bones and liquifying my legs.

      “You’re a feisty one,” he mumbles, still holding my braid as my body presses to his from knee to chest.

      I peer into his eyes with indignation but my body trembles with fear and something else. Something I want to deny and will deny if asked. There’s just something to be said about having such a strong body against mine. Why am I reacting this way? Heating this way to his touch that I definitely do not want?

      I feel him harden, a lump in his jeans between us, pressing against my hip.

      My lips part. He smiles again, gripping my hip to stop me from moving.

      “You seem to forget yourself and who has the power. I could snap you like a tiny little twig.” His words are a breath against my lips. “I could take you right now, nobody would stop me, nobody would care.”

      “You wouldn’t,” I reply, my voice trembling as fear replaces my indignation. “You’re not like them.”

      “You’re right.” I watch his smile twist into something evil, something not quite normal, something harbouring hatred and anger, worse than the woman from the hall. Worse than anyone and anything I’ve ever seen. It unsettles me. “I’m much, much worse.”

      “I don’t believe you.”

      “Then you’re foolish.”

      “You won’t rape me.”

      He moves closer until his lips hover a feather’s width from mine. I smell the mint on his breath and resist the urge to lick my lips. He’s so close I’d lick his too. “Perhaps because I won’t need to.” He plants a gentle peck on my unresponsive lips, leaving them cooler upon his retreat from the slight moisture. “You’ll come to me on your own.”

      A gasp leaves my parted lips and he strides away, reaching for a phone that rests on the dining table. One I was hoping to be able to steal. “I would never.”

      He looks at it, dials a number and grins at me again as he says, “Niall, Niall, Niall.”

      “Niall?” My heart drops and my eyes burn with tears.

      “The clock’s ticking, Niall.”

      “Let me talk to him,” I beg loudly. “Niall!”

      I hear him shout back, calling my name, his desperation evident and nearly as rough as mine. “Rain? Are you okay? Are you hurt? I’m coming for you, baby, I swear…”

      Captain hangs up, his large thumb on the button that just stopped my world. My face and body crumble to the floor and I growl out a scream as I hit the ground with my fist.

      “I always hated the term baby. So fake.”

      I ignore him and choose to stare at my splayed hands on the glossy wooden floor. “Why are you doing this to me?”

      “Because I can, baby.”

      He leaves me sobbing at the ground wishing him and his crew a painful, horrendous, torturous existence and then death.

      I curse more than I ever have in my entire life until there’s just nothing left in me to fight with.

      Breakfast goes ignored, my stomach can’t handle it anyway. I take myself back to my corner with a book and another pillow and wish the day away.
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      “Feel free to shower,” Captain insists as I hold the pillow tighter to my chest while watching him climb from his plush bed and stretch his back.

      I glare at him, unwilling to acquiesce to any of his suggestions. If he wants to hold me captive then he can suffer how badly I’ll smell in a few days.

      “Or bathe.”

      “Go fuck yourself,” I mumble, shivering against the pillow. Likely from fear, exhaustion and cold, but I can’t tell anymore. All of my emotions and feelings are blurring into one.

      He scans me up and down and then his eyes fall to something beside my hip. I look down and want to sob as he assesses the black and gold pen that I had planned to use against him.

      Coming closer, he lifts it from the ground. “Planning to send a message in a bottle?”

      I don’t reply, I wait, still trembling, for my punishment.

      He uses the pen to move a strand of my hair from my face. I whimper and when my eyes flutter closed, they push tears down my cheeks.

      “Even if you could kill me…” He moves the tip down my arm and goose bumps break out across my creamy skin. I shift away and close my eyes but it doesn’t deter him. “What then?”

      Again, I remain mute.

      “Think about that,” he whispers, standing and taking the pen with him. “Shower. You’ll feel better. I’ll send you food at lunch.”

      He does send food and I do try to eat it but it just comes straight back up into the toilet.
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      I’m awoken by rough hands grabbing me and lifting me to my feet. I wobble and shake as I try to balance.

      “You stink,” he barks at me.

      “Get the fuck off me,” I yell, weak from lack of food, sleep, energy and fucking everything.

      I fight, struggling against his hold as he starts to half carry me to the bathroom.

      I had this theory that he definitely wouldn’t touch me if I didn’t smell good. I was right, until now. Yesterday was much of the same as the day before. Me slowly getting smellier, but also getting weaker because of how ill I feel.

      I should have asked to see a doctor but I haven’t seen the captain much and when I have he’s had that fucking smirk on his face, I’ll be damned and dead before I ask him for anything.

      I scream but it is swallowed by hot water as I’m dropped into a deep tub and left to fend for myself the moment my head goes under.

      “You absolute PSYCHOPATH!” I shriek at him once I resurface, ignoring the way the hot water soothes my aching joints. I’ve spent too many nights in that corner with books I can’t focus on. Three days without food, two nights without a blanket or a soft space.

      “This silent protest has to stop. Do you think I’m going to send you back because of this little suffragette move you’re pulling?” he yells as he squeezes way too much shampoo onto my wet hair and starts rubbing it in despite my efforts to push him away. “You’re here, fucking deal with it. Stop whining. Eat. Learn some new shit. I haven’t confined you. You can free roam wherever the fuck you like so long as you’ve got one of my boys with you. Shit, you can even watch me sail the pretty boat. Just stop starving yourself!”

      He pushes me underwater, holding my head as he rinses the suds out. Water goes up my nose, burning a path to my mouth. I claw at his hand and lurch over the side when he releases me.

      “You’ve got no meat on you as it is, and I loathe force-feeding people but I will. I have the equipment to do so.” He drags conditioner through my hair and I’m so weak I resign myself to my fate, hanging onto the edge of the bath as his movements soften. The sweet smell of coconuts makes my mouth water. “Do you want to be force-fed?”

      I shake my head, no, because I really do not want to be force-fed.

      “Then will you eat?”

      “I can’t keep it down,” I admit quietly and he crouches beside the bath, moving so his eyes catch mine. They’re sparkling with determination, annoyance and anger. “I can’t keep anything down.”

      “Are you pregnant?” he asks and a muscle ticks in his jaw.

      “No.” The word spills from my mouth before I can stop it. I should have said yes, played on it, used it to manipulate the situation. “Seasick maybe. In shock. Depressed. You name it.”

      He sighs heavily and grumbles under his breath, “More fucking trouble than she’s worth.” Then he pulls on my head until I’m sitting up, still fully clothed in his bath. “Wash yourself, brush your teeth. I’ll fetch you something you can hopefully consume.”

      I nod, hoping the tears I’m crying blend in with the water on my face.

      He leaves and I do as I’m told because I don’t have the energy to do anything else. I’m genuinely ill.

      Stripping out of my clothes, I bathe, cringing at the hair growing under my arms and around my groin. It’s still short but it’s degrading for a woman who has always shaved and likes it that way. I feel unclean and unkempt and so ridiculously unsexy.

      Not that I want to be sexy. I guess my mind is just grasping at things to make me feel normal again.

      When he returns I’m already out of the bath, in a new set of his shorts and T-shirt that were waiting for me on the bed. I’m in my corner nursing a plastic cup of water in my hand as I hug the pillow. It has become my new comfort. My only comfort.

      “Here,” he places a plate on the ground beside me. It’s full of dry crackers, cheese, a few biscuits and lemon slices. “Cook swears by this. She said she’ll have you something a bit easier on the stomach in the morning.”

      I fight the urge to thank him, it’s in my nature to have good manners but I just can’t bring myself to have them for a man who has stolen my life from me.

      “Eat.”

      I take a biscuit and bite into it, pretending not to notice the look he gives me as he walks away. One fleeting but there. It looked a lot like regret, or shame, perhaps a mix of the two. Or maybe I’m seeing things because I want to.

      The biscuits taste bland but I manage to swallow some and keep them down. I scrunch my body up in the corner and close my eyes, thinking of places so far from here.

      He’s wrong about me being awkward. I haven’t done this to harm myself. I genuinely am ill. I just have too much pride to ask for help.

      “All finished?” Captain asks, crouching beside me again.

      I nod against my pillow and the second I do, he hooks his arms under my body and stands, using his legs to push us up.

      “Hey,” I whine, readying to fight but he plants me on his bed seconds later. I should protest but my body sinks into the mattress and I just can’t bring myself to flee this little piece of heaven in this hell.
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      “You should have come to me days ago,” an older-sounding woman shouts, sounding frustrated and irritated. “I could have fixed her easily days ago.”

      “I didn’t know she was sick days ago,” Captain replies, his tone clipped. “Will she die?”

      “No, she’s severely dehydrated.”

      I open my eyes and see a flash of white hair before a hand comes to my forehead.

      “See? Better already.”

      Captain blows out a breath. “Keep her alive, Nonna.”

      “Don’t you boss me around, boy, I’m not one of your captives. Poor girl.”

      “Nonna.”

      She moves her fingers to my neck and smiles a wrinkled smile at me, though her teeth are crooked and jagged from poor dental hygiene. “See? She lives.”

      “Hi,” I murmur, trying to piece together where I am. “Am I sick? Did somebody call my mum?”

      The old lady smacks the big guy in the chest, making him grunt.

      He glares at her but then looks at me and winces before turning away. I close my eyes again, dreaming disoriented dreams of a handsome pirate sailing a pretty boat.
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      Groaning, I climb out of bed and stumble into the bathroom to use the toilet. To vomit or pee I’m not sure. My head is spinning but I don’t feel as weak or disoriented as I did.

      When I return after brushing my teeth, I find an empty room, an empty bed and a tray of fruit and yoghurt on the side. I climb back under the covers and pluck a grape from the small punnet before popping it into my mouth. Where did they get fresh fruit from?

      Were they frozen?

      My hunger gnaws at my gut so I sit up and slide the tray onto my lap, digging in like a feral animal until every last bit is gone.

      Then, with a sigh, I put it back, sink under the covers and close my eyes. More rest is needed.

      I’ve never felt so lethargic.

      A hand touches my head, checking my temperature and for a moment I think it’s Niall as I forget where I am. I grip it and hold it to my cheek.

      It starts to pull away.

      “One more minute,” I beg softly as I often do before he leaves for work in the morning.

      He climbs in behind me, fully clothed. His denim jeans dig into the back of my thighs. Niall doesn’t usually wear denim and he would never wear jeans to bed.

      Still… I won’t nag him, it’s been so long since I’ve gotten to hold him.

      I turn in his arms, burying my face in his chest that seems to have a bit more padding than usual. My hand grips the front of his shirt, keeping him close and his other arm comes around me. I feel warm, safe, and protected in such a large body and a large hold.

      “Thank you,” I whisper though I’m not sure to whom I’m thanking anymore. Lines of reality are blurring.

      When I wake up again, I’m alone and feeling even more dejected than before. I swear Niall was right beside me. I felt him, I know I did, he was warm and comforting, a human blanket keeping my back safe from the cold and kidnappers.

      “Sleep well?” Captain asks, hanging upside down like a bat again like the first night I entered.

      I nod once. “May I shower?”

      He drops like before, dangling from one hand for a moment as he looks at me. “You may.”

      “May I have a razor?”

      Hesitating, he scratches his jaw and looks me up and down. “I have your word you’ll be good?”

      “Will my word mean anything?”

      “It will to me,” he replies as he passes and digs a fresh razor out of a grey bag in the back of the cupboard he retrieves from under the basin. “Here.”

      I take it from him, ignoring his kind gaze. How can he be kind to me now? After all he has done?

      “This will be over soon.”

      I tense at his words. “You’re going to kill me?”

      “If Niall doesn’t hold up his end of the bargain, we have no reason to travel back to return you.”

      My breath catches in my throat and my heart aches with pain. “Thank you for your honesty, I guess.”

      His green eyes sparkle with intrigue. “You’re not going to cry?”

      “I just want to shave… at least I’ll be bald and beautiful when you throw me overboard. Maybe I’ll be saved by a merman and we’ll live happily ever after.”

      Laughing through his nose, he exits the bathroom while calling over his shoulder, “Come out when you’re done. I have some jobs for you.”

      I ignore the fact that laughter comes so easy to him in the face of my end.

      “Jobs?”

      Silence is all that follows my question.

      Whatever.

      I bathe slowly and thoroughly, scrubbing and shaving every part of it until the remainder of my hair and resignation swill down the drain. I hope it clogs it.

      

      When he said jobs, I didn’t realise he meant mopping.

      I do it as choppy waters gently rock the boat and roil my stomach. The clouds above are grey and I’m terrified there will be a storm. I don’t like storms while on land but I’ve seen enough movies to know that a storm in a boat is a bad thing. No matter how big it is.

      Most of the men on deck avoid me as I mop around them. I’m grateful. None of them touch me or even try to speak to me, not until I’m done in this area and Geoffrey sends for me.

      I’m escorted to his lab where we make friendly conversation as we mix together some kind of concoction that requires a glass chamber in which gloves sprout within. I dab his head as he sweats from concentration and pray the storm doesn’t come and rock this up, effectively fucking this up.

      “So, you and your partner?” he asks cautiously. “Is it love or a fling?”

      “Love,” I reply, not wanting to talk about life outside of this retched existence but also not wanting to anger the only person who has shown me any kindness since I arrived. “He’s it for me.”

      He chuckles nervously. “I hope he feels the same.”

      “He does.” And I know he does, he told me so and showed it in the ways he touched me, held me, protected me, kissed me, spoke to me.

      There isn’t another man alive who can fill Niall’s boots. The man is my own personal god.

      “From what I’ve heard, he’s doing what he can to get you back.”

      The man in the corner stamps his foot aggressively but Geoffrey doesn’t seem to care. He frees his hands of the long shoulder-deep gloves and grins at me as though caught doing something naughty.

      It makes him look so boyish and friendly.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I can’t say, but just know, he hasn’t abandoned you.” He places his hand on my shoulder. A friendly gesture. “Maybe now you can find a little bit of peace aboard this here vessel? Hmm?”

      I bite my lip and shrug his hand from my shoulder. “I’ll never find peace here. I’m a captive and I don’t even know why.”

      “Oh look.” Geoffrey beams and claps his hands. “Dinner is here.”

      The thought of eating still makes me nauseous but I need to regain my strength and try to keep something down.

      “You should start getting used to the seasickness soon. Every time you feel ill, just spend an hour on deck doing odd jobs and the nausea will pass.” He nods to the man in the corner. “His brother had seasickness so bad he almost died too. You don’t realise how dehydrated constant vomiting can make you until you can hardly walk.”

      “I find it odd that they bothered to keep me alive at all,” I murmur.

      Still smiling he replies, “You haven’t yet served your purpose.”

      “Well—” I have no more words.

      I don’t think Geoffrey has a filter.

      As we’re cleaning up around the lab and putting things back into their proper places, the door opens and the mute guy, whose name is Chatterbox of all things, stands with hands by his sides and his legs parted.

      Roger steps in and my panic immediately hits the red zone. I step back into Geoffrey who moves in front of me just enough for me to feel a little less open.

      Roger sneers at me, his lips twisting with a demented smile. “The new list, Geoffrey. Next month’s order.”

      Chatterbox yanks the file from his hand and nods for him to leave. He has a foot of height on Roger but Roger doesn’t seem intimidated in the slightest. Especially when he blows me a kiss before he leaves and I finally release the breath I was holding.

      “That man is a special kind of crazy,” Geoffrey murmurs, placing his hand on my back. “You’re safe here with me.”

      “Can I always stay with you?” I mumble and his face echoes my sadness.

      He doesn’t reply and we don’t talk again until it’s time for me to go. It is Geoffrey himself who escorts me to the captain’s room, leaving me to my own devices as a party seems to rage somewhere below deck. I heard it as we passed the berthing quarters on our way up top. I can still hear the hum of music mingling with the sound of the ship’s mechanics. We’ve been stationary for two days now, letting the tide take us as storm clouds pass overhead. I wonder why we aren’t heading for bluer oceans but I guess we have to stay out of range of sonar, or radar, or whatever else. I know nothing about any of this.

      Blowing out a breath I decide to look around for some kind of “ships for dummies” book, should one exist. The more I know about this massive battle boat the better. Maybe I can figure out a way home?

      Making this my new mission, with a flicker of determined fire in my heart, I exit the quarters and pray I won’t get stopped on my way to the study hall. I only know of it because I heard two of the younger crew members discussing it while I was mopping around them.

      Turns out that even though this might be a place full of criminals, they offer classes to teach members to read, write, do math and other subjects the world didn’t properly teach them once upon a time.

      Or at least, that’s what Geoffrey told me. He has a lot of love for this ship and its crew, despite the dealings.

      Now I just have to find it, which is terrifying because if I get caught by the wrong person… I dread to think.

      I silently slip out the base of the bridge and look around. My guard is sleeping beside the door. I hadn’t realised I had one. I figured I might.

      At least he’s passed out, and by the empty bottle of whiskey in his hand, I’d say he’ll be passed out for a while.

      I creep around him, taking the first heavy metal door on the left that leads away from the berthing quarters. If there’s a place of study surely it won’t be close to the noise. I have no idea what I’m doing.

      I make my way down a long, narrow, metal-smelling hall. It’s absent of life for the most part. I hear voices beyond the doors as people work and then realise how truly stupid this idea was.

      This ship is huge and nothing is labelled. There are no maps, or arrows.

      I’m not brave enough to continue so I turn back, only finding relief when I return to the deck and move to the side to watch the water below. It sloshes gently against the side and glistens like a billion black diamonds when the moon shines through a crack in the clouds.

      Fantasies of a great whale surfacing and carrying me to safety runs through my mind. Offering me a moment of peace, no matter how brief.

      I cry again, unable to stop the tears. They spill down my cheeks as I imagine Niall’s gentle caress. He’d move behind me were I to stand like this and wrap his arms under my breasts.

      We’d rock together, sway and appreciate the moonlight as one. Whispering about the next day so as to not disturb the silence.

      Wiping away my final tears, I lean on the side and bury my face in my hands.

      If only somebody would tell me why I’m here so I can at least try to make sense of it. Not that there’s an excuse at all.

      The door that leads down to the berthing quarters opens and men spill out, cheering and laughing drunkenly. Music carries with them until the door closes.

      I don’t turn, I’m hoping I’ll go unnoticed.

      “Well, well, well.” Roger’s voice has me tensing so sharply all of my limbs ache. “Look who’s trying to escape.”

      “Roger,” somebody else warns.

      I turn to face him, showing him no fear as his buddies shift awkwardly but do nothing to stop his approach.

      “It’s alright, I’m just showing her back to her room.” He grins, and I notice his missing top right fang tooth.

      “Don’t come near me,” I warn, moving to a defensive position, ready to fight him off if I have to.

      When his hand wraps around my bicep I bring my foot up and into his groin.

      He groans and drops like bricks off a building and I try not to gloat.

      “My balls,” he chokes as his friends laugh.

      “She’s got spunk.” One of them grins, his orange beard moving with his smile. “Come on, before the captain has our fingers.”

      “Pussies,” Roger says, gasping and gagging as he slowly stands, pushing through the pain.

      I start to run, wishing I’d done so sooner but I’m caged in.

      I pass between two men, tripping on my laces and falling straight onto another man coming up the stairs.

      “You alright, lass?” he asks kindly, helping me right myself.

      I brush past him, nearing the door for the captain’s quarters.

      I don’t start breathing until it closes behind me and I’m in my corner with a heavy book, the pillow I’ve been finding comfort in, and my knees tucked up to my chin as best as my boobs will allow. Not that I have much boobage.
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      The sharp, deep, gruff word, “No,” rouses me from my near slumber.

      “But… you’re hard,” a raspy female voice whines.

      “Not for you.”

      I shift, keeping my eyes closed so nobody knows I’m awake.

      “Is this because of her? We can go elsewhere, you know I don’t mind it outside.”

      “My men told me,” Captain replies and the girl gasps. “Fuck off, Millie, I’m going to sleep.”

      “But—”

      “I’m not putting my dick in you. Not again. Fuck that. Rather put it in a cat.”

      She gasps again, huffs and then the door slams shut and locks with a creak.

      “Fucking whore,” he murmurs and I hear him stagger into something. “Shouldn’t ever have let them bring her and her fucking nails.”

      He sounds drunk, not a lot but enough to be past tipsy.

      Drunk men scare me so I stay curled and pull the pillow to my face, hoping to blend in like a piece of furniture.

      He walks past, his feet heavy but steady and I hear him brush his teeth before returning. Clothing drops to the ground and I fight the urge to look at him and his striking back tattoo of a phoenix rising out of a burning ship. The urge wins and I stare at it, following the rippling water that surrounds the black shaded vessel which is near shrouded in smoke. A large phoenix-type bird, with wings that span around his shoulders and a curved beak that touches the bottom of his hair, opens its mouth in a permanent battle cry , and I wonder what the story is behind it.

      “I can feel your eyes, kitten,” he says, unhooking the belt of his jeans and letting them drop.

      My eyes drift to his rear. It is perfect and round and so toned but I knew it would be. He works out every morning and night usually, so it comes as no surprise that his body is godlike. Not that I watch.

      “It’s your tattoo,” I say boldly. “I was just admiring it.”

      “Admiring?” He smirks at me over his shoulder before moving to the bed and sitting on it, still facing away from me. “Get a closer look…” His eyebrows wag at me in the mirror on the wall by the built-in chest of drawers. “If you dare.”

      I look away again and settle into my corner.

      Does he really think I find his charm funny or alluring?

      He chuckles at my silence. “Stubborn, aren’t you?” I continue ignoring him. “Brave, perhaps a little naïve.”

      “Leave me alone.”

      Without moving, he blows out a breath and then with movements that force his tattoo to move, he rubs his face with his hands. “Why don’t you have tattoos?”

      A genuine question it seems. “Could never decide on one I liked.”

      “So you’re not opposed?”

      I peek at him carefully but he’s still facing away, his posture one that translates loneliness and exhaustion. “Tasteful tattoos always look good.”

      “Are mine tasteful?”

      “That’s not for me to judge.”

      “That’s not an answer.”

      I roll my tongue over my lip. “Umm… I’ve seen worse?”

      He laughs. “Brave, definitely brave.”

      “Why did you get the one on your back?”

      He seems to hesitate as he stares ahead and a minute passes. I wonder if I’ve lost him to a memory but then he finally speaks, his tone deep and hoarse.

      “I was born on a ship to a stowaway fleeing a life of prostitution in Mexico,” he begins, still looking at me in the mirror. I can feel his eyes this time. It sets my body on fire and makes my womb tingle, much to my own horror.

      “That’s insane.”

      “Beyond borders… and my mother died of sepsis days later.”

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper, finally meeting his striking greens in the mirror.

      He smiles in a way that makes his scar move and look angrier than before. I wonder how new it is. “They couldn’t prove my lineage so they simply kept me on board and taught me the ways of the sea.”

      I nod to show that I am listening to his tragic tale.

      “I was raised by strong men and learned to be a pirate. Captain Sullivan of the Empress Fortune took me under his wing. Until he was… incapacitated.”

      “What happened?” I shift in my seat, needing focus to follow this tragic tale that’s probably nothing but the spun lie of a murderer.

      “Mutiny.”

      My lips part. “His own men turned against him?”

      “They did.”

      Could that happen here? I daren’t ask so instead I prompt him to finish his story. “Then?”

      “Then is a story for another time.”

      “What?” I want to shake him. “You can’t start and stop there. Worst cliff-hanger ever.”

      His perfect teeth flash as he scrapes them over his lower lip. “Join me in bed and maybe I’ll tell you the rest.”

      I flip him the bird and turn away. “Not a chance.”

      Chuckling, he pulls back the blanket and lies down. “If you change your mind…”

      “I won’t.”

      

      I hear rain, heavy rain and the sound of men running around. Thunder rumbles and lightning cracks but it passes over fast enough.

      I’m brought breakfast with a request to join the captain up on deck when I’m done. I almost daren’t but at this point it’s best that I just do as I’m told.

      I scoff down my porridge relieved that there’s no sign of nausea, slip my feet into my sneakers and follow Clunk up to the deck.

      The sun beams down, so warm and purifying. It feels amazing despite the cold wind that whips through my loosened braid.

      Clunk takes me around the bridge and towards the stern. We sidestep working men and carefully move around a gun that’s bigger than me. This is insane.

      “Come on,” Clunk grumbles, urging me along.

      When we round the base of the gun, I find myself at the curved rear of the ship with the captain.

      “I thought you might want to see this,” he says, motioning for me to come closer.

      I stand at his side and look at the horizon, gasping when I see what he’s pointing at.

      My hands grip the railings and I lean closer as though these extra few inches will make any difference in my vision.

      What I can see is brilliant. It’s the remnant of the storm that we just escaped. Purple lightning flashes through a thick black cloud and a mist of rain falls onto the choppy waters. It may as well be happening on a different world entirely.

      “That’s incredible,” I breathe, gripping the railing so tightly my hands turn white.

      “It’s my favourite part of a storm.”

      “Being out of it?” I ask, grinning as he leans on his arms on the railing, putting him just a little lower than me in height.

      “Exactly.” He reaches with his calloused fingers and gently pulls free a few strands of hair that became tangled in my lips.

      I shouldn’t allow it but there’s a softness to his gaze that I can’t resist. I prefer soft him to angry him, not that I’ve seen angry him but I’d rather not.

      Licking them when they’re free of hair, I pull my eyes away with difficulty and look at the magnificent image. Wishing I could take a picture.

      “Why am I here?” I ask before I can stop myself.

      He smirks and turns so his hip is against the railing and he’s back to his towering height. “Kiss me and I’ll tell you.”

      “You just had to ruin it,” I murmur and ignore his following laughter. “May I return to your room?”

      “No, you may not,” he mimics my accent and backs me into the rail until his arms are caging me in and all I can see is the top of his shirt and the hollow of his throat. “What do you think of Niall?”

      My eyes narrow as my brain tries to figure out what game he’s playing now. “As in my boyfriend?”

      “The one and only.” He leans back and looks down at me, watching my face for a reaction. “Is he a good person?”

      I nod. “The best.”

      “But you’re not.”

      My breath catches in my throat. “I’m not a bad person.”

      “You were arrested and that’s how you both met?”

      How does he know? I wasn’t charged so it’s not a matter of public record. “That was a long time ago.”

      “Three years.”

      Not liking where this is going, I push against his chest but he doesn’t budge. “Let me go.”

      “What did you do?”

      “That’s none of your business.”

      His lips brush my ear, filling my nose with the scent of fresh lemons and clean laundry. “Exactly.”

      He bites on the lobe which sends tingles burning and racing through my limbs. I gasp, trying to think of anything but the way he’s making me feel.

      “Do I make you wet?” he breathes into my ear and my hands grip the railing behind me. “I see you watching me undress. I know you notice.”

      “Step back.”

      “I know you like what you see. More so than your skinny prick of a boyfriend.” His hand tangles in my hair beneath my braid and yanks. “I bet you’ve never been as wet for him as you are for me right now.”

      A whimper escapes my parted lips as his teeth bite into the curve of my neck and his hand tightens in my hair. He grinds against me, his solid length against my covered mound.

      I hate how good it feels. I hate how my body betrays me.

      “Bad girls should be with bad guys,” he continues, tasting me with his tongue. “Do you want to be bad for me?”

      I try to do what I did to Roger last night but fail. He feels me shift and traps my knee between his powerful thighs.

      “Please,” I beg. “Let me go.”

      The second he loosens his grip I run, keeping my balance as I crashed through the crew and make my way to anywhere but here. Shame, confusion and anger flood my body. The body that betrayed me moments ago.

      Why is he doing this to me?

      Why must he torture me? Isn’t it enough that I’m his prisoner?

      But I’m done being his prisoner and I’m done being a victim. I’m smarter than this and so much more powerful.

      If I’m going to get out of this alive I need to plan.

      I’ve wasted so much time wallowing and I want to kick myself.

      

      Nightfall comes but not before I shower again and choose more clothing from his drawers. Such an intimate thing, wearing his clothes. This is good, though. This is fortunate. What he says goes. Maybe I can weave my way into his good graces and trust that he doesn’t kill me at the end. If I can get him on my side…

      I don’t even know where to begin.

      It’s late when he comes to bed and I’m in the middle of reading Treasure Island, funnily enough. Anything to even give me a glimpse of what I’m dealing with. All I know thus far is that pirates like treasure and the only treasure I have to give is my vagina and I’m definitely not giving him that. As soon as he takes it he’ll tire of me and that’ll be my demise. Men like him, ruthless, savage beings don’t love. I’m nothing to him.

      It’s freeing figuring that out.

      “Evening,” I say of my own accord.

      He grins at me with that trademark cocky smirk. “Evening.”

      I return to my book, setting my plan in motion.
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      Days go by, days of no word, no talking with anybody but Geoffrey. The entire ship was on red alert, prepared when one of the lookouts spotted another ship in the distance. They said it was a cruise ship and nothing to worry about, but still turned on the engines and moved us east. I took note of the compass on the wall, time and date. It could be a possible escape route if desperate enough though I haven’t put too much more thought into it.

      Really at this point any hopes of escape are a pipe dream, my main task is keeping alive and safe. I’m not naïve enough to think my good health and wellbeing are a permanent thing. I’m a means to an end and when that end comes I need to be ready.

      

      Geoffrey keeps me occupied when I’m not mopping or avoiding people by reading one of the many books in Captain’s room. I’ve hardly seen him which has been a relief. The less time I have with him the less likely he is to confuse me.

      I discover the name of the ship is the Sea Whore and I wonder if Captain named it after his mother in some weird way.

      It even has a black flag which they fly when feeling rebellious. Geoffrey showed me it on a walk to clear our heads yesterday.

      Now though, things are back to normal for the most part.

      Well… almost.

      Because I just inhaled something that has me choking and retching. Something Geoffrey accidentally dropped and it immediately shot upwards in a cloud of powder and smoke.

      “Oh shit,” Geoffrey murmured the second it fell from his hands as he was passing it into mine and asking me to put it in the cupboard behind me. “Oh double shit. Did you breathe it in?”

      “You think?” I squeak as he sprays me with a tap, drenching me from hair to chest.

      “Hold out your hands.”

      “What is it? Am I going to die?”

      “Eh… probably not…” He laughs nervously.

      I glare at him. “Fix this!”

      He sprays me again and places his hand on my neck to check my temperature.

      “What’s going to happen, Geoffrey?”

      “Chatterbox, go fetch the captain… and maybe some handcuffs.”

      “What? Why?” Am I contagious? Is it the plague? Am I going to die?

      My body starts to tingle, starting with my nose. It feels a bit like when I drink too much and my face starts to go numb.

      Chatterbox flees the room faster than if I was shooting at him.

      Geoffrey makes me drink from the extendable tap before squirting my hands and such too. He rinses away the residual powder on the floor and continuously asks me how I’m feeling.

      The door opens and Captain looks around with a stern gaze, Clunk and three others at his heels.

      “What happened?” He moves towards me, cupping my face gently, seeming to be genuinely concerned about my health. I bat his hands away.

      “You know the thing we’ve been working on?” Geoffrey scratches his head, cringing when Clunk takes a step towards him.

      “What thing?”

      “The thing that will be more valuable to us than crack…”

      Captain’s eyes widen. “The thing?”

      Geoffrey nods. “The thing.”

      I bat his hands away again when he wipes at a drop of water on my temple. “What thing?” I pull on my collar and fan my face with my hand. “Am I dying?”

      Captain ignores me. “How much did she consume?”

      “A good lungful…”

      “Jesus fucking Christ.”

      Chatterbox hands him a set of handcuffs.

      “Oh my God,” I cry, stepping away from them all as they speak amongst themselves. “Am I going rabid? What’s going to happen? Crack? Did I just have crack?”

      A harsh breath leaves me as Captain plants his shoulder into my stomach and lifts me. I hold myself up with my hands on his back, squirming with discomfort.

      “Captain… what the fuck?” I shout. “Put me down.”

      He ignores me but slaps my thigh when I struggle against his hold.

      I settle because really, what the fuck else can I do? I don’t much fancy eating the floor with my face right now.

      A minute later of avoiding curious gazes, wolf-whistles and suggestions, we’re in his room and not only does he toss me on his bed but he handcuffs me to it. Both hands with the chain around a bar that should be for holding magazines I think.

      I cry and cuss him out when he moves into the bathroom and I hear the tap of the bath running.

      “You’re about to get extremely uncomfortable,” he explains, returning with a sodden wet towel.

      He places it on my body, ignoring my shriek.

      The door opens without permission and Geoffrey walks in with a small vial of orange fluid.

      “You can give her this to help her sleep but I don’t know how it’ll react with the drug.”

      Captain snatches it from him and places it on the table by my head.

      “What are you doing? Please, uncuff me,” I beg, my body temperature has risen to an unbearable degree. “Why am I so warm? Somebody, tell me what’s happening.”

      “Cliff Notes, you inhaled an aphrodisiac.” Geoffrey shrugs apologetically. “An extremely potent version that I condensed for transport ease.”

      “What?” I glare at him. “What the fuck, Geoffrey? What does that mean?”

      “It means in about thirty seconds you’ll probably rape your way through the entire ship.”

      I blink at him. “I’d never.”

      “Oh, you don’t know how powerful this stuff is.”

      As if by magic a burning sensation coils in my groin and I press my thighs together.

      “It’s starting, Captain, shall I stay with her?” Geoffrey asks carefully.

      “Nobody is staying with her,” Captain replies curtly. “Leave.”

      Geoffrey nods, bows slightly, apologises multiple times and walks out.

      I squirm as Captain rubs my skin under the cuffs with Vaseline. “So they don’t chafe.”

      “Oh my God, everything burns…” I twist and turn, holding onto the bar as I cross my legs this way and that. “God… I can’t… can you just…?”

      He stands and rolls his eyes. “You’re way more trouble than you’re worth.”

      “Fuck you,” I shout after him, relieved when he leaves.

      This has to be a dream.

      My body feels like a boiling kettle, any second now my ears will start whistling with steam.

      I sob, rolling over and burying my face in the pillow that smells of lemons and fresh linen.

      My hands ache to wander down to my private place and bring myself to orgasm. The need is so deep and desperate I can’t bear it.

      I’ve never felt so aroused but this is entirely different. This is a raging need that’s near painful. This is like being deprived of oxygen if sex were oxygen.

      “Niall,” I sob, twisting, thrashing my legs and turning until I can grip the blanket and press it against my groin. “I’m dying.” I need it. I just need to be filled, to be fucked. Oh my God.

      I’ll take anything right now. A dildo… a shampoo bottle… ANYTHING.

      The door opens, bringing with it a cooling draft.

      “Release my hand,” I beg him as he nears me, pressing his hand to my neck.

      His touch alone sends me wild. I’m out of control and I don’t care. I have no shame.

      “Please, Captain. I can’t take this.”

      “I know,” he whispers soothingly, taking the sodden towel from my body and heading to the bathroom.

      “Please,” I beg but I’m not sure what for. “Help me. I can’t stand it. I really can’t stand it. I’m going to die.”

      He returns with the same towel and places it back over my body.

      “If I let you have your hand you’ll harm yourself.”

      “I don’t care. I just… I need to come and I’ll be better.”

      “Jesus,” he whispers, checking my wrists. “I’ll be back later.”

      “No, please,” I cry, kicking out at him. “Do something. Make a cure. Throw me in the sea… anything.”

      He exits and I scream with frustration, tossing the towel off me with my legs. I immediately regret it because now I feel too warm again.

      “CAPTAIN! PLEASE!”

      No reply.

      The feeling intensifies, like eating one hot chilli after another even after your mouth is burning. That’s how this feels, like a spicy chilli on my libido.

      Time passes, I don’t know how much but when the door opens I try to throw myself at him but the cuffs stop me. I don’t care who he is. I don’t care who he is to me or what he’s done.

      I just need this to stop.

      “Okay, I give you permission to fuck me now,” I mutter as he scoops up the towel.

      He stops in his tracks and I see his resolve wavering. This is not a good man. He’ll cave eventually if I beg him enough. The blur of desire is overpowering every other desire and emotion. I am not in my right mind.

      “I’ll be bad with you. I’ll do anything.”

      His throat bobs with a swallow. “Don’t tempt me. You’ll regret it in the morning.”

      “I won’t… I need it so bad. Please. Please.”

      He walks away without even tossing the towel back on me. FUCK!

      “I hate it here!” I scream like a petulant child and bury my face into the pillow again. “I hate this boat! I hate this life! I hate this fucking bed!”

      When will this end?

      Please… make it end. God have mercy.

      Every time I think it’s getting better it flares up again. My body needs to be touched, my wrists are raw from where I’ve been pulling them. I’m ready to chew my arm off until finally… finally… the door opens again.

      Captain strides over to the bed, purpose in each step. He takes one look at me and plants his knee into the end of the mattress.

      “What are you doing?” I ask when he grabs the hem of my shorts and yanks them down my legs.

      “Just remember, you asked me to help you.”

      “What?” I breathe, thinking he’s about to give me what I need but then he grins at me and slowly lowers his head between my thighs.

      I don’t even have enough shame to tell him to stop.

      His mouth touches me there and his hands grip the top of my thighs, keeping me still as he dines on me so deliciously.

      I writhe against him and on the fifth touch of his tongue I lose it, pulsing against his mouth. He doesn’t stop there, he pushes two fingers into me and God they slide in so easily, that’s how wet and ready I am.

      “More,” I beg. “Faster.”

      I feel his smug smile as I unravel again, the drugs are the reason this feels so good, not him, he’s just a tool in my sexual pleasure box right now. He’s nothing more.

      “Please, don’t stop.” I grind against his face, biting on my lip when he moans against me, fuelling my already combustible body. “I want to fuck you. Please let me.”

      He doesn’t stop, he keeps working his mouth and fingers, bringing me to orgasm again and again until finally, I crash.

      The lights suddenly go out as the tingles spread through my body one last time.
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      My body hurts, my arms ache and I desperately need to pee.

      I look down, seeking out the weight on my lower half and my eyes widen as my heart beats at a pace so quick it becomes a constant hum.

      Sleeping softly, his head resting on my navel, his torso on one of my thighs, my other thigh over his folded arm, is the captain. I stare down at the top of his curly, dark mahogany hair. I’ve never seen his hair as he always wears a bandana. It’s so curly, but they’re thick curls, not quite afro. I want to run my fingers through it because it looks so soft but I don’t want to wake him.

      I’ll be mortified if he gloats at me for this. I already can’t forgive myself.

      If I ever make it home, what will I tell Niall?

      He’s resting directly over my bladder though and my hands are still cuffed. They’re going to hurt so bad today.

      “Umm…” I shake my hips a little. “Captain?”

      His arms tighten around my hips, and he sighs, sending warm breath across my cold navel.

      He could have had sex with me last night so easily and I wouldn’t have been able to blame him this morning but he didn’t. Does he not want it?

      Why am I so offended? He spent hours eating me out. He must have passed out at the same time as I did.

      This is so fucked up.

      “Captain?” My voice is a little bit louder this time.

      He groans, waking.

      His face turns into my stomach igniting a fire like the night before but not as powerful thankfully. This one I can ignore.

      “Good morning, vixen,” he mumbles against my skin and kisses the space above my mound before looking at me with sleepy, green eyes. “How are you feeling?”

      “Embarrassed,” I admit and his smile broadens in such a boyish and triumphant way. “Please… don’t ever mention this again.”

      He pulls himself up my body, sliding himself between my thighs for just a moment before sitting on his knees and undoing my cuffs.

      I cry out as my arms drop and rub my sore wrists.

      He takes the tub of Vaseline from the table but before he can touch me with it again, I snatch it from him and rub it on my wrists myself.

      “I haven’t slept that well in…” He stops to think. “A while.”

      Me neither, I think, but definitely do not verbally repeat.

      I pull the blanket over my body to hide my nudity from the waist down.

      “I’m going to shower.”

      He lifts his shirt as he goes, giving me another glimpse of the magnificent tattoo. The phoenix looks so three dimensional. It’s magnificent.

      “I can feel your eyes.”

      I can still feel your tongue.

      

      The second he leaves for a day of whatever it is he does, I stand under the shower and scrub until my skin is red raw, I brush my teeth until mint is all I’ll be able to taste and smell for a week, I brush my hair until my scalp is sore and then I follow. My stomach gripes with hunger and, luckily, Geoffrey meets me with an apology in the form of a rose made out of red tissue. He bows low and escorts me to the canteen where I have never been.

      I’m left alone as I queue for food, some men even go as far as to actively avoid me, likely worried they’ll lose their fingers.

      “Does he really do that?” I ask Geoffrey as we slide our trays along the metal rack and take the food portions given to us. “Does he really chop off fingers as punishment?”

      “Depends on the crime,” Geoffrey replies, nodding at the table closest to us. “Second in, guy with the white beard, look at his left hand.”

      I glance at it curled around a cup and stop in my tracks, Geoffrey nearly bumps into me as Chatterbox bumps into him. The fourth finger, the ring finger, is non-existent from the first knuckle. Bile rises in my throat as I imagine that happening to him while awake, with no pain relief.

      “That is savage on a ridiculous scale.”

      “It’s how we are.” He motions to the room with one hand, balancing the tray on his other. “Like I said before, this place is full of criminals of all kinds. They understand violence and death. They understand pain.”

      “I don’t understand them.”

      “I know.”

      I look down at my tray and at the rest of the room, wondering how much longer I can blend, how much longer until I snap, desperate for home comforts. “Why am I here, Geoffrey?”

      He gives me a sad look and opens his mouth, hopefully to tell me, but he’s cut off by Chatterbox clicking his fingers between our faces. We look at him and he nods over to the corner where Roger is standing with his group of merry men. Roger waves at me.

      Geoffrey whispers, “Just say the word and I’ll poison his tea.”

      I giggle, a foreign sound to my ears, and follow him out of the canteen. We sit on the outer steps leading to the bridge as it has the best view and I squeal with delight when I see the back of a whale breach the surface of the water.

      “What the hell is all of the noise?” Clunk bellows after the door to the bridge opens with a heavy bang that shakes the entire staircase.

      “There’s a whale,” I point to where its blowhole spurts a shower of water.

      Clunk rolls his eyes and turns back, if only to move for the two younger men who want to see the whale that I can see.

      “Captain has ridden a whale.”

      Maybe my whale escape could be a possibility?

      “He has?”

      Geoffrey nods. “I could’ve too but I’m not a strong swimmer.”

      “Me neither. Can only just not drown in a pool, I’d have no hope here.”

      He bumps his shoulder against mine and we watch the whale disappear then reappear further away.

      “That’s a blue whale,” Captain says calmly as he descends the metal steps to where I am. “Not the biggest we’ve seen, probably no more than a couple of years old.”

      I nod thoughtfully and watch it vanish again.

      “They have the loudest voice in the entire world.” I feel his heat at my back, before I feel his chest against my back. He tucks my hair behind my ear. “Even louder than your cries last night.”

      When I dig him in his ribs with the point of my elbow he bites on my ear and keeps me in place.

      “Why must you torment the poor woman?” Geoffrey snaps, admonishing his captain in a way that has the captain raising his brow and Geoffrey shrinking away slightly. “I just mean… after what she’s going through already. Leave her be.”

      “Maybe she doesn’t want me to leave her be?”

      “She definitely does,” I murmur, digging my elbow into his ribs again.

      He chuckles which only infuriates me.

      “Why am I here?”

      “Because.”

      I could punch him. “Why?”

      “You truly think knowing will make it any better?” he asks as I turn in his arms and stare up at him.

      “It’ll help.”

      He cups his hand over the watch on his wrist and looks at Geoffrey. “Leave us.”

      Geoffrey nods and pinches my hip as he passes.

      Captain watches him go and then looks at me with a curious gaze. “You’re settling better than I’d thought of a hostage.”

      “I’m adapting,” I reply, trying to lean out of his bubble but it’s impossible as he has me caged in, he really likes having me trapped. “I actually want to go home.”

      “Maybe you will.”

      “Don’t rub it in that my life literally rests in your hands. I’ll lose my mind quicker.”

      He finally steps away. “I have you here because your boyfriend has information I need and he refused to give it.”

      I hesitate. “What information? Did he reveal it?”

      “That’s not important and no. We’re at a stalemate.” He clears his throat. “He won’t give me the information until I return you.”

      My heart races. Could this be it?

      “Don’t look so hopeful. I’m not returning you until I have the information.”

      “Are you returning me at all?”

      He twiddles my hair around his finger. “Maybe by the time we get to land, you won’t want to leave.”

      “Keep dreaming.” This time he doesn’t laugh at my sass and I don’t assess his reaction because I don’t want to care about how he feels. “Take me home.”

      He doesn’t reply, I’m sick of silence and pauses and hesitations and fucking mind games.

      “Fine… can I at least speak to Niall? Or my mum? Or anyone?”

      “No.”

      I grab the front of his shirt. “I promise I won’t give away anything. Not that I can…”

      “No.”

      Growling with frustration, I push him back a step and rage my way down the stairs, putting as much distance between us as possible.

      Then, another thought comes to mind. I’ve got free rein. Maybe I can find a phone? They couldn’t have locked them all down. He got a signal so maybe I can too.

      Or did he use a special ship phone?

      Are there special ship phones?

      I walk to the side, starboard side and lean over. The drop is at least forty feet, if not more. This thing is massive. I’ve been mostly confined to this section of the maze but it would take so long to explore. I suppose that’s a good thing, more running space if needed and more people which means more phones.

      I wait for the whale to reappear as I gather my thoughts and devise a plan of action but nothing happens.

      Exploring seems dangerous when creepy Roger is intent on finding me alone, damn the consequences. I look around but everybody on the deck is busy or chatting, nobody has a phone. Why don’t they have phones? Everybody has a fucking phone!

      I wander around, making it look aimless, despite the fact it is. Why do we always feel shiftier when we’ve something mischievous on our minds. I always feel like people will hear my internal monologue and catch me before I can act upon it.

      I hope they can’t because then they’d know all of my thoughts regarding last night and how incredible it felt and how confused I am about it all.

      Do I have Stockholm syndrome?

      I roll my eyes at my own stupidity, I’m not in love with the guy, nor do I feel indebted to him. I just feel tingly. That’s all. Tingly.

      If I had a gun I could gladly put a bullet between his eyes. Maybe.

      I move from starboard to port side slowly, glancing around me hesitantly, moving to the ridge that overlooks the rest of the ship before finally leaning back on the railing.

      I let my head hang and that’s when I see it again, the humongous blue whale, a back with very few barnacles. It swims alongside the ship, surfacing. I see water swirl around its massive blowhole like a drain and grin when it blows it out a little, not a massive puff like before. More like a sneeze, if whales can sneeze.

      “I see you,” I murmur, envying the creature of its freedom.

      But then I see something foreign, sticking to the creature’s back that definitely shouldn’t be there. It’s small, the size of my hand and is positioned near the widest curve of its back. It’s a tag!

      I strain to look, mentally taking a note of the green colour with some red.

      Maybe my whale survival theory isn’t as farfetched as I originally thought.

      

      Bedtime comes too slowly after waiting all day for somebody to use a phone. Nobody does and I feel even more frustrated than before which is saying something. I wonder if it’s so they can’t be traced or tracked, or perhaps they prefer a simpler life.

      I take position in my corner, glaring at Captain when he walks in, strips off his shirt and moves to his workout equipment. His huffing, puffing, grunting and counting grates on me. Still, I remain quiet, only moving when he finishes forty-five minutes later and whistles his sweaty way into the bathroom.

      I move straight to his discarded clothes and search through his pockets. There’s nothing, not his blade, nor his phone.

      Shit.

      Where the hell would he keep them?

      He doesn’t trust me, not yet anyway.

      I do find a pair of small binoculars on the table in the other room and decide to commandeer them for myself. If only for a little while.

      “What are you doing, I wonder?”

      I almost drop them from my eyes because a pair of large, warm hands slide around my hips.

      My first instinct is to push him away but then I remember I have to be smart. I have to get him to trust me.

      Though if I suddenly start letting him touch me will he be less trusting? This has to be gradual. I must be patient.

      “Don’t,” I insist, gripping his hands as they smooth over my belly, dipping under the baggy shirt that belongs to him. “Please.”

      “You don’t sound very convincing,” he murmurs into my ear as his hand grasps my bare breast and squeezes. “You enjoyed last night.”

      My teeth bite into my lip until it aches. A mixture of arousal and embarrassment flood my veins.

      “A lot.”

      “The drugs…”

      “Played a small part in what I can do to your body with my mouth.” He kisses from my ear to my neck, hooking his fingers around the top of the shirt and yanking it to the side to allow the breeze and his lips to flutter over more skin. “Want me to prove it?”

      I do. I really do.

      “No.”

      “Liar.” His breath warms my skin, heating the cool moisture left behind by his lips.

      With a sudden movement, he thrusts his hand into the shorts I’m wearing and cups my mound. A strong finger immediately plunges into my wetness and drags it to my pulsing clit, still tingling from the night before.

      I gasp and hold the chairback, the wood digs into my fingers painfully. My entire body is screaming with pleasure, my knees almost buckle but his arm around my waist holds me tight.

      “Tell me again that it’s the drugs that made you want me.” He sounds so smug but I don’t care. I need this. I need more. How he works my body and sets me alight is insane. It’s ethereal.

      “I don’t want you.”

      “Too bad,” he mumbles, smiling against my neck. “Stop me then. Just say the word stop and I’ll stop.”

      I’m losing my mind. It’s gone on a raft sailing the ocean miles away, leaving my pitiful body to fend for itself.

      “No, please,” I whimper.

      “Stop?”

      I shake my head. “No. Don’t…” My entire body is quivering and burning. The tingles are spiralling through my body. I can’t cope. “Captain…”

      “More?”

      I nod, frantic with the need to orgasm regardless of whose hand it is on. “So close.”

      He grinds against me, his own body trembling against mine. “I want to fuck you.” He holds me tighter, rubs me harder, grinds quicker, trembles more.

      Fuck.

      His words unravel me and I reach the edge.

      “No,” he demands, feeling me clench down on the fingers buried in my sex. “Not yet.”

      I’m turned to face him and lifted. I lock my legs around his hips as he kisses my neck and carries me to the bed.

      He drops me onto the mattress and I groan when he pulls down my shorts, baring me to his view like the night before. Shoving down his boxers, he kicks them off and crawls onto the bed, giving me no time to assess the enormity of him, the thickness of him, the slight downwards curve of his amazing cock. This man is perfection.

      But he’s not mine.

      He’s not mine.

      What am I doing?

      He’s the enemy.

      What the fuck am I doing?

      I turn my head when he tries to kiss me and tense when he finds my entrance and poises himself against it.

      “No,” I say urgently. “Stop… STOP!”

      His swollen lips part as his body stills and his eyes scan my face, flashing with anger and desperation.

      I tighten my thighs, letting them flatten on the bed first.

      “Get off me,” I shout, pushing at his chest.

      “Don’t you dare,” he shouts back. “Don’t you fucking dare back out now!”

      “Stop,” I shove his chest one more time and he lurches away from me, standing and ripping his hand through his hair angrily.

      “FUCK!” he roars, grabbing the painting on the wall above his chest of drawers. It rips from the wall, no match for his brute strength and he throws it like a large rectangular Frisbee. It hits the wall across from the bed and breaks in two. “You fucking tease!”

      I grip the blanket to my chest as he grabs his boxers and yanks them on, then his jeans.

      He then proceeds to stamp on the painting with his bare foot, smashing it into further pieces, forcing me further back into the wall.

      “I’m sorry,” I say softly, wondering if I should have just said yes to avoid this. Is he going to hit me now? Send me back to that cell?

      My words seem to penetrate whatever mood he’s in because he stops, looks at me, blows out a breath and approaches slowly.

      I tense when he lifts me out of his bed into a cradle carry and places me onto his drawers. The glossy metal is cold under my bare rear.

      “What are you doing?” I ask when he spreads my thighs and stands between them. He rests his head under my chin and instinctively I run my fingers up and down his spine. Cinnamon, tatted skin quivers under my fingertips. It’s more to soothe him so he doesn’t hurt me, or toss me out for the other men to have.

      We silently remain like this for so long but I need to know where I stand. “Are you mad?”

      “No.” He looks up at me, his eyes tired, then shakes his head as his features soften. “No.”

      Lifting me again, he carries me back to the bed and lays me on it. I don’t protest for now because I don’t want to test his anger further. Surprisingly I don’t feel in any danger but I also don’t feel comfortable. Not until he climbs in with me and places his head on my navel, similar to how we woke up this morning. At first, I think he’s going to eat me again like last night, get me riled and try to seduce me, but then after a few tense moments I realise as his breathing softens that he’s sleeping, and I’m his pillow.

      I shuffle a little, finding a more comfortable position as we rest diagonally across the bed. When I sink back into the pillows one final time after pulling the blanket over him, I close my eyes, praying I don’t fart in my sleep.
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      Kisses trail across my midriff, gently stirring me from my slumber. I keep my eyes closed, praying he hasn’t noticed a change in my breathing.

      I can’t lie and say I’m not intrigued as to what he’s doing.

      He gets higher and higher, pushing my top up as he goes as though he has every right to do so. His lips wrap around my nipple, I gasp and my eyes fly open, only to find his that are slanted with mischief and dilated with arousal.

      “I was wondering when you’d stop pretending.”

      “You act far too familiar with my body,” I mutter, yanking my top back down.

      He doesn’t move, simply rests his head between my breasts and sighs tiredly.

      I prod his temple with the point of my index finger. “What’s your actual name, Captain?”

      He tenses and his breathing stops. “Does it matter?”

      “I guess I just…” I wet my lips, looking away when his eyes try to find mine. “It doesn’t matter, I shouldn’t have asked.”

      He nuzzles back into my breasts through the fabric of the T-shirt I don, smiling again. “Kiss me and I’ll tell you.”

      “I’ll never kiss you willingly.”

      “A week ago, you’d never have let me eat you either but here we are.” With that he climbs off my body and stretches tall. He’s so perfect. It’s a shame he’s a psychopath. “Come on, get dressed.”

      “Why?” I ask, trying not to watch too intently as he covers his body in a Guns N’ Roses T-shirt. Great body, great band.

      “I’m going to show you how the pretty boat moves.”

      I glare at him as I stand and take the shorts he tosses my way. “I’m not a little girl and this isn’t a pretty boat.”

      “What is it then?” His tone is full of humour.

      “It’s a big boat.”

      His head falls back as he roars with laughter, a pleasant sound. Then, without permission, he hooks me around the back of my neck and plants his lips on mine. It lasts a second but it’s a second too long.

      He doesn’t deepen it, instead he guides me into his bathroom and we brush our teeth side by side like a couple, not like captor and captive. Even going so far as to playfully battle over mirror space.

      He’s definitely starting to trust me and it has been no time at all.

      

      “Do you maybe have any clothes that aren’t so big?” I ask as we make our way to the bridge, nodding to his crew as we go. “Maybe there’s another woman here or…”

      “Not a fucking chance are you wearing Millie’s clothes. You’ll probably get crabs.”

      Eww.

      “Millie?” The girl who was trying to sleep with him that night?

      He cringes. “Don’t ask. You’re better off never knowing her.”

      “What about a smaller man?”

      Stopping in his tracks, he glares down at me. “You wear my clothes.”

      “But these are so…”

      “My clothes, until we can get you your own clothes.”

      My heart hammers in my chest. “How long are you planning to keep me here?”

      “As long as it takes.” His lips thin to a white line.

      I shake my head with disbelief. “As long as what takes? This isn’t fair. I have a life, friends, a job, my family… my mum. You can’t just keep me here!”

      “I can and I am. End of discussion.”

      I punch him full force in the chest, he doesn’t even grunt, just raises a brow. “Christ, I fucking hate you.”

      “That’s a shame, I heard Christ is a pretty nice guy.”

      I try to punch him again, much to the amusement of the men around us but he snags my wrist and, in a fancy move, twists me and pins my back to his chest with his arms crossed over mine.

      “Let go of me!”

      “No.”

      “Stop telling me no.”

      “Then stop being a little bitch.”

      I’m a bitch?

      “I’m a bitch? You… you… fucking pirate fucker.”

      My cheeks heat with embarrassment when he starts laughing again and the men around him join in.

      “Aye, that I am.” Then, he turns me again and pretends to bite my neck while with one hand he tugs his bandana down to cover one of his eyes and using his best pirate impression he declares, “Arr, me hearties, let’s go to skull island and bury us some treasure.”

      “You’re not funn—”

      He lifts me over his shoulder, laughing again when I pinch the skin of his back. Does this man feel no pain?

      He doesn’t put me down until we’re in the bridge where I’m faced with consoles full of buttons and screens I’ll never understand and a gorgeous view overlooking everything we need to see.

      “No wheel?” I ask, expecting a big beastly wheel to steer this thing.

      Clunk looks at me with amusement but it’s he who explains, “It has a wheel but only for emergencies. The captain sits right here and we bring him coffee.”

      I nod and follow Captain around the space. He explains to me what things are and what they do and it’s all surprisingly interesting. Although I can’t say if that’s because he’s telling me or if I just suddenly find all things nautical fascinating.

      It’s clear that he has a lot of passion for his pretty boat.

      He pats a seat beside where he navigates and I watch him avidly for an hour. Occasionally he looks at me from his perch and smiles so sweetly.

      After more time he offers, “If you’re bored, you can go?”

      This is it, the moment of truth.

      I return his sweet smile and muster up all of the charm I can. “No, I’m good here.”

      It’s not a complete lie either.

      He looks ahead, out over the ocean and the ship. “Well then, okay. Clunk, bring coffee.”

      “Sprout, bring coffee,” Clunk tells somebody else.

      It takes a little while but it arrives and we’re brought a tray, complete with two cups of hot water, some sachets of instant coffee, a bowl of sugar and a couple of spoons. No milk.

      Never mind, I’ll just have to have it sweeter. I can’t drink it without milk usually but it has been so long since I had coffee.

      “How do you take yours?” I ask him, acting every bit the well-behaved captive.

      “Two sugars.”

      “Do you think…” I start, stirring the sugar into his cup. My voice trails off as I lose the courage to ask.

      “What do you need?” His voice is deep and commanding, not his usual soft tone that he typically uses around me.

      Now I’ve chickened out even more. “It doesn’t matter.”

      “Tell me.” His eyes remain ahead and I’m glad of that.

      I get to look at his profile, his growing stubble, his unscarred side, his big, green eye.

      “I want to call my mum, so she knows I’m okay.”

      I see him tense before he pauses for at least thirty seconds. “Your mum?”

      “She’s old and has a bad heart.”

      “I’m not surprised what with her only children being convicts.”

      My jaw drops. “That’s a shitty thing to say. We love our mum.”

      “Clearly.”

      My shame and rage rise. “What do you know about it? You have no idea the kind of life I’ve led.”

      “Tell me about it.” He looks at me earnestly, imploringly. “I want to know. Why were you arrested? Why is your brother in prison for life?”

      “Because we did bad things and he took the blame.”

      “You did bad things?”

      I nod. “But I’m not that person anymore.”

      “What person? A bad person?”

      I shrug. “I can’t judge what I am, I can only try to be better.”

      Sighing heavily, he clicks his fingers at Clunk. “Bring me the burner.”

      Clunk does so, grasping it out of a leather jacket hanging on the wall by the door and in less than a minute, the phone is in my hand.

      I stare at it, shaking as I hold the key to my old life in my hands. “Is it too much to ask for privacy too?”

      The look he gives me tells me how massively stupid that question is.

      “Well…” I look at the crew in the room, a scattered seven men in total. “Just us then?”

      He gives me another blank look.

      “I don’t want them to see me cry.”

      “Then don’t cry,” he replies and this time I give him a blank look. “Fine. Everybody out!”

      “What?” Clunk grumbles, scratching the missing part of his beard. It’s either a bald patch or a scar. I’m not getting close enough to find out.

      “Out.”

      They move out quietly, saying nothing. They really do respect their captain.

      “Any funny business, any hints as to our location… anything at all…”

      “I’ll walk the plank, I got it,” I finish, shaking with anticipation.

      He rolls his eyes but from the tales Geoffrey has told me, I know it won’t be the first time he has thrown somebody overboard. Would he ever do that to me?

      I dial the number, standing and moving a few steps away for some semblance of privacy. On the fourth ring I feel anxious and shaky. What if she doesn’t answer?

      And then…

      “Hello?”

      “Mum?” I whisper, my voice breaking.

      “Oh! Rain!” She sounds so cheery, not like the mother of a kidnapped child. “Oh, Rain, it is so good to hear from you. I’ve been worried.”

      “I know. I’m sorry.”

      “I had thought you’d gotten yourself into a spot of bother but Niall said you’ve been volunteering in Mexico? Something about a protest?”

      She doesn’t know. He purposely hasn’t told her. Likely because of her heart.

      “Yeah, it’s going well,” I lie. “It’s a pipe thing, they’re trying to run oil through native lands.”

      She sighs wistfully. I wipe away my silent tears and swallow my sob. “It’s good you’ve found moral things to focus on. Please, try to stay out of trouble.”

      “I will.”

      “I’m driving though, sweetie. Can you call me back? I’d pull over but I’m on the A1.”

      “No, it’s fine. I’ll call you later if I can. I love you so much. Tell River I love him.”

      “He knows, dear, but I’ll tell him.”

      “Bye, Mum.”

      “Bye, sweetie.”

      It takes longer than it should but I hang up the phone and wipe my eyes on my sleeve. For the first time since finding the strength to progress, I feel mentally ready to shut down.

      “Please, just let me go home,” I whisper pleadingly as he takes the phone from me.

      “I can’t do that.”

      I watch him tuck the phone into his back pocket and then look into his eyes. “Do you get a kick out of this? Does it make you happy knowing the lives you’re destroying for your own bullshit?”

      “It’s not bullshit. It’s important to me.”

      “I don’t care,” I yell, wiping my eyes again. “I don’t care about what you find important. You’re a criminal, a kidnapping, asshole, criminal bastard, fucking everything and I hate you. You’re the lowest of the low. The lowest.”

      My chest heaves with each breath that I struggle to intake. I’m on the verge of having a panic attack as I recall all of my home comforts, all of my friends, Niall’s arms and warmth.

      When the wrong arms circle around me, I shove him away with more strength I thought myself capable of. Even he seems impressed as he goes back a step.

      “Don’t touch me. I never should have let you touch me!”

      “Rain,” he says softly, furrowing his brows.

      “Leave me alone.” I turn away from him, reminding myself why I hate him, remembering the depth of my hatred for him. Recalling how I got here and what I’ve been through since. “Whatever it is, it isn’t worth this. It isn’t fucking worth this pain.”

      His voice is gruff and deep, I don’t care to know why. “To you, maybe.”

      I spin on my heel again and slam my hands against his chest. “Is it to you? Is what you need from Niall really worth my life? What happens when he tells you? Will you take me home? Toss me overboard? Kill me? Let your men finally have the fun they want?”

      His eyes darken. “I’ve taken care of you since you arrived. I’ve ensured your safety. I didn’t have to do that.”

      “YOU DIDN’T HAVE TO KIDNAP ME EITHER!” I slap him around the face so hard my hand stings. “YOU DIDN’T HAVE TO BRING ME HERE AND PUT ME IN A POSITION WHERE YOU HAVE TO SAVE ME FROM RAPISTS!”

      He let it connect with his now reddening cheek, I know he could block it. Geoffrey said he’s the strongest fighter on this ship, he’s undefeated, he could easily have stopped me.

      He says nothing which only angers me further. My rage takes hold and I lunge for him, ready to kick, bite, slap, claw, and pinch everything I can through a red mist that has settled over my vision.

      “I hate you!”

      He grabs my wrists, pushing them away at the last second and I stumble but turn again.

      “You can’t win a fight like that,” he remarks calmly, twisting my arm behind my back. “You can’t defend yourself like that either.”

      I growl with frustration, ignoring the ache in my shoulder while shuffling in an attempt to leave.

      “You say this is my fault? I disagree. We gave Niall plenty of warnings. He didn’t even make you take a self-defence class. He knew we were coming for you.” His lips press against the shell of my ear. “I might be the lowest of the low but your Niall is weak. He’s a pathetic, lying, weak, tiny cop with little dick syndrome. He’s the reason you’re here, not me. I’m doing what I know to get the results I want. Fuck… he loves you so much but he hasn’t even called his cop buddies to help. He hasn’t called it in at all.”

      “What?” His words sober me by just enough for my rage to dissipate.

      “He loves you, yet he’s not brave enough to meet me on his own to trade you for the information.”

      “What?”

      “You’re still here because he’s a fucking coward.”

      “Let go of me.” He does so and I fall forward, nearly collapsing onto my knees as I rub my shoulder to get the blood circulating again.

      “He’s a coward, Rain.”

      “And you’re a fucking psychopath. I’ll take the coward any day.”

      I leave the bridge and make my way back to my old room. I don’t want to be near him anymore. Not at all.
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      I wake in the morning to an escort outside of my cell which has remained unlocked all night. It’s another man who doesn’t speak much English but smiles kindly at me as I leave and nods for me to lead the way.

      “Where’s the bathroom?” I ask, hoping he understands.

      He does and leads me beyond the berthing quarters and to the shared toilets. I relieve myself and then ask him for a toothbrush which he produces seemingly out of thin air. I can’t go without brushing my teeth.

      After this I follow him to the canteen and help myself to breakfast where I come across the scowling woman who I saw the first day I was taken to Captain. She was angry to see me then and she’s angry to see me now.

      She’s one of the cooks, serving food onto the men’s trays as they line up.

      She serves me my grey-looking porridge and nods for me to continue. I try for a smile but receive none in return. I don’t know why I expected differently.

      I eat my porridge at a table with the unnamed silent guard and then make my way to Geoffrey to kill a few hours. I warn him though that I’ll not be handling any more chemicals and he just laughs, and laughs, and laughs.

      I however find nothing funny.

      And then my mood dramatically sours when at around three in the afternoon, Clunk comes for me. He demands my presence and, at first, I think he’s going to take me to Captain, but instead he takes me to the exercise quarters and straight to a gym mat.

      “Drop and give me twenty.”

      “Mate, really? I couldn’t even give you ten with these chicken arms.” I flap my non-existent biceps at him.

      “Exactly.” He stands at the edge of the mat, smirking at me as though I’m hilarious. “We’ll get you warmed up and teach you some self-defence moves.”

      “It’s not like I have anything else to do.”

      “You’re so grateful.”

      “Yes, because I should be grateful to a man who aided in my kidnapping and allowed another man to grope me in his presence.”

      Clunk shrugs. “Don’t care, don’t like you, just following orders.”

      An hour later I crawl back to my cell and die on the rubber mattress.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      The days are dragging and my body is dying. I’m tired of this food, this life, this everything. Geoffrey can’t even keep me entertained anymore and he’s trying his best. We grew crystals in Clunk’s boots overnight in a little prank and listened to him cry out the next morning when he put them on.

      He spiked Roger’s food with a powerful laxative that blocked one of the toilets in the berthing quarters on the other side of the ship.

      He even swiped a pair of binoculars for me so we could go whale spotting.

      We’ve seen no whales since then.

      I fucked up, majorly. I should never have hit him or spoken to him like that. Any chance of surviving this just got slimmer.

      I was just so angry and upset. I don’t know what came over me.

      Though he did send Clunk to teach me self-defence every day since. If he’s planning on killing me, why teach me things to use in the future?

      Maybe he’s not, maybe he simply just wants the information?

      With that in mind, I leave Geoffrey in his lab and go after the captain. I don’t even care if he has forgiven my outburst because I’ll never forgive him for what he has done even if he lets me go.

      “Let me talk to him,” I declare the second I step into the darkened room. I knew he was in here before I entered because one of his pairs of boots are outside the door, waiting to be polished. His usual pair.

      I’m surprised to find him sitting at the table, poring over paperwork, looking more professor than pirate with his hair hanging around his face and his turtleneck jumper up to his jaw, a soft beige colour that looks so warm and inviting in the dim light.

      He looks up and raises a brow at me. “Talk to whom?”

      He even sounds like a professor right now. “Niall. You want the info, right?” When he nods, I continue, “If you give me your word that you’ll return me home, or close to it with the means to get home, I’ll convince him to give you the info.”

      His gaze bores into me as he leans back and clicks his neck by moving it side to side.

      “All I need is your word.”

      Green eyes glitter. “My word means nothing.”

      “It’ll mean something to me.” I use what he said to me days ago against him.

      His lips twitch as he stands and rests against the table, crossing his feet at the ankles. “What do I get in return?” My confusion must show because his smile stretches and I know exactly what he’s referring to.

      “The information you need and no more having to deal with me.”

      He nods thoughtfully. “That is fair, I will admit. But…” Licking his lips, he hooks his thumbs over the edge of his black trousers and looks at me suggestively. “I can’t trust your boyfriend.”

      “What?”

      “He’ll lie to get you back.”

      I part my lips. “He wouldn’t.”

      “He already did, twice in fact. I called his bluff.”

      “What is this information that’s worth my life?” I murmur but decide to leave that topic for now. I need to focus on the sunrise looming on a metaphorical horizon that is my freedom. “Never mind, just… give me your word you’ll help me get home safely and I’ll do what I can.”

      “Kiss me and I will.”

      I throw up my hands, all good feelings gone. “You’re a piece of work.”

      “I know.”

      “Forget it.”

      “You know you want to.”

      “Captain, if I wanted to, I would have,” I retort, flipping him the bird over my shoulder.

      I’m almost out of the door when he calls after me, “Come here, Rain.”

      The hairs on the back of my neck stand on end and a tingle crawls along my spine. “I’m done here.”

      “I’m not.” His tone holds so many promises. “Aren’t you going to apologise?”

      I gasp. Is he serious? “For what?”

      “For hitting me?”

      “Aren’t you going to apologise for kidnapping me?”

      He smirks and steps towards me, forcing me to take a step back. “I guess that makes us even?”

      “Not by a long shot.”

      His smirk twists into a grin of mischief, it makes him look so young and seductive. “Don’t you like it here?”

      “Is that a serious question?”

      “You could be in worse places.”

      “Just because it could be worse doesn’t make it any less so.” I’m ready to go back to my cell when he steps around me, blocking my escape.

      “Have you been practising your self-defence?”

      Nodding, I sharply retort, “You know I have.”

      “So, if I was an attacker and I grabbed you like this…” His hands grip my wrists, holding them between us. The sudden movement startles me. I wasn’t ready for it or expecting it which is silly considering I’m on high alert around him. The sweet smell of whiskey and honey on his breath has me wanting to lick my lips. “How would you escape?”

      I try to do the manoeuvre, bringing my knee up and pulling my hands down but he’s impossibly strong and quick.

      I huff and he releases me. “Stop it.”

      “But you like it when I touch you.” He spins me so quickly my eyes almost leave my head. My back slams against his chest as his hand trails along the edge of my shorts, his shorts. Even while I was in the cell, fresh clothing was brought to me daily after every shower. “Don’t you?”

      I try to break out of this hold too, swinging my elbow back and dropping like a dead weight but he just lifts me into a cradle, laughing when I kick my legs to get free.

      “You need to practise more,” he says, sobering and rubbing his eyes with the heels of his palms. “I trust the majority of my men to leave you alone, but Roger seems to have some sick fascination with you.”

      My heart stops. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, you’re to go nowhere alone.”

      “Why do you care what happens to me?”

      His gaze lingers on my face before trailing down my body. “You’re staying with me again at night.”

      I don’t push the fact he didn’t answer my question because quite frankly I’m terrified of what the answer could be. I do however push his new command. “I don’t want to.”

      “Yes, you do.”

      “It’s like I say one thing and you hear another.” I glare at him, shooting bullets and daggers and acid from my eyes. “I. Do. Not. Want. To.”

      “Yes. You. Do.” His smile is cocky and crooked and now I don’t feel bad at all for slapping him before.

      “Then can I at least put a mattress in the corner or something?”

      “You’re not sleeping in the corner.”

      I throw up my hands and stomp towards the bathroom. Is there any point arguing with him? He’s so infuriatingly stubborn and cavalier.

      As I’m brushing my teeth angrily, a very naked Captain strolls in, his cock hard and swollen, his body smooth but scarred and tattooed. My eyes follow his path in the mirror to the shower where he twists the taps, tests the heat, and climbs in. Meanwhile my toothbrush hangs limply from my mouth.

      He lathers soap between his hands and drags them down his body, rolling just one over his solid cock. My womb clenches. He’s doing this on purpose. He knows I’m watching.

      I don’t even rinse out my mouth, I get out of there so fast I stumble over my own feet making him laugh hysterically. He is not funny. Not at all.

      I take my place in the corner of the room and then I wake up in his bed with his head resting on my middle and my hand in his hair.

      Fuck. He’s sneaky.
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      “If Roger really poses a threat, why doesn’t he deal with him now?” I ask Geoffrey as the captain’s caution weighs heavily on my mind.

      Geoffrey stops what he’s doing. “Because the men would riot if a crew member was punished before a crime committed. He has been warned. If he acts on it, the captain will strike.”

      Thank God. I just have to stay around people who can keep me safe so he never gets the opportunity.

      “What will he do?”

      “It depends on what Roger does first. I’m hoping he stays away from you but he’s sick enough to not give a fuck about what the captain says.”

      I shudder at the thought. “What kind of criminal is he?”

      “The worst kind.” He lowers his voice and leans into my ear. “He raped and killed his wife and her sister.”

      “What? Why?”

      Shrugging, he places his hand on my thigh. “Why does anybody do anything? Don’t worry, you’re safe.”

      “Until I’m not.” I blow out a breath and rest my head on his shoulder. “I just want to go home, Geoffrey.”

      “I know. Maybe soon.”

      “Even you don’t sound like you believe that.”

      He pushes back his black hair. “I don’t know what to say, pet.”

      “Pet?” I smirk and look around me. “You’re a genius, Geoffrey.”

      “Why thank you.” His eyes sparkle with humour.

      “Why are you here? What did you do?”

      Raising a brow he says, “I’d have thought that was obvious. I used my talents at chemistry to create bad things.”

      “Why?”

      “Why what?”

      “Why did you choose that?”

      He shrugs. “Doing things legally got me no results. I wanted to make an impact but for that I needed money.” Sighing heavily, he places his hand back on my thigh. “I had this thought that if I couldn’t see the people my drugs were harming, then it didn’t count.”

      I look around again. “But you’re still doing it?”

      “Yes, I’m still doing it, but we are trying to get out of that industry. Captain says the drugs are a desperate means to an end. Hence the Viagra.”

      I glare at him. “Oh yes, that.”

      “Good stuff, right?”

      “No, Geoffrey. No.”

      We stay like this for another moment before I stand to leave with Chatterbox hot on my heels. “I’ll fetch us coffee.”

      “That would be great.”

      I don’t just bring him coffee, I bring Captain coffee too. I need to keep busy, I’m getting bored. There’s only so much time one can spend as a captive on a ship before they start longing for a good shopping trip.

      “To what do I owe this pleasure?” Captain asks, taking his drink and humming when he sips it. “That is perfect.”

      “I need something to do. I’m losing my mind.” Then I rub my belly. “Also… I need feminine products. Tampons, pads, a moon cup, whatever. I’m due in around a week.”

      To be fair to him he doesn’t cringe, he only nods as he places his drink on the console between some rather important-looking buttons. “I’ll see what I can do. Anything else?”

      “Chocolate?”

      “Kiss?” He taps his lips, tilting his head back.

      “I’d rather starve and bleed everywhere. Thanks anyway…”

      As I try to walk away he snags me by the hips and pulls me back into his lap. I land on him with a thud and a yelp.

      Before I can say anything, the sound of radio static echoes through the room. The captain stiffens beneath me and not in the good way as a crackly voice sound. Something about a typhoon? I can hardly make it out.

      “Typhoon,” Clunk says firmly and moves to the console to the left. He taps away on it as the captain looks at the console around me. “It’s three hundred miles north, we could miss it.”

      “Not necessarily. The wind is blowing south, it will carry. Is it definite?”

      “Looks like it.”

      “Shit.” Captain presses his forehead to my jaw and cups my cheek with his hand. As he smooths his thumb over my cheekbone he barks at Clunk, “How long until it hits?”

      Clunk scribbles on a piece of paper, a blur of sums I don’t understand as he takes numbers from the various screens. “Two days, at most.”

      “Can’t we go around it?” I ask softly, looking out of the window at the grey sky.

      “Unfortunately, not,” Captain replies. “We can’t go any further south.”

      “And the fucker is around eight hundred miles long.”

      “Eight hundred miles?” I squeak. “So not like the one we saw the other day?”

      “That was a kitten compared to this giant snarling pride of panthers,” Clunk replies as my heart races and my blood pressure rises. I want to correct him and say panthers don’t run in prides but I have a feeling it’ll fall on deaf ears.

      Captain squeezes my side gently. “You’ll be okay so long as you stay in my room.”

      Before he can move me from his lap I grip his shoulders, gulp and admit quietly, “Captain… I can’t swim.”

      “You won’t have to swim,” he promises. “But there are life jackets if you’ll feel safer and the room is watertight, for the most part.” When he smiles softly, I feel a tad better about it. I mean really, how bad could this get?

      “Well, you know what that means?” Captain grins, looking normal considering how worried he was a moment ago.

      “What?” I ask and the bridge cheers loudly, a chorus of cries from all of the men.

      “Party time,” Captain whispers in my ear, kisses it and stands with me still in his lap. “Drop the anchor!”

      There’s an anchor?

      “Get the whiskey!”

      There’s whiskey?

      “Turn on the music and the lights!”

      There’s music?

      “What are you doing?” I ask, following him out of the bridge and down the stairs. “Party time? Shouldn’t we be preparing for a storm?”

      He stops, grins at me, wags his eyebrows and shouts, “Tomorrow we prepare, tonight we dance.”

      “Dance?”

      “Dance.”

      The sirens blare and everybody stops. Clunk’s voice then replaces them, instructing everybody about the typhoon tomorrow. We’re to nail down everything that can move.

      Captain helps people tie things, I watch him weave intricate rope and watch his arm muscles bulge as he tugs to ensure they’re tight enough. And then, after an hour, everybody starts cheering again when loud music plays through the speaker and thick, metal barrels are filled with coal and lit along the deck.

      I’m taken back to Captain’s room and handed a pile of clothing that I recognise as the clothes I wore here.

      “I had them fixed, cleaned and ironed.”

      I touch the pile gently and smile at him. “Thank you.”

      “I know they aren’t new…”

      “They’re perfect.” I take my fixed bra from the front of the pile and sigh gratefully. “I have missed this.”

      “I’ll leave you to get dressed.” He bows his head and turns, only stopping when I place my hand on his arm. His gaze flickers from my fingers to my eyes and he raises a questioning brow.

      “Thank you.”

      He bows again and, this time, I let him go.

      

      The second night falls the music gets louder, the men rowdier and the alcohol more frequent, secret stashes are brought out and I’m offered many a drink. Some I can’t even pronounce.

      I settle on a blackcurrant-flavoured gin that a man called Larry offers me and mingle with Geoffrey for the most part. Captain drinks from a bottle of spiced rum like your stereotypical pirate, on a chair that rests on a platform just higher than everyone else. He’s surrounded by his most trusted men, laughing and chatting loudly amongst them. He looks at peace, at ease, despite the looming storm.

      Nobody speaks about why they have such a huge gathering before a storm but I figure it out anyway. It’s a send-off for if we sink which terrifies me but also makes me want to join in. If I’m to drown tomorrow or perish somehow, I want to do it knowing I lived my last day a happy captive.

      The thought makes me giggle which pulls Geoffrey from his conversation with Larry and Smeg.

      Yep. Smeg.

      “What are you laughing at?”

      I shake my glass of blackcurrant gin with tonic water at him. “I’m just feeling a little buzzed.”

      “Well then, drink the rest and let’s dance.”

      “Oh no… I…” I stop my protest when I can’t think of a suitable excuse. With a healthy-sized gulp, I drain my glass, slam it down and announce, “Fuck it. Let’s dance.”

      We move into the small crowd of people dancing and I pay no mind to them as Geoffrey offers me his hand. I take it, laughing as a guy playing an invisible air guitar bows low and offers us his dancing space.

      Geoffrey who spins me around the area with ease is surprisingly skilled at dancing. We twist and turn under the dim lighting to “Do you think I’m Sexy” by Rod Stewart. It’s not a song I’d have thought to have found on a pirate ship but they seem to have a wide variety of sounds, all from way before my time though.

      I laugh, throwing my head back and swaying my hips with my arms around his neck. It’s surprisingly fun, until hands grip my hips from behind and I feel somebody thrust at me in a way that’s completely sexual and definitely inappropriate.

      “Roger,” Geoffrey warns, reaching for me.

      “Relax,” Roger drunkenly yanks me into his body and smiles down at me in a way that shows me all of his teeth, or lack thereof.

      “Let go of me,” I insist as he continues to grind against me.

      “Oh come on, no hard feelings eh?” he whispers in my ear. “We’re just having fun.”

      “I’m not.”

      I’m released when Larry steps forward and almost vomit when Roger grips my cheeks with his fingers and readies to kiss me. The men behind him laugh when I put my hand over his face and push.

      Is he such a psychopath that he doesn’t fear anybody or anything? Does he really think I’ll kiss him?

      “The captain is coming,” Larry says, his tone one of warning. “You know the rules.”

      Roger sighs and threads his fingers behind his neck but there’s an arrogance to his demeanour that worries me. Will he get away with this?

      I look over the crowd of people and find the captain’s prior seat empty as the crowd parts like the sea for Moses. I could really do with a Moses right now. He’d get me home.

      “That’s alright, we’ve got something to say to our dear captain, haven’t we, boys?” Roger explains loudly and Blue-Eyes comes to stand by his side in a show of support. His small gang of idiots gather but it’s Captain who I’m watching. He looks furious as his gaze lands on Roger.

      From left to right I assess the men and their level of danger. So does Geoffrey who pulls me behind him as the captain stops in the centre of the crowd and assesses the man challenging him.

      “You broke my rule,” Captain declares. “Why?”

      “She was all over me,” Roger lies and Blue-Eyes agrees as the others snigger. “I won’t say I didn’t enjoy it.”

      “You’re a lying scumbag,” I snarl at him but he smacks his lips at me in response.

      Captain cuts me a look and so does Geoffrey, forcing me to seal my lips shut.

      “Your word against mine, sweetheart.”

      “And mine,” Geoffrey speaks, taking my side.

      “Mine too,” Blue-Eyes also speaks, not taking my side. “Not Roger’s fault you can’t keep your woman in check, Captain.”

      Roger grins triumphantly. “Maybe she’s bored of your cock already?”

      “You know how this is going to end, Roger,” Captain snarls. “You’re crossing a line and testing my patience.”

      “I’m not scared of you, Captain. A fucking pleb who’s younger than me thinking he can order me around and keep all the pussy to himself. She’s the only fresh piece on this fucking ship.” He sneers at me and gropes his dick over his trousers. “And our cocks are aching like you wouldn’t believe.”

      “She’s off-limits.”

      “She’s a prisoner, she isn’t one of us.”

      Captain’s hand balls into a fist by his side. “So, you want pussy? That’s what this is about?”

      Is he? Would he hand me over to save argument?

      “It’s been weeks since we touched land for long enough to get our dicks wet and I ain’t fucking no boy.”

      Captain nods slowly as though taking in everything he’s saying. It’s incredible the kind of dominance and authority he exudes. He was born for a role like this, perhaps bred for it and raised to do it. It’s sexy in a way I do not want to admit and so damn alluring. I could watch him for hours taking control of his ship and his men, demanding their respect with just a look.

      “Okay, sure… sure. I feel your pain. I get it. We’re all in the same boat, no pun intended.” That elicits a quiet rumble of laughter from the crowd. “But guess what, you and pretty boy are the only fucktards complaining. I get it, it’s rough…” He looks at his men who nod their agreement. “Deal with it. Pump your tiny little sticks until all of that feeling leaves your brain so you can do some work. I let you on this fucking ship to join my crew and if you even think about breaking another rule, no matter how small, you can find some mermaid pussy at the bottom of the fucking ocean.”

      Roger’s face falls flat and he looks around for help. “It’s not fair you keeping her all to yourself.”

      “I don’t give a shit what’s fair. She’s mine and you already broke the fucking rule of touching her.”

      I want to cheer him on until Clunk steps forward with a small axe just big enough for his hand and passes it to Captain.

      “Oh my God,” I whisper, stepping back and bumping into Larry. “I… he…?”

      Larry shushes me with a finger to his lips, his eyes alight with excitement at what’s to come.

      “You wouldn’t,” Roger blanches, no longer looking confident as two of the men he thought to be on his side grab him and hold his arm out. Blue-Eyes steps back too, looking panicked and ready to run. “I’ve served you for years without issue.”

      “And that’s why I was lenient the first time,” Captain tells him as he fights against their hold.

      “Oh my God,” I breathe, already fighting the urge to gag.

      I can’t watch. I can’t stay.

      “This is our way. This is my way!” the captain bellows, raising the axe and looking around.

      “AYE, AYE, CAPTAIN!” the crowd roars, thickening as other people gather to see what’s going on.

      I turn and push through the crowd, running as fast as I can, trying to block out the sound of a slicing thud and Roger’s scream. He cries out into the night and continues crying until I can no longer hear him.

      My feet carry me, desperate for escape from this feeling gnawing in my gut. I run so fast in the darkness I don’t see the woman on the ground before a burly-looking guy, giving him head. I trip over her ankle and fall onto my hands and knees.

      Bugger.

      “Hey,” she whines, a string of saliva glinting in the moonlight, creating a translucent bridge between his cock and her lower lip. “Oh, it’s you.” Wiping her mouth on her hand, she stands. “The other girl on board, the captain’s favourite.”

      “Millie, you’re not allowed to talk to her,” the man whispers as he tucks himself into his trousers.

      “Yeah, yeah, not my fault she fell over me,” Millie replies, glaring at me now. “Not like I sought her out, is it?”

      “I should go.” I point in any direction with my thumb.

      “There’s nothing that way but ocean. Only doors are back the way you came,” she replies, scratching the shaved side of her blonde hair.

      “Oh.” That means I have to pass them again. This night just gets better and better. “Thanks.”

      “No problem.” She goes back onto her knees and I shuffle past them. “Don’t tell the captain you saw me here.” Her voice follows me around the bend. “I’m not allowed in these parts.”

      I don’t reply, I just run again, straight back to the captain’s quarters.

      My trembling body races into the bathroom and my hands grip the edge of the basin. I look at myself in the mirror and frown.

      Frown because of the confusion I feel.

      Even though the thought of what Captain did has made me nauseous, I also felt it justified. I wanted it to happen, I wanted him to be punished. It feels good knowing he has been.

      I’ve become a monster.

      This place is changing me, it’s warping everything I’ve fought against for years. It’s drawing out the darker parts of me that constantly battle for power.

      I can’t let it, no matter how badly I want to. I’ll lose Niall, I’ll lose my mum, I’ll lose everything.

      I sink into my corner again but I know he’ll move me and I don’t protest for a second when he does.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Captain got maybe three hours of sleep before his alarm went off and the boat started to sway with choppy waters. I remained sleeping, tangled in his sheets, knowing that the lines I’ve crossed are too many and the steps I’ve taken too wide.

      I try to tell myself I’m doing what I must to survive and I know, in some way, that’s true. But is it the whole truth?

      He sighs as he wakes and clicks off his alarm, kisses my stomach and then lifts. I immediately miss his heat and the way he holds me and uses me for his pillow. I’ve never been one to fidget, never needed to turn much in my sleep which works in his favour and mine because it means I don’t have to move him.

      It’s wrong that I find comfort in the arms of my kidnapper but who can blame me? He makes me feel safe.

      I’m going to need years of psychotherapy to get over all of this.

      When I wake fully, I shower, careful not to fall as the boat rocks on choppy waters.

      Looking out of the window as I dry proves to be terrifying. The sky is so dark it’s near black and it’s almost noon so that can’t be right. It’s eerie and daunting. The waves are choppy, hitting the side of the ship which makes haunting, groaning noises that I do not appreciate at all.

      I dress in Captain’s clothes again, unwilling to put mine back on after wearing them once. I’ve never been good at sitting in my own filth for longer than I absolutely have to.

      Wearing his too big socks, my sneakers, his shorts and top, I head up to the bridge using the stairway inside so I don’t have to get wet in the rain.

      I shove open the heavy door and press my back to the wall to avoid a young lad who is running past with an arm full of files.

      “Sorry, miss,” he calls over his shoulder.

      I assess the level of distress as the men rally around, locking things down, pulling out life jackets, giving orders to others.

      Captain is sitting in his usual seat, a cigar between his teeth though it is unlit. He looks so cool, in the sense that were this an image, everybody would want to be him or know him.

      Clunk holds out his hand when I try to cut through to speak to him. It stops me and I gaze up at him curiously and with a healthy dose of hatred in my eyes. This is the man who ripped me from my life and no amount of self-defence classes are ever going to make me like him.

      “He’s in the zone,” he tells me with surprising softness. “It’s best not to bother him.”

      “Oh.” I blink and then nod because I don’t want to mess with his pre-sea-war mojo. If that’s a thing. “Of course.”

      “Come here, Rain,” Captain calls and Clunk raises a surprised brow.

      “I don’t want to bother—”

      His arm shoots out, his eyes still on the hull of the ship and the steadily worsening seas.

      I approach him, slipping my hand into his. When I’m beside him with the arm of the chair separating us, he turns and nuzzles my stomach before pulling me onto his lap, making me squeal. My legs hook over the arm of the seat and my rear lands directly over his groin.

      “It’s going to hit soon,” he holds me loosely, one hand draped over my legs, the other tickling my hip.

      “Are you worried?”

      Smiling softly, he shakes his head. “I’m not worried. I can navigate us through this.”

      “Then why do you look so tense?”

      He pushes my hair out of my face and tilts his head back. “Because it’s going to be rough.”

      I run my fingertip along his scar. Why am I touching him so freely? my conscience is screaming at me.

      “How did you get this?”

      Taking my hand, he kisses my palm and pushes his hips up into my rear.

      Just like that my good mood is gone. I’m about to pull free when his playful smile vanishes and he quickly replies, “It was a punishment.”

      “For what?”

      “For being the captain’s favourite.”

      That’s awful. “One of the crew?”

      “No, a captain of another ship.”

      This is insane. Do they have battles on the water like in the movies? How many pirate ships are there?

      “How old were you?”

      His fingers drag up my thigh, dipping under the fabric of the baggy shorts at my knee. My core squeezes with arousing tingles. “Fourteen.”

      “What a monster, you were just a kid.”

      “It is what it is.” His fingers get higher and for a moment I consider letting him touch me but I can’t. I have a life to get back to. If I start permitting him touches beyond what has transpired already… I’ll be lost to the sea forever.

      As if sensing my internal battle, he tilts his head back just a fraction and searches my face. “Kiss me, Rain.”

      My chest flutters with need despite all he has done, not just to me but also last night. Do I want this? Do I want him?

      No. What am I thinking? I’m just scared and lonely and I’m clinging to somebody who doesn’t deserve me because he’s the only one to show me any genuine kindness outside of Geoffrey. Still… I don’t want to touch him, or kiss him.

      But I do. I want to kiss him so bad. I want him to make me his entire world with just one kiss. I want to be all he thinks about for just a few moments. “I…”

      “Captain!” Clunk barks. “Waterspout, two miles east.”

      Captain’s lips thin to a white line. “Get her to my room. Suit everyone up. It’s going to be a long night if that thing hits.”

      I stand immediately, feeling cold and needy. “Be careful, Captain.”

      “Worried?”

      I shake my head again, smiling at him in a way I hope reassures him, and follow Clunk out of the bridge. A siren sounds on the ship and everybody starts to run around. I watch them bolt things down and carry things under deck for safety.

      I get jostled and bumped as everybody serves their purpose, but Clunk holds my arm, guiding me behind him as the siren blares overhead.

      “Stay in your room,” he advises, following me in and rummaging through a couple of overhead cupboards. He drops a bunch of life jackets on the table and points to the feet of the chairs. “Go around and make sure everything is locked down. This beast is gonna rock a lot. You don’t want anything flying around that could hurt you.”

      “Oh…”

      He leaves and I do as I’m told, hooking the chair legs to the pegs in the floor, moving all loose objects from every surface. I hang up clothes and clean the bathroom too while I’m at it and then when I hear the sound of thunder a few hours later, I remember the life jacket and race for it. There are four on the table, I take one and read the instructions, hooking it over my head and clipping it into place.

      It tells me to not inflate until I’m in the water and out of a confined space. I remember watching a documentary on that once, when a plane went down in the ocean, people panicked and pulled their cords inside. It trapped them in the sinking plane.

      Thank heavens I love documentaries.

      I just wish I’d spent more time learning how to swim.

      It didn’t seem important growing up because we never went anywhere that required swimming.

      

      The ship rocks so suddenly I fall sideways into the drawers. I hesitantly move to the window when it rights itself and watch as a near-black sky casts angry shadows onto rolling waves. The water looks pitch black. I’m high up enough to hopefully not have to worry. For now, anyway.

      I wish I wasn’t alone. I wish I’d asked for Geoffrey or demanded to stay with the captain.

      I grip the edges of the rubbery-smelling, suede-soft life jacket and stare at the waves that only seem to grow, sending sprays of water well into the air.

      The boat turns, I feel and see it change its course and I wonder what on earth we could be doing in this weather. It feels like a lifetime before the point must be facing the waves and I wonder if this is so we don’t capsize. Then I notice the twister, tornado, whatever it is. It looks so close, pulling water up towards the clouds in a powerful, menacing twist.

      Why oh why did I have to be held here instead of in maybe a shopping mall, or a stadium… or anything that can withstand storms?

      I climb onto the bed and wrap the blanket around me for comfort. Perhaps I can sleep through it.

      The hour is late and the storm only sounds more and more violent. There’s no sleeping through this, who am I kidding?

      The boat tips again, to the right, leaning so far that I almost roll out of bed.

      I scream and hold onto the railings which I was cuffed to only days ago while the captain buried his face…

      Let’s not think about that right now.

      The wind howls louder, the waters rage harder and night falls. There’s nothing worse than a dark ocean.

      Nothing.
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      When midnight passes and sleep still evades me, I consider going back to the bridge. I’m worried. The ship is making noises that I’ve never heard before. I can hear yelling over the sound of it all, carrying through the pipes. This is truly terrifying.

      Though the rocking from side to side isn’t as bad as it was an hour ago, the rain is still coming down like a waterfall as opposed to a shower.

      I move to the bathroom to have a small drink of water when I hear the door to the captain’s bedroom open.

      My excitement at seeing him increases. It definitely shouldn’t increase. I lie to myself and say it’s probably because the storm is almost over and he’s come to tell me the good news?

      “I’ve been going out of my mind,” I call, racing from the bathroom. Unfortunately, I come into contact with an open hand, and not from the man I wanted to see. It’s heavily bandaged and inches from my face. The ring finger is missing and well wrapped in dark red-stained linen.

      “Been waiting,” Roger says, swaying a little. He looks yellow and ill. Likely from the pain and any alcohol he has consumed to numb it. “Been waiting for a moment to come.”

      I look around for anything I can use against him but there’s nothing. There has never been anything.

      “And here you are.” He smiles and takes a step towards me.

      “You need to rest,” I inform him. “You look about ready to die.”

      “Oh, I’m not the one about to die,” he singsongs and lunges for me.

      Screaming, I dart to the side, dodging his good hand by an inch. Though my hair tangles with it and he rips me back. My neck cracks painfully.

      “I’m going to enjoy this,” he says, as his arm cuts off my air supply by pressing into my neck. I can’t breathe, my throat burns and aches as I try to swallow but it won’t work. He’s going to decapitate me, I can feel the blood pooling in my face. “Before it was just about the sex. Now I’m going to fuck you while I kill you and then fuck you again after.”

      “Please,” I try, clawing at his arm with my long nails. He doesn’t even flinch or loosen when I dig my nails in so deep I feel his blood pool around my fingertips.

      My panic ascends, making me stronger, fuelling me with the adrenaline I need to kick back, missing his groin by an inch but putting enough space between our bodies for me to get his knee cap. It doesn’t break but it startles him enough for me to run.

      I yank open the heavy door and slip through as his hand reaches for my hair again.

      “HELP!” I screech into the empty hall but the sound of the rain, wind and ship mask it easily. My rubber soles squeak and slide against the wet surface. The water is seeping into the hall.

      I’m about to head up, towards the bridge but he beats me to it, toying with me. Sneering as he blocks my path.

      “They’re too busy for you.” He dives at me, grabbing me and slamming me against the wall. “He doesn’t care about you. Nobody does. You’re a cunt and you’re only good for your cunt.”

      “Get off me!” I scream, grabbing his bandaged finger and squeezing.

      He bellows louder than I could muster from the pain but keeps his hand on my throat. I battle with his good hand as his eyes flash with danger and promises of a painful future.

      I kick out again but he moves and his hand tightens.

      “He’ll kill you,” I yell. “He’ll kill you for this.”

      “Been stripped of my title and job, hand’s flaring with infection they won’t fucking cure and don’t have fuck to live for anyway. Besides, he can’t kill me till both my fingers are taken. Those are the rules.” He chuckles but sweat beads on his forehead and I know all I have to do is keep hitting his hand and eventually he’ll drop. The body can only handle so much pain.

      I try to run for the stairs again but he spins me back to the wall. “Nice try.”

      Testing my theory, I hit and slap at his hand which he holds out of reach. That is until I feel a crack as his forehead connects with my nose. Dizziness rocks my world and stomach and I drop to the left. He shoves me the rest of the way and down I go.

      His hand tugs at the waistband of my shorts as my double vision returns to normal and hot blood seeps from my nose to my mouth.

      “STOP!” I screech, fighting against him.

      I kick out my sneakered foot, connecting with his hand and race for the door ahead.

      Bad move.

      As it opens a wave crashes over the hull, drenching me with a cold spray that almost knocks me off my feet. Still, I power on stupidly, trying to reach the outer stairs that lead up to the bridge but I hear him behind me, gaining on me.

      “CAPTAI—”

      He shoves me forward again and I pray somebody has seen something or heard something.

      I run and keep running, wiping my nose on my wrist, barely glancing at the smear of blood that marks my creamy flesh.

      I don’t know where I’m going or what I’m doing, all I know is I need to get away. There’s a door in the distance, if I can get to it…

      The boat rocks, a wave cascades over the deck, crashing against the fixtures, crashing against me. I slide to the starboard side, hitting my arm on the base of a gun as I try to grab at its slippery surface.

      Pain ricochets through my bones but not enough to make me stop.

      Roger, used to this kind of rocking and water, descends upon me with ease, his balance much better than mine.

      “Reckon I can finish before somebody gets here,” he shouts over the noise, grinning evilly as his hand pulls on the cord of my shorts, untying the front. I have to hold them up now but another wave comes with another jerk of the metal beast and I frantically try to keep hold.

      “Touch me and I will kill you before he ever does,” I yell, trying to be brave.

      At least I got to talk to my mum one last time.

      The sea saves me and rocks the boat so violently even he can’t stay standing. He lands on his bad hand and I slide into the railings. The boat tips so violently I worry it’s about to capsize.

      I look up at the lit bridge, wondering if they can see me. Wondering if I’ll be saved.

      I doubt anybody is checking the deck. They’re all staying where it’s safe.

      I’m going to die.

      If he doesn’t kill me, the sea will.

      I hold onto the railing and see a glimmer of hope, a glimmer of light through the black clouds. The sun is rising, the storm is clearing.

      “RAIN!” I hear Captain’s deep voice, panicked, almost drowned out by the noise.

      He saw me. He’s coming for me.

      Or perhaps I’m imagining it.

      Perhaps I just want to hear it?

      “Fuck it,” Roger rumbles and I feel his shoulder in my stomach as the tilting ship starts to right itself.

      Before I can even think about grabbing a hold of anything, gravity starts to take me towards the black water and a coldness like none I’ve ever felt hits me. It felt like I was falling forever before the wind escaped my lungs and, in its place, came salty water so cold I can’t move a muscle.

      Roger vanishes into the water, releasing me the second it hit us both. I can still hear his maniacal laughter in my ear. It’ll be the last thing I hear before I die.

      But then…. Then I remember the life jacket as the water stirs around me.

      My frozen hand slowly moves in the water, reaching for the cord.

      I yank it twice and feel pressure around my face and chest as I start to rise in a cloud of bubbles.

      The second my face feels the air I try to gasp for oxygen but my chest burns and aches.

      I can’t breathe, at all.

      Voices yell from above as an arm wraps around my stomach. At first, I think it’s Roger and panic, ready to kick and thrash, but then I hear his voice in my ear.

      “Breathe. I’ve got you.”

      I turn, wrapping my arms around his neck as he extends his arm, gripping a rope tight. We leave the water slowly, hitting the side of the ship though he turns us so his side takes the brunt of it.

      “PULL!” somebody cries. “PULL!”

      With every pull, we rise a metre more until finally, hands grasp at us both and we drop to the deck, panting, spluttering and breathing heavy. My body is a fleshy rock, too heavy for my lack of energy.

      “Get her up,” somebody shouts. “Get her moving.”

      Captain stands, shaking his limbs and hopping around as I’m yanked to my feet which are boneless. I can hardly stand my body is full of tiny pins and needles.

      They tear the life jacket from my body and toss it away.

      The rain still pours but like a moment of magic, the air settles and the sound of the waves crashing suddenly stills as though they were never rioting in the first place. Captain presses me into his body, rocking us, moving us as the rising sun gifts us its warmth. The men around us, themselves damp, join in and I realise they’re using body heat to help our temperatures rise.

      “You’re okay,” he whispers into my hair, trembling and breathing heavily.

      “You jumped in after me, are you crazy?”

      He pulls back and smiles but I miss his heat and immediately bury my face in his neck. “Back to work, men. We’re good.”

      “Speak for yourself.” My teeth chatter as I cling to him for dear life. The heat leaves my back and a blanket replaces it. “This is going to get soaked.”

      “It’s a foil quilt, it’ll be fine,” Captain whispers ripping off his bandana when it falls over his eyes.

      “You dove in after me,” I repeat as another storm cloud covers the sun, shrouding us in shadows. Rain continues to pour so he walks us backwards, standing us under a flap of metal that overhangs a square container that’s just bigger than him. The rain is at an angle so it continues pelting us but at least we can get our body temperatures back in private. “You saved me.”

      He lets his head fall back and once again the sun appears, casting an orange glow over his handsome features.

      “Is the information that important to you?” I’m fishing, trying to figure out his motives. “Is that why you put yourself at risk?”

      His eyes flash back to mine, the green glows and smoulders with an intensity I can’t place. “No.”

      They flicker to my lips as he dips his head and I raise mine to meet him. I don’t care about anything else right now. How can I?

      But then I see Niall, I see how scared he must be, his love for me causing his desperation. Could I do this to him? Willingly kiss the man who is the cause of all of this?

      I step away, regretting my own lack of strength instantly. “I should go inside.”

      He doesn’t protest and I’m grateful for that.

      Back in his room, I remove my sodden clothing, letting it drop to the floor. I don’t know if I’m allowed a shower yet but I need to. It’s funny after spending time in the freezing sea I need a cold shower.

      I turn it on, keeping a fluffy towel wrapped around my body as I wait for it to heat.

      He jumped in after me without hesitation. He could have hit the water wrong, or winded himself and drowned, or basically anything else.

      What am I doing?

      Why am I tormenting myself?

      The reality of it hits me harder than the cold ocean. I wipe away tears and pray for strength to get me through this too.

      “Captain?” I call when the door opens and closes.

      “I’m not doing this,” Captain states, appearing in the doorway without a shirt.

      I shuffle nervously. “Doing what?”

      “Playing this game anymore.”

      “Game?”

      He crosses the distance and I don’t move an inch. His heated eyes, the strength of his body, everything consumes me.

      Fingers grip the back of my neck and then his lips are on mine, angry, firm, soft, sweet, salty from the sea. Everything vanishes.

      The memories of my other life, the capture, the cell, all of the bad stuff disappears.

      His tongue tastes mine and I hum in appreciation. This is a man who knows how to kiss.

      He sets my body on fire with his calloused touches. It’s when his fingers scrape across the bare flesh of my ribs that I realise he has dropped my towel onto the floor and I’m nude.

      We hasten our pace, our kisses becoming enraged and more frantic as I reach for his trousers and push them over his hips. The aggression and desperation we feel towards each other, not just because of what we are, captive and captor, but because of how we’ve denied ourselves.

      This has gone on too long yet it hasn’t even been a month and this man consumes me.

      He walks me backwards, our lips never parting as he steps out of his trousers and lowers me onto the bed.

      I fight against him though not because I want him to stop but because I need him to hurry.

      A groan rumbles through his chest when I rip a hand through his hair for grip, and fist his cock with my other. I should be terrified right now. I should be thinking of other things but I can’t.

      He grabs my hands and pins them above my head right at the exact moment that he thrusts inside, sinking into my wetness. It stretches, burns, and aches but it feels incredible. I squeeze him, milking him as he starts to thrust while still keeping my arms pinned.

      Teeth bite and nip at the inside of my arm as his hand hitches my thigh higher up his hip. It’s an explosion of sensations, the fullness, the tingling of his bites, the pinch of his fingers as they slide down to beneath my arse and hold me tighter so he can force himself deeper.

      “Captain,” I breathe as his pace quickens. My moans and mewls become louder and more uncontrollable. His do too. Hearing his grunts, hearing his whispers of my name unravel me.

      I push my hips up, fucking him from beneath.

      “I’m going to…” I warn but I lose it before I can finish the sentence.

      Pleasure spirals and crashes through my body, an angry ocean of denied pleasure consuming me. I’m the ship and I’ve been capsized and it feels incredible.

      “Harder,” I beg as the tingles burn worse and worse, still building in anticipation of my next orgasm.

      He sits back on his knees, gripping my hips and lifting them. His eyes watch my breasts bounce with each thrust and slap of hips.

      “You don’t know how sexy you are to me,” he bites out through gritted teeth. “I’m never going to stop. The ship could fucking sink and I still wouldn’t be able to stop.” His thumb moves to my clit as my eyes find is. “Your body is… your pussy… so tight… fucking warm.” With eyes now clenched shut and gritted teeth he growls through his release, I feel him swell and pulse inside of me as his thumb rubs the right spot and I lose it again, following him as he finishes.

      But no, he’s not finished.

      He stops for all of a second before he flips me over despite my protests and takes me from behind, his chest against my back, his hand cupping and rubbing my mound.

      I never want this to end either. Never.

      “Fuck,” he breathes against my neck, biting me there too. I love that. Love the flash of pain before the blood rushes to that area. “I need it harder, Rain. Can you take it?”

      I push back against him, humming my approval and he starts hammering into me, going back again and pulling my hips up until my face and arms are shamelessly splayed across the mattress and my arse is up against him.

      He drives into my throbbing sex, growling his approval, moaning and breathing loudly and heavily.

      “FUUUUCK!” he cries as his hand furiously works my clit. The second he feels me clench down with another earth-shattering orgasm, he follows with his second. I didn’t even know guys could do that twice in one session.

      I release my own moans into the pillow, pressing my face deep into it, ignoring the perspiration that dampens the soft fabric.

      I’ve never felt like this, so aroused yet sated, as though my body needs more already despite the satisfaction it feels at finally joining with him. The forbidden fruit. The enemy.

      My captor.

      “Finally,” he mumbles, rolling me over onto my back and collapsing on top of me. His breath tickles the curve of my breast.

      Finally.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      He left only once yesterday to work and bring food, a collection of cheese and crackers and some processed meats. He also brought wine which we drank in bed… from each other’s bodies. I didn’t have enough time to feel guilty about everything that happened because he made sure to join us at the hips again the second my mood dropped.

      It’s as though he can sense the moment my thoughts start to stray. Which is odd considering I’ve always been good at controlling my facial expressions.

      This morning he arose at daybreak, clearly tired after a long day. A glorious day. A day I’ll definitely regret soon, but not now. I just can’t bring myself to mar such an amazing union of bodies. It was incredible. Better than incredible.

      When he exits the bathroom, his lips slightly white from toothpaste, he leans over me and pushes them onto mine. I deepen it, much to his surprise and pull him back onto my body. I ache everywhere but the happiest I’ve felt since I arrived is when I was joined to him.

      When I’m with him, I forget about everything else and I’m terrified if he leaves me for too long, all of my hatred and anger and longing to leave will return.

      I don’t want to feel hatred. I don’t want to feel anger. It’s exhausting.

      I don’t want anything to penetrate this feeling. Well… not unless it’s his penis.

      Climbing out of bed when he leaves, I bathe for a long time, only resurfacing when I’m well and truly pruned. Then I don clean clothes as always and head to lunch. Despite what happened last night I feel much more relaxed so I head to Geoffrey’s lab in socks only, because my sneakers are too wet.

      He smiles at me warmly and moves to embrace me. “I heard what happened.”

      We part but only so he can assess me and his eyes fall to my neck. “Did that fucker do that to you?”

      I remember the love bite on my neck, just above my collar and cover it with my hand. I saw it as I checked my body in the mirror for bruises, I’m no worse for wear fortunately. “No… I mean yes.”

      Geoffrey’s eyes narrow and his hands slowly let go of my shoulders. “You’re lying.”

      “It’s nothing.”

      “Did the captain force himself on you?”

      My eyes widen and I take a step back. “No, God no. He wouldn’t do that.”

      His kind hazel eyes flash with something that looks similar to how I’d perceive envy. “You willingly lay with the captain? The man who ordered your capture?”

      I look at Chatterbox in the corner whose lips are rising with a secret smirk. “It’s none of your business, Geoffrey. You don’t get to judge me and my choices.”

      “Fair enough,” he clips, walking away from me. “Well, I don’t need anything from you today.”

      “Excuse me?” He can’t be serious?

      When he waves his hand at me my jaw hits the floor.

      He’s definitely serious.

      “Geoffrey,” I try but he ignores me and goes to the sink at the far end of the room.

      Chatterbox shrugs at me and nods for me to just go.

      I decide leaving him to his pettiness is the best option, and head to the food court myself with Chatterbox hot on my heels. I talk to him about random shit and he smiles as he listens. We eat our pasta in peace with only well-wishes of the men around us who ask me if I’m okay after what happened.

      I guess they’re not so bad after all.

      Yep. I’m officially losing my mind.

      As I’m finishing my lunch, strong hands grasp me from behind in front of the entire room.

      In a display of possessiveness as a roar of cheers erupt around the room, Captain’s lips hit mine.

      I gasp, surprised by his need to claim me like this, embarrassed that people are watching, but needy because his hands are on my body again.

      “What are you doing?” I hiss, pulling back to touch my swollen lips.

      He grins down at me and murmurs, “I have an hour.”

      “Oh.”

      “Let’s go.” He doesn’t need permission to drag me out of there, with the number of eyes that are on us I want out right now. As in ten minutes ago.

      We don’t make it to his room.

      It’s no surprise.

      He’s kissing me against the wall, pressing his swollen cock against me. He’s insatiable, incredible and such a generous lover. I almost forget about his display for a moment that had my body shaking with embarrassment.

      What if word gets back to Niall? Will he ever understand why I’m doing this? Why I need this?

      We fall into his bed again, tangled limbs and raspy moans as he takes me and I straddle him as I take him.

      As I’m resting on his chest and his fingers are tickling my spine he says with a voice so soft, “It’s Calder.”

      “Huh?”

      “My name.”

      I rest on my arms on his chest so I can see his handsome face. “Calder?”

      “Calder,” he confirms and I drag my body up his a couple of inches so I can kiss him again. He smiles against my lips.

      “It’s nice to meet you Calder.”

      “It’s nice to meet you too, Rain.”

      I squeal with a giggle when he rolls me over again and seats himself inside up to the hilt. We don’t fuck, we just stay joined until he has to get back to his duties.
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      It’s easy pretending everything is okay when you’re completely lost in a man who has the power, prowess, sexuality, intelligence and strength to consume you. Captain Calder of the Sea Whore consumes me. Consumes me.

      He ensures I am in every single free moment of his days and he has no issues showing his affection. We spend very little time out of bed and my home goal gets further from my mind. Though there hasn’t yet been a chance for me to escape or call home, I’m not sure I’d try anymore if he gave me the chance.

      Suddenly my past life seems to be the bigger chain than this life on the sea.

      I’m taught to fish with a line and hook up a net. I’m taught how to tie a rope. I’m taught to find true north without a compass. We laugh together, drink together, dance together and eat together.

      Geoffrey warmed up to me a couple of days ago though we’re not as close as we were but my time from him has made it so I’ve found other friends of my own. Larry being one of them who shares his secret stash of gin with nobody but me.

      I’ve also learned a little about the speed of the ship which is measured in knots. Clunk tried to explain that you can tell the speed with a rope and a watch but I just couldn’t do that math.

      Clunk has even warmed up to me a fraction now. I suppose he has to seeing as he’s stuck teaching me self-defence every day. Not that I’ll ever warm up to him.

      It’s odd how even in the direst of times, your mind tricks you into thinking you need people to like you to be happy. I guess this is a situation that it can’t be helped. My days would be torturous if I had nobody to speak to.

      

      We’ve been travelling non-stop for three days now and I can feel the weather starting to warm. So much so that I’ve been tying up Captain’s tops at the front, baring my midriff. Captain doesn’t approve but, in this heat, I’m not letting him say no to me. Besides, I can convince him with the promise of good things at night.

      Good things I should be promising to another man.

      I feel like another person out here, like I’ve body swapped with a sea wench and left my other self, back home.

      If only that were the case.

      Somebody cries, “LAND HO!”

      I look up at the bridge but from this angle I can’t see him, then I run to the hull, straight to the very front, catching myself on the railings as I stare at the large island ahead.

      I had stopped looking for land days ago, the sight of the flat line of the horizon only ever made me think of my own death, so I stopped upsetting myself and stayed away. So this has come at such an unexpected response.

      It’s inhabited. I can see boats in the distance, small ones, sailboats of some sort, kayaks maybe. They’re too far for me to truly grasp the details with my eyes.

      My hands grip the metal bars so tight as I stare ahead. Are we stopping? Am I going home? Did Niall finally release the information? Is Calder done with me now?

      I turn away and then back. I’m terrified, my heart is hammering, my breathing shallower than the shores so far in the distance.

      I wait and wait as the ship gets nearer and my hands ache brutally from my tight grip.

      It feels like forever before we start to turn after reaching the edge of the shallows.

      “ANCHORS AWAY!”

      I bite my lip, excitement thrumming through my veins.

      This could mean so many things. This could mean home.

      Maybe I can steal a rowboat and get there. No… somebody would see me and I’d never beat them in that race.

      “The captain is requesting your presence,” Clunk states and I turn to face him.

      “Is he sending me away?”

      He shakes his head and pulls a face. “Unfortunately, not.”

      I flip him off and saunter past, tossing my braided hair behind my back as I go.

      Captain is sitting in his chair, barking orders to the others. When he sees me, he wets his lips and I notice his eyes flicker a disapproving gaze to my midriff. Though he says nothing. I told him off when he brought it up the first time and he hasn’t said much about it since.

      He finally speaks as I near him, “The ship needs supplies, fuel, food… clothing.”

      I nod and slide onto his lap when he offers it to me. “And me?”

      “I want you to sail with me to the island.”

      I blink with shock because that was the very last thing I was expecting. In fact, it hadn’t even entered my mind. Still, I test his meaning. “You’re leaving me there?”

      “No,” he assures me, gripping my hips. “I’m allowing you a break from the ship.”

      My smile begins to grow until he adds, “There will of course, be rules. No speaking to anybody who isn’t the crew. In fact, don’t even go within a hundred yards of anybody if you’re not with me.”

      And just like that, my freedom is gone. In a few short sentences he reminds me that he’s the captor and I’m the captive and my happiness this past week comes crashing down.

      I bite back my anger and keep my face stoic as I test him further. “Where are we?”

      He doesn’t reply, confirming the fact he doesn’t trust me or see me as anything more than his prisoner. Why does that disappoint me so much?

      “What island is this?” I demand, standing from his lap. “What sea is this?”

      “Rain,” he tries. “I thought you’d be happy.”

      What am I doing? I’m ruining my one chance at getting my life back.

      I turn back to him, my look not one of lust or tenderness. “I’m just really overwhelmed… with everything.”

      He nods but doesn’t look appeased. “I understand.” Then as I’m walking away he asks, “You understand why I can’t tell you these details?”

      I dip my head once, look him straight in the eyes and reply darkly, “Because I’m your prisoner.” Then I run, straight back to the hull, where I let tears of confusion streak down my cheeks as I stare at the island that stretches for miles.

      Freedom is just a day away. I need to stop lying to myself about everything else.

      For the first time since we started having sex, I pretend to sleep. Captain sighs, pulls away the blanket gently, rests his head on my middle and holds me like he usually does.

      It doesn’t soothe me, if anything it makes me feel worse knowing I’ve fallen for his lies like an absolute idiot.

      Well, not anymore.

      Two can play at that game.
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      The crew bustle with excitement as the chosen few climb into the waiting rowboats and the crew that are being left behind lower them to the ocean, yelling their requests as people in the boats write their lists.

      I’m escorted to the very back of the ship and down deep, to the level just above the surface of the water.

      I squeal when a mechanical flap lowers with a loud hum and the room lights up, revealing a pristine white sailboat, big enough for two. It reminds me of the movie Moana except it’s likely made from metal and rubber, not wood.

      “Shall we?” Captain asks, grinning and clipping the life jacket to my chest.

      He kisses me when it is firmly on, taps my nose with his and helps me onto the rickety boat as the dropped level in which it rests hums to life and starts pushing it towards the ocean like a giant conveyer belt.

      “Are there sharks?” I ask softly when he climbs on after me and stands at the sail.

      “Probably.” He grins, shrugging. “But don’t worry, the only thing eating you tonight is me.”

      With a handsome wink he jumps a little to get the boat that extra couple of inches to the water and as soon as we hit it I scream happily and grip the rope handles to stop myself from tipping out.

      He yanks on the sail flap and tightens it. The wind catches it immediately and sends us to the right until he fixes it.

      “Lean when I do, okay?” he shouts over the roar of the wind.

      I watch him slide around the pole, pulling the sail the other way and I laugh as we tilt over the sparkling, clear blue ocean, heading towards the rowboats that are moving at a sluggish pace in comparison to the speed we are going.

      After a little while I get the hang of leaning after nearly rolling in a few times much to his delight. But then we make it to the small docks and manoeuvre our way into a spot just big enough for our boat to squeeze.

      A man with skin like cinnamon, hair as black as coal and eyes like roasted almonds greets us, helping to tie up the boat to stop it from floating away.

      He speaks English but his accent is one I’m not sure I recognise.

      “It’s good to see you again, Captain,” he says for the third time. “We make new rum in bar. Go taste?”

      “I will, later,” Captain replies, winding his arm around me and pulling me into his side. He kisses my temple and guides me towards a patch of golden sands and tall, gloriously green trees.

      I pluck a large leaf as long as my arm from the ground and hit him in the face with it.

      He rolls his eyes, smiles and fights me for it until I say, “Whenever I look at your eyes I’m going to think of these leaves. They’re the same colour.” I hold it beside his face and stop to compare.

      His lips touch mine. “Come on, crazy, let’s get some clothes for you.”

      “I can’t wait.” It’s the truth too.

      He takes me to a cute little village that’s surprisingly more modern than I expected it to be. There are a few shops though none I recognise and unfortunately none that have the name of the place on them. It makes me wonder if this is a special hangout for people who don’t want to be found.

      At the end are a few clothing stores, mostly catered to men but I find a section of underwear, socks, and leggings that will suit me. We fill a bag and I raise a brow when he chooses a dark purple bikini for me without my permission.

      He shrugs, grips my arse with a large hand and whispers, “I have a surprise for you later.”

      “I don’t like surprises.” Then I shake my head and correct, “No, actually, I don’t like waiting for surprises.”

      “Tough.”

      

      We walk over the golden street and I trip on a fallen branch that was hidden in the sand which only makes him laugh attractively. He then crouches in front of me, offering me his back and I take it. I can pretend for a little while longer that things are normal. It’s easier and he’s more likely to believe me.

      My legs squeeze his sides and his fingers bite into my flesh in return.

      We stop at a man slicing fruit and turning it into flavoured ice cream under the shade of a large straw hood, and Captain hands him a few coins.

      “Choose your flavour,” Captain tells me, hoisting me higher up his back.

      “Cherry,” I say happily and without hesitation.

      I watch as he crushes and folds a mixture on a metal plate of sorts which slowly freezes the delicious-looking treat. He hands it to me, when done, on a dark cone and I lick it, careful not to get any on Captain’s bandana.

      When I offer him some, he takes an awkward bite and scrunches up his nose when it ends up on his cheek. I lean forward and lick it off, laughing when he licks me back, drops me, turns and crushes his lips to mine. We almost collide with a pair of women who are minding their own business, talking beside a hut-like building that seems to sell books.

      Why couldn’t I have met this man under other circumstances?

      We head inside and I browse the many books as he requests five burner phones which the man proceeds to pull from a hidden space in the floor. I play it off like I’m not looking, but I am. How can I not?

      That’s a crazy amount. How often does he have to change phones to speak to Niall?

      Then I wonder how long it would take him to notice one of them missing and new plans concoct in my devious mind.

      I watch him drop them into a satchel which is hanging by his hip.

      I could get into that but he’s sharp, he’d notice.

      I need to find a way to distract him.

      My eyes fall to the ice cream in my hand and a devious thought comes to mind.

      I play it cool, picking up a couple of books and dropping them onto the small wooden counter. I’ve not read them and to be honest I’m just trying to make it seem like I’m not thinking too much about other things.

      “These too,” Captain states as I nibble on his ear, riling him up.

      He hastily takes the straw bag with the books as they won’t fit in his satchel and walks me backwards out of the shop as I continue to bite at the underside of his jaw.

      “I’m going to fuck you on the street if you don’t stop,” he murmurs, pulling me closer by my hip with his free hand as the other holds my clothes and books. “You know I have no control when it comes to you.”

      I flash my eyes at him and show him the melting ice cream. “Find us somewhere I can lick this from your cock and you can fuck me anywhere you want to.”

      He doesn’t hesitate, nor does he look around. Instead he grabs my hand and pulls me around the back of the hut into the shade. We pass a few trees before reaching a part of the island that is a little denser with shrubbery and trees closer together.

      I drop to my knees on the sand, feeling aroused as the warmth seeps through my skin.

      He groans when I rip open his belt and yank his trousers down to his ankles. His eyes watch me as I drip the ice cream onto his swollen cock that is looking me directly in the eye.

      I grip it at the base and lick the cherry-flavoured creamy stickiness from his hot, smooth head. It twitches happily and I taste him greedily, going until all of the ice cream is gone, my hands are covered and he’s thrusting into my mouth, emitting growls and groans as I get him closer and closer to orgasm.

      His hand grips my hair and he pushes to the back of my throat, roaring his release, giving me no chance to back up, forcing me to swallow his seed.

      It’s the sexiest fucking thing I’ve ever done with a man and the fact I dipped my hand into the bag, stole a phone and pushed it into my underwear as I sucked him only made it that much tabooer.

      “Can you do that again?” he asks with a raspy voice, his back and head resting against the tree as his chest rises and falls with each choppy breath.

      I stand, slowly, and show him the remainder of him on my tongue.

      His eyes flash dangerously and his cock hardens again when I swallow it without issue.

      “On your knees,” he orders but I can’t. He’ll find the phone.

      “Not today, Captain. I feel like a bit of delayed gratification is in order,” I whisper, pecking his lips. “Besides, I want my surprise.”

      “Such a fucking tease.”

      “How can I tease you when I spend more time awake in your bed with you than I do awake apart from you.”

      Chuckling, he nods thoughtfully. “Fair point. Let’s go to your surprise.”

      We move to another part of the island, to the right of the village along a winding trail through trees. It opens up onto a golden beach with such clear waters I can see fish swimming through it in small schools. Tiny ones, like the kind you find in those places that eat dead skin. Gross.

      The beach isn’t busy but it isn’t empty either. I’m relieved to see toilets and a small hut for changing. He escorts me to it and waits patiently outside as I panic, wondering what to do with the phone. I could turn it on right now and call Niall but that would be too risky.

      Way too risky. So instead I stuff it inside a pair of my leggings in the bag of clothes, praying that he doesn’t find it or if he does, he assumes it has somehow dropped in there during our fun.

      I exit the small hut in my purple bikini, feeling self-conscious but also extremely sexy.

      He eyes me hungrily, taking me in as I shift, trying to see how little the underwear covers my rear.

      “You couldn’t have gotten me a one-piece?”

      He raises a thick brow and yanks off his top. “Did you see how limited that store was? They had this or a thong. I figured you’d appreciate a full triangle.”

      I roll my eyes, watch him kick off his clothes and then follow him to the ocean where I have a mini freak-out. About sharks, crabs and all things pinchy and bitey. But with some reassurance and guidance I follow him in until it’s at our waists and then freak the fuck out when something touches my ankle.

      Screaming, I latch onto him for dear life, my legs around his hips which only permits him to walk us into deeper waters.

      People on the beach mind their own business. I’m near sobbing about my ankle brush with death until he pulls the triangle of my underwear to the side and pushes in deep.

      I gasp, a garbled sound of jumbled curses.

      “I’m going to fuck you in the sea, in front of all of these people.”

      I choke and breathe, “That’s your surprise?”

      “No, that’s your punishment for sucking me but not fucking me earlier. I told you I have no control around you.”

      I bite my lip. “You’re insane. What if somebody sees?”

      His grin gets wider.

      “What if a shark gets us?”

      “At least my cock is safe,” he mumbles biting on my bottom lip and grinding against me.

      I slap his chest playfully. “Not funny.”

      “Yet she laughs. I wonder why so, if I’m not funny?”

      “Shut up,” I mutter, pressing my forehead to his. “How can you act so cavalier and calm? I just want to scream and move and lie on the sand while you rut against me like a fucking animal.”

      “You know all the right words.”

      Laughing, I grind against him, moving just my lower half.

      He kisses me slowly, torturously, taking his time as our bodies remain locked together.

      There’s something to be said about hidden-in-plain-sight sex. It’s not even that it feels all that good in the water, it’s just him and his thickness and the fact it’s wrong and dirty.

      “I need to fuck you,” he mumbles, slightly shifting his hips. “I want to fuck you like you have no idea.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “No, I really need to fuck you.” His hips pick up the pace as I suck on his lip and tickle the back of his neck with my fingers. “I can’t stand this.”

      “You started it, I’m taking no blame.”

      His eyes flash with menace and I wonder what he’s thinking. Until he starts walking, still planted deep inside.

      “People are catcalling,” I mutter, flipping off some of the crew who are watching us go. Gross.

      “I don’t give a fuck.” He puts me down, leaving me but only for enough time to guide me around a large boulder resting by the trees which end the beach.

      We have to swim a short distance and then he helps lift me out of the water as it’s like a really deep step of solid rock. The second he joins me, he has me up against the boulder, one leg around his hip, the other still touching the ground just barely and then finally, with a dramatic sigh, he plunges inside and does exactly what he said he would. He fucks me, brutally, so brutally the rock at my back grazes my skin but I don’t care. This is incredible. It’s raw, it’s angry and it’s us. This is how we do it. We don’t make love, we don’t do soft, we bite, claw, draw blood and we fuck like animals.

      We fuck like we hate each other because we probably do.

      I rip his head back by his hair so I can suck on his neck, marking him as mine for the first time, leaving a dark red oval beneath his ear in a place everybody can see even when he’s wearing a collar.

      The sight of it has me spiralling, moving my hips desperately against his so he rubs all of those perfect parts. I come, pulsing and quivering around his cock, my limbs become weightless.

      “Fuck, yes,” he cries, slamming into me one final time. We collapse onto the leaf-covered sand and he groans against my neck, “You made me tired.”

      I shiver when his lips taste my damp skin.

      “Don’t blame me,” I pant, “for your life choices.”

      

      Sometime later, after an hour of me getting mad at him for trying to teach me to swim in an ocean where I’m freaking out, he takes me to the bar near where we parked and orders us some kind of honeyed ham and coconut dish and of course, rum. I feel like such a pirate. Drinking rum and eating ham on a beach in the middle of the ocean.

      I eat my ham and salad, every so often flicking my gaze to the bag on the floor by Captain’s feet.

      He too eats his food, moaning at how fresh it tastes. It’s heaven.

      “We don’t always eat like we have on the ship, we usually have a freezer full of fresh meats to last us months,” he explains, sipping his drink and looking at the men at the table behind us. “You just came to us at a time when we were already running low on food.”

      I give him an incredulous look. “I didn’t come to you, Calder. You took me.”

      He blinks and then his eyes narrow on me. “Does it matter?”

      Is he serious? “Of course, it matters. What kind of question is that?”

      “Well seeing as we now share intimacies, I’d thought you’d perhaps forgiven me for taking you.”

      Is he serious? “I… but… are you joking?”

      “I’m pointing out a flaw in your ire.”

      A flaw in my ire… I let that one sit for a moment. “I’ve been taking comforts where I can.”

      “Comforts.” He drops his knife and fork and looks at me with his hands steepled under his chin. “Just comforts? I’m your safety blanket? Nothing else?”

      Is he offended that I’ve used him? He’s used me too. What does he expect to come out of this?

      “What else could you be, Calder? You kidnapped me.”

      He stands suddenly, throws a few notes of a currency I don’t recognise onto the table and nods for me to join him. I burn the memory of the notes into my mind’s eye. Just another piece of evidence signalling my location.

      We exit the bar with our bags in hand, with me trailing behind him. He’s really mad. I’ve definitely offended him.

      “Where are we going?” I ask but he doesn’t reply.

      It isn’t until we head towards the village and hit another small tiki-style bar that we come across Clunk.

      The men he’s with, Larry being one of them, are all talking to two women, one of whom has her hand pressed directly over the groin of one of the men.

      We’re given chairs but Captain kicks mine away from him, ensuring we don’t accidentally touch. He doesn’t offer me a drink but one is poured for me anyway.

      How petty and immature of him.

      I watch him make conversation with Clunk, as the women regale them all with tales and flutter their perfect lashes, making them feel special.

      I think back to our intimate dinner and wonder if he chose that over this because of me? He told me he fancied eating there but now I’m wondering if it was because he knew his men would be at the brothel bar down the way.

      “You’re a handsome one,” the woman who was talking to Larry smiles at Captain and glances at me, questioning with her eyes whether or not she’s about to offend.

      Before I can say anything, Captain turns to Clunk, a sneer on his face. He leans over me as I’m between them both.

      “She one?” Captain asks Clunk who shrugs and glances at me.

      What the fuck is going on?

      “You,” Captain says to the woman who smiles and shifts all of her attention his way, turning her back to Larry entirely. He pulls out a wad of cash, counts a few notes and asks her, “You want this?”

      She nods eagerly.

      “Wanna blow me?”

      Her plump lips part as she looks around, startled by his audacity. “I have a place just over—”

      My heart stopped beating.

      He pulls her onto his lap and the entire table stills, the men who have seen many displays between us all glance between Captain and me but otherwise remain impartial and keep their conversations going.

      “Oh,” she squeaks when he palms her heavy breast. It’s bigger than mine, rounder.

      I’m going to hurl.

      “You’ve got a big one,” she murmurs, sliding her hand beneath her rear and cupping him.

      “You like that, huh?” His smile is seedy and malicious. My heart tears from my chest as I fight to keep my face straight.

      “Of course, but can you use it?”

      “Let me show you.”

      She stands and holds out her hand but he ignores it to grab her arm and pull her around the hut but not before snarling at Clunk to, “Watch her.”

      Meaning me.

      I’m in shock. My stomach is roiling. I watch her giggle as they go, pulling down on her rising skirt hem as though she deserves any ounce of modesty right now. I watch them vanish around the back of the hut.

      My face remains blank, it has to.

      I won’t admit that this is killing me. Killing me. But it’s also saving me because I feel shattered, broken, jealous, envious. I feel like I want to rip her hair from her scalp, wrap it around his throat and strangle him with it.

      This is good. He’s showing me how much of a wanker her is. He’s reminding me of what and who I am to him.

      “Come sit with us,” Larry says softly, patting the chair beside him. “Have some rum. It’ll help with the burn.”

      I guess I’m not as good at hiding my emotions as I thought.

      I’m surprised when Clunk catches my eyes and with a soft tone, softer than any before, he says, “She’s just a whore, it doesn’t mean anything.”

      Is that what I am too? Just a whore?

      “She’s not just a whore,” I remark, biting down on my trembling lip. “She’s a woman and she’s just doing what she’s told.”

      The other woman at the table gives me an appreciative look but I don’t care for it. My body is a livewire of feelings I’m trying to deny. Any type of kindness right now will set me off.

      I drain my rum, cringing at the foul taste of it and try to laugh when the men cheer me on.

      He’s done this on purpose, to teach me a lesson, to hurt me because I’m not smitten or in love with him.

      It’s okay though, I’m okay with this.

      I mean… I’m not. It hurts… but I will be.

      It shouldn’t hurt.

      Fuck, my head is going around and around in circles.

      

      Ten minutes later, maybe more, maybe less, he walks around from the back of the hut while tying the front of his shorts. The woman pulls down her skirt hem and I notice her hair is a wild mess and her lips are swollen. Or maybe I’m imagining that part.

      “Worth the money, Captain?” the man beside Larry asks.

      “She’s better than most whores,” Captain replies and I bring Clunk’s glass to my lips with a trembling hand, nearly spluttering when I taste the absinthe.

      He chuckles as though it’s hilarious and takes it from me before I can put it down.
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      Back on the ship at last after a long sailing trip. We didn’t talk, didn’t look at each other, or I didn’t look at him. I felt his eyes on me on occasion but he didn’t once utter a single word other than when he told me to be careful when stepping onto the sailboat in my new flip-flops. The connection between us broke the moment he humiliated me like that. It should never have happened to begin with between us.

      I’m weak.

      I’m one of those awful, weak-willed women that people hate and want to slap.

      This is why I don’t kick up a fuss about sailing with him. I just follow, climb on the boat and let him take us back. The second the boat comes into the ship, I take my clothes and head back to his bedroom. I want to go to my cell but that would just prove him right that I do feel something.

      Instead I shower the sea from my body after tucking my clothes into a section of a drawer and my phone into a cubby space at the back of it. Ready for when I get time alone to use it.

      Tomorrow that’s exactly what I’ll do, call Niall and get the hell out of here.

      The door opens as I’m escaping my super quick shower. I don’t shy away when he appears in the doorway, I brush my teeth while he watches and slide between his body and the doorframe. My body, for the first time doesn’t react to him.

      A few days ago, I’d have sizzled at that kind of nearness but now I actually feel numb and dead inside.

      He looks as though he wants to say something, he’s looked like that since the party ended. He looked like that on the boat when he kept looking back at me and he’s looking at me like it right now.

      I meet his gaze and snap, “What?”

      When he doesn’t reply I keep going, dropping the towel at his drawers. I stand naked before him for all of five seconds as I yank on one of his oversized shirts. Then, because I know my worth and I know he likes it, I crawl over the bed, flashing him my pussy in a way I definitely know he can’t resist, until I’m on the other side and curled into the foetal position. Purely so he can’t rest his head on me in that way he likes.

      One thing is for sure, I don’t know why I’m riling him up, maybe to see if he has any remorse for what he did tonight?

      Why do I care?

      I guess I don’t. I’ve just always been a vengeful person and held a grudge. I won’t let him get away with this either. He humiliated me.

      I stare at the wall while listening to the soft hum of the ship. I’ve found the sound to be quite soothing at times. Tonight, it just makes me miss the silence my bedroom at home brings.

      We don’t speak, I’m too much of a coward to say anything and he’s just an absolute dick.

      

      The moment daylight breaks through the clouds, he exits his room, though not without a lingering look my way that has me wondering what he could possibly be concocting in that vicious mind of his. I grab the burner phone, sitting in a position where I can easily conceal it should he walk in and then I turn the phone on with trembling hands, holding the red button until my thumb turns white.

      When the screen lights up, tears blur my vision as I hastily dial Niall’s number inputting the country code first while mentally begging there’s a signal. My hands are shaking.

      It rings once, the sound cracked and foggy but it’s there.

      “Have you made your decision?” Niall’s voice is music to my ears.

      I choke back a sob but my chest aches from it. “Niall?”

      “Rain? Rain… you’re okay?”

      “No… yes… I don’t know. I’m on a ship in the middle of the ocean.” I lower my voice. “I stole his phone.”

      His tone is so soft with relief and it pulls on every heartstring making it hard to stay focused. “Rain…”

      “I know. I shouldn’t be so stupid, but I need to come home now.”

      “I’m trying, baby, we’re following leads and looking, I promise. Where are you?”

      I whisper so quietly I pray he can hear me, “We stopped at an island. It’s tropical, the people that sound Hawaiian maybe but it’s not Hawaii.”

      “Okay, that’s good. Anything else? Anything at all? Birds, fish? Trees?”

      “Really tall palm trees, loads of sand… there was a woodpecker I think. I don’t know. Three days ago we travelled east through a massive typhoon. There were waterspouts and everything. It was terrifying.”

      I hear his breath stutter as he says, “I miss you. I miss you so much, baby.”

      “I miss you too.” I make my voice smaller, and my body, shrinking into a tiny human ball. “I’m so scared. Niall, they’re all criminals and I’ve done… things have happened.”

      “Don’t apologise, not now, not ever. Just do as they say. I’ve told you this, you know this. Keep them happy and stay alive, Rain. I’m coming for you okay? I promise.” I hear him talking to somebody in the background and their excited voice carries over. “I love you. You know that. Remember that. I haven’t stopped fighting to get you back.”

      I nod, gripping the phone and sniffling unattractively. “I have to go.”

      “Keep the phone on. Don’t hang up.”

      “What, why?”

      “We might be able to trace it. How long can you give us?”

      I press a few buttons on the screen and silence it. “About half an hour, until the battery dies.”

      “I’ll disconnect before then if I can.” He blows out a breath. “I promise, Rain, I will find you.”

      I race to put the phone back in its hiding place, trembling and sweating with fear, and for a moment I feel guilty and my gut twists with it. I don’t like it but I can’t stop the tears that fall. They cascade down my cheeks in waves and it just doesn’t feel right sitting in another man’s bed and crying anymore so I take my pillow back to the corner and just let it all out.

      I sob and sob for all of the hurt and the fear and the pain I’ve felt.

      I cry until the pillow against my face is soaking wet and I feel so exhausted I can’t move. But that crying becomes anger when I feel him approach and he tries to hold me by pulling me into his chest and telling me it’s all going to be okay.

      How dare he?

      Who is he to console me when he is the reason for all of this?

      I lose my absolute shit. A rage fires through me and I let it loose. Shoving him away, I slap at his hands until I’m standing with my arms wrapped around myself and more than a metre between us.

      “Don’t touch me.”

      He looks at me but says nothing because we both know at this point there is nothing he can say.

      “Can I move back to my cell?” I ask, wiping my eyes.

      “No.”

      When he steps into my personal space, I shove him again, my hands firm against the hard muscles of his chest. “Say yes.”

      “No.”

      “Please, Captain. I can’t do this anymore. I can’t be around you anymore.”

      His green eyes scan my face and his brows pull together with a look of sorrow. “You’re not staying anywhere but in here.”

      “You are the lowest. You are awful.”

      “I know.”

      “That was… I have no words… or maybe I have too many. You just… Fuck. Captain. You ruined everything.”

      His own eyes water as his remorse glows through them. “I know, Rain, I know. I fucking know.”

      My rage finally spills from my lips, my anger, my sorrow, all of it. I can’t control it, I don’t want to. I want him to know how he’s made me feel, I want it to keep him up at night and torment him. Confusion, confliction and guilt need to turn his brain to tatters. He has to feel everything I am.

      “How could you?” I whisper, hitting his chest with my hands. “How could you humiliate me like that? How could you hurt me like that?”

      “Rain.” He says my name like a confession, stepping back every time I shove him. Accepting the blows.

      “Didn’t I mean anything to you that you could just toss me away so easily?” I don’t let him reply, I shove him again and again. “I fucking hate you, you’ve ruined my entire life!”

      “I know,” he croaks and his lip vanishes behind his perfect teeth.

      “Then why? Why would you fucking do that to me?”

      “Because you don’t feel the same way as me and I wanted to hurt you the way you hurt me every single fucking day!” he hisses, gripping my arms with strong hands, stopping me from shoving him anymore. “I want you to feel the same! I’ve done everything… EVERYTHING!”

      I should feel intimidated by his anger but it only fuels mine. “You fucking PSYCHO! YOU KIDNAPPED ME!”

      “I know that, Rain, but that didn’t stop me from falling in love with you!” His words echo off the walls they’re so loud. “And now I don’t know how to keep you.”

      “You’ll never keep me,” I spit, shaking my arms free and stepping away. “I’ll never love you. Not now.”

      “Because of that cowardly fuck, Neal?”

      “It’s Niall and we both know you’ve got nothing on him. The only coward here is you. Niall’s coming for me and when he does and when he kills you, I’ll dance around your dead fucking body.”

      He turns and puts his fist straight into the mirror, cracking it into the shape of a cobweb. His hand looks otherwise fine but that doesn’t shock me as his knuckles are rough and hard from manual labour like the pads of his fingers. With a loud roar he kicks over the chair in the corner and moves to the drawers where he knows my clothing is now kept.

      “If you want him, go and fucking get him!” he bellows, grabbing my clothes and ripping them one by one. “Take a fucking rowboat and see how you fare.”

      “Real mature, breaking shit and ripping clothes. Just like last night, fucking another woman to hurt me. Like you haven’t done enough to damage me already, you raging psychopath.”

      He turns his angry gaze on me and charges my way. Now I’m scared. I’ve pushed him too far.

      I shrink away, covering my face with my arm when he grabs my hair.

      It’s a normal reaction when one is scared of being hit.

      He grabs my arm and yanks it away before demanding, his eyes dark, his tone darker, “You think I’d hit you?”

      “You chopped off a man’s finger.”

      “To protect you.” He calms now as though my reaction put out that fire immediately. “I’d never hit you. Ever. You could pummel me to the ground and I still wouldn’t raise a hand to you.” He touches my cheek tenderly as we stare at each other. “I don’t think you realise that you’re everything to me.”

      For a moment I let myself turn into his palm and close my eyes. “Yesterday you were everything to me too.”

      My words strike their mark, filling him with hope but then obliterating it in the same sentence.

      “I still can be.”

      I shake my head. “I’m not meant to be here. I’m not meant for this life.”

      “That’s not true,” he says, dipping his head to catch my gaze. “You know it’s not. You could be happy here with freedom, a phone, access to your family and friends…”

      “Maybe if you’d started with that yesterday and didn’t end up with your dick in another woman…”

      He shakes his head frantically and cups my cheeks so I don’t look away. “I’m irrational when I’m mad. I do stupid shit but I’d never do it again. You know that right? You know I was acting out to hurt you.”

      Does he really think that makes it better? It’s not so much the act it’s the reason behind it.

      “You did it on purpose, it doesn’t matter the level in which you did so,” I say and he looks away. “And I can’t forgive you. You’re asking me to put my trust in a man who kidnapped me and then broke my fucking heart the first chance he got to prove that he’s actually a decent human being?”

      “Rain, stay with me. Give this a chance. Give me a chance,” he begs, pulling my body into his and for a moment I let him, absorbing his warmth and his strength because I might never get this chance again. “You know he can’t make you feel the way I do.”

      “Yeah, you’re right.” I lay down my final card, my final blow. “He’d never hurt me like that.”

      The siren sounds overhead briefly, a call for the captain to return. I’ve been here long enough to know the drill by now. “Fuck.”

      “Let me go home, Captain.”

      “No,” he replies, walking away from me. “Because then I’d definitely lose you forever.”

      “You already have!”

      I watch him go through eyes blurred with tears and quickly pull out the burner phone. The call disconnected so the battery has preserved. Seems the call only lasted twenty minutes.

      I could call Niall back, beg him to hurry up but I just can’t bring myself to dial his number.

      Captain said the love word. He said it and I can’t betray him anymore than I already have. Which is ridiculous considering he is my kidnapper.

      I place it back into its hiding space after turning it off and creep out of the room, kicking to the side the few new tops that Captain ripped. He has serious anger issues, it’s unsurprising that people fear and respect him but he’s always been so different with me, until now.

      Until last night.

      What he did was cold, cruel and uncalled for. I wasn’t kidding when I said I’d never forgive him.

      But is he telling the truth? Does he love me like he thinks he does? Could I stay here with him?

      I deliberate over this for an hour before concluding that if I’m to get closure on any of this I need to speak to a friend.

      I set off for Geoffrey’s lab, my steps sluggish and short. My feet shuffle across the ground and Chatterbox follows close behind, my guard for the day.

      Closure, HA. I’m a prisoner. Why am I even entertaining this?

      Because he’s right, nobody has ever made me feel that good before. But nobody has ever made me feel that bad before either.

      It’s this situation. Everything is exaggerated because of everything surrounding it. The fact I’m a prisoner and I’m starting to have feelings for the man who ordered my capture is a novel in itself.

      Groaning, I turn back to my room and pick up the remnants of my clothing before taking them to the hull and tossing them into the sea. I grip the railing and stare out at the island, looking towards my freedom.

      Freedom I’ll never have with him.

      At dinnertime, a man returns from the island with the honeyed ham salad that I had the night before and a new bag of clothes. Obviously, the captain’s way of apologising. I can’t stomach it. It reminds me too much of last night. All I can think of is him moaning in pleasure as another woman feasts on him only metres from where I sat helplessly.

      I want to toss these clothes in the sea too.

      I leave the food on the table and walk back to my hidden phone. I hold it in my palm, such a tiny device offering freedom. Then I put it back and go for a walk around the deck instead to clear my head.

      As I’m trailing behind a group of men carrying a barrel full of oil, I stop suddenly and look up at the stars in the sky. Every night it seems like there are more and more. I’d never in my wildest dreams imagined I would see so many stars. It’s as though somebody has taken a black canvas and flicked white paint all over it. It’s incredible, as is the half-moon which glows across the dark waters which look so beautiful yet so ominous.

      “I’m gonna say the same thing to you that I said to my wife before she married me,” Clunk grumbles, his tone deep and gruff but this time it holds an edge to it.

      I look at him over my shoulder where he’s locking a hatch of some sort shut. “What’s that?”

      “In life you only get two options.” He stands and wags two fingers at me. One index finger from each hand. “You live, or you die.”

      “That’s the advice you gave your wife?”

      He smiles for the first time ever and it’s surprisingly attractive, unburdened by secrets, sins and hidden dangers. “I’m not done.”

      “Sorry.”

      “If you choose to die, do it quick, get it over with, don’t bore us on your way there.” He walks to the railing and looks over the ocean. “If you choose to live, do it for you. Think of yourself, make yourself happy, even if that happiness is guaranteed to bring pain.”

      “Are you telling me to forgive him?”

      He shakes his head and then sighs deeply. “No, lass. I’m telling you to leave him.”

      “Why?”

      When he looks at me, I forget about the man who took me from my home and instead try to see into the man who got to where he is now. “Choosing him is choosing death. This life will kill you, if it doesn’t ruin you or land you in prison.”

      “I didn’t know you cared.”

      “Got a daughter your age, hates my guts, doesn’t want to see me.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.” No, I’m not.

      “My own fault,” he mutters and blows out a long breath. “Ruined your life already by taking you from that place and regretted it since. You’re a sweet girl… woman… you’re forgiving. You’re quiet and kind. The men like you, think you’re a riot. Deserve a man better than us. My wife deserves a man better than me. My daughter deserves a better father.”

      “Why don’t you go back?”

      He looks ahead sadly. “I’m facing fifty years in the nick if I go back.”

      “Wow. What did you do?”

      Chuckling he grins at me, a menacing glint in his eyes. “Killed the man who kidnapped my wife.”

      “The irony isn’t lost on me,” I mutter. “For what it’s worth, I’ll work on forgiveness. Though not right now.”

      “Appreciate it, lass, but I’m beyond forgiveness.”

      “If you really believe that then maybe you need mine more than I do.” I place my hand on his shoulder. “Call your daughter.”

      With that I walk away, back to my room where I curl up in a ball and read a book.

      Captain comes and lifts me into bed hours later and rests on me like nothing has happened and because I’m tired, weak, and about to say goodbye, I allow it.
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      “If you stay,” he whispers, kissing my neck. “I’ll never purposely hurt you again.”

      I wet my lips, wishing I had a drink of water. “Yes, you will. You can’t help yourself.”

      He hovers over me, searching my face for something. Whatever it is, I don’t let him find it.

      “Even if I did stay, you’d never trust me to be on my own. You’d lock me here, with you. That’s not love.”

      “It’s something we could work on together.” His stubble-shadowed lips descend on mine. I clamp a hand over them and push until he rolls off.

      “Don’t do that.”

      “It can go back to the way it was.”

      I laugh at him coldly and climb out of bed, rummaging through my drawer for an underwear, jeans and a plain T-shirt. I put them on the bed, ready for later all the while keeping my back to him. “You need to let me go, Captain.”

      “No.” He follows but thankfully doesn’t touch me again.

      “Go away.”

      He showers and I wait until he’s done before doing the same. He gives me the privacy I need, likely knowing I’m already at the edge of my limit.

      When I return, I ignore the wildflowers resting on my pillow with a little note asking me to come to the bridge.

      Okay, so I don’t ignore them but I don’t react to them beyond wishing I could have met this side of Calder in better circumstances. Wishing he wasn’t a bad guy, running a ship full of criminals, cutting off fingers and kidnapping innocent people to serve a purpose.

      

      My mind won’t rest so after a few hours I head out to the exercise quarters, needing to let off steam when Clunk seeks me out, grabs my arm violently and yanks me into the bathroom. I don’t know where my usual guard is but he is terrible at his job.

      He closes the door and pushes me against it, clapping his hand over my mouth when I try to yell.

      “You have the fifth phone,” he hisses, and I immediately silence. He moves away checking the cubicles one by one. His hands ball into fists and I start trembling, wondering if I should run.

      “I don’t know what you’re…”

      “You’re lucky it was me that Captain tossed the bag at. Put four away, until ten minutes ago he asked if I had one, said he bought five.”

      I clamp my lips shut. I am fucked. I’m going to die.

      “Did you call him? The pig?”

      I don’t reply. Though when his fist hits the door beside my head I definitely whimper and shy away.

      He hisses as he shakes me, “Did you call him?”

      “Yesterday,” I reply honestly and he moves away, ripping a hand through his hair.

      “Fucking cunt… fucking fucked FUCK!” He punches the wall of the cubicle three times, making it shake. His narrowed eyes land on me again. “You told them where we are?”

      “Kind of.”

      “FUCK!” he roars again. “Okay.” He pulls a bandana out of his leather jacket pocket and ties it to his head as he thinks. It’s something he does when he’s stressed. It’s black with little white skulls on it, how fitting for a pirate. “This is what is going to happen.”

      “You’re not going to kill me?”

      “You’re going to make your decision right now because I’m moving this fucking ship.”

      “My decision.”

      “Life or death?”

      “I…” I look around the room, hoping the answer comes out of nowhere. “I don’t want to die.”

      “Then I’ll help you get to the island. You can stay there and wait for your pig boyfriend to get you.”

      My breath hitches at the thought of finally getting my chance. “You’d do that?”

      “I brought you here, I’m making sure you get out alive. But I have to move this ship. What’s your decision?”

      Suddenly faced with the possibility that I might never see him again has my heart hammering and my palms sweating. I begin to panic, trying to find an excuse to leave, an excuse to stay… anything.

      “What about the information?”

      “Fuck the information, boys are getting reckless and Niall doesn’t know shit and Captain knows it.”

      My teeth scrape across my lip. “I need to say goodbye.”

      “No, you don’t.”

      “I do, I just need to see him one last time.”

      He grits his teeth and grumbles, “This isn’t a fucking fairy tale. He’s not going to let you go if he finds out what you’re doing.”

      “I know that. I just need ten minutes. Please!” I beg.

      “Fine. Meet me by the sailboat in ten minutes. If you’re even a second late I’m moving this fucking ship with you on it. You got it?”

      I don’t hesitate. I turn ready to run to Captain when Clunk calls after me, “He’s with Geoffrey.”

      I pick up the pace, my feet hammering on the metal floor. I bump into people, narrowly miss doors and stumble over discarded rope as I go.

      I just need to see him, I just need to kiss him, just one last time.

      Of course, I hate him for what he did but I only have myself to blame for letting him affect me, and now, stupidly I’m risking my freedom to see him one last time.

      What does that mean?

      I don’t give it more thought as I skid into the hall outside Geoffrey’s lab. Voices echo around the narrow space and normally I’d be eager to listen to the gossip as it travels through the hollow pipes from different rooms. The pipes work like those cup phones with string sometimes, depending where you’re standing while you talk.

      “You need to up the dose.” Captain’s voice carries quietly along one of the pipes leading from Geoffrey’s lab. I stop and catch my breath.

      “She hates you, this won’t stop that,” Geoffrey replies and I stand on my tiptoes to press my ear to the cold, hollow pipe.

      “No, but it’ll mellow her out and at the very least make her need me again.” Captain sounds sad, mad… what is he talking about? “Or at the very least arouse her enough for me to work my way back into her life.”

      Geoffrey laughs once. “That’s akin to rape.”

      “I know she wants me so no, it’s not.”

      “I won’t do that to her. I’m sorry but I draw the line at this concoction.”

      What concoction? What are they talking about?

      “I’m your captain.”

      “I refuse, I’m sorry, Captain, but no more. If she wants you she’ll come to you on her own.”

      On my own? Are they talking about me? Surely not…

      “Geoffrey,” Captain warns and I hear a bang, as though he has slammed his fist down onto the table. “Please. I’m losing her and the deal is almost done.”

      “Have you thought about asking her to stay? Telling her how you feel?”

      “I did.”

      “She wasn’t receptive?”

      There’s a pause, their muffled voices gone leaving nothing but the sounds of the ship. I don’t know what to make of any of this.

      But then I hear him hammer a nail into the coffin around me as he speaks the words, “Just mix up a stronger batch and slip it in her food like usual.”

      If he thought I hated him before, I hate him even more now.

      He’s been drugging me? To keep me calm? Compliant? Aroused?

      Is that what I’m getting from this?

      Has anything I’ve felt for him been true at all?

      I close my hand over my mouth as the reality of the depth of this man’s depravity hits me hard. He doesn’t want me as his equal, he wants me as his captive forever. He doesn’t want me for my mind or my personality, he wants me in his bed, aroused and ready to help him sleep every night.

      And to think I almost gave up my freedom willingly for him.

      “I’ll be in the bridge…”

      Before Captain fucking Calder finishes that sentence, I run like the hounds of hell are snapping at my heels, praying I don’t miss my window to escape. I leave everything behind, not that I have anything. It can all be a fucked-up reminder for him. I hope he mourns my parting forever. I hope it burns him so deep he can never love again.

      But then I also don’t want that for him. I want him to find happiness in the madness that is his life.

      So as Clunk loads me onto an old-looking Jet Ski and gives me a brief tutorial on how it works, I feel a weight lifted. Freedom is on the horizon and I’m heading straight for it. Yet the anchor of my heart remains behind, I can feel it weighing me down, heavy on my conscience as I consider what I’m giving up for this freedom. Or more aptly, whom.

      “Thank you,” I say to him as he lowers the door that will ultimately lead to my escape.

      “Be quick, they’ll hear it and see you. Once you get there, hide.”

      “How will Niall know I’m there?”

      He smiles weakly. “I called him for you. In return for calling off the feds and giving us a head start.”

      He made a deal. Smart.

      “He’s on his way already.”

      “This is fucked up,” I murmur, pushing the Jet Ski into the water. “So, I park it and hide?”

      “The moment this door closes, I’m turning the ship around. Well as soon as the anchor is raised.”

      I look at the clear blue water that’s shimmering in the sunlight and wish my mind could be this clear.

      “He won’t be able to come after you when he realises,” he finishes, waiting for me to climb on. “Go.”

      “Will you do me one last thing?” I ask and he rolls his eyes. “Tell him I know that he’s been drugging me.”

      “I was wondering when you’d figure that out.” He chuckles as though it’s hilarious. “It was just to help your seasickness and stop you from getting depressed. Could have been worse.”

      I shake my head at him, wondering why I ever thought he’d understand what a violation that is. He’s the man who kidnapped me.

      The Jet Ski roars to life with a twist of the key and I’m terrified. I still can’t swim so if I fall off this thing I’m fucked. I’m not even sure how to slow it down. I think this handle bit is the brake like on a bike but I guess only time will tell.

      With a spray of water, I ride away from the ship, feeling my heart sink to the depths beneath it. Feeling my spirit rise as I recall all the things I left on land. On a different island but still…

      I smile genuinely for the first time since being kidnapped and don’t stop until I near the beach. I hit the brake and aim for the sand but it stops so suddenly I tumble over the side and into the shallow water. Salty cold wets my clothes and gets in my mouth. I spit it out and power on, feeling the heat of the sun on the back of my arms.

      The sun casts a burning orange glow as it starts to set but I don’t stop to watch.

      I dig my feet into the sand and run, moving around people, hoping they don’t see me. My chest constricts and a thirst like no other takes over so I swipe somebody’s drink from outside of a tiki hut as I go. They don’t notice nor do I care. I’m thirsty. I gulp down the rum and Coke, accidentally swallowing an ice cube in my haste.

      I don’t know where to go, I don’t know what to do.

      I run and keep running until I reach the edge of the trees and stop to look around.

      I wish I hadn’t because then I might not have seen him, I might have been able to lose him.

      I don’t know how he followed me or how soon after I left he began to chase me, but seeing him crashing through a crowd of people on the beach, leaving his boat unmoored behind him, has me standing and gaping like an idiot. His feet kick up sand as he runs towards me and all I can do is watch, then, my panic subsides and I turn. Heading through the trees, along the path that leads to the same place where he fucked that woman behind that tiki hut yesterday.

      I keep going until my lungs constrict with pain and my legs ache.

      I keep going until my body feels heavy from exertion.

      I’m limbless and there’s nowhere to hide.

      Breaking through the trees, I dodge round a crowd of people, turning left, hoping I can loop back around without being seen.

      I’m so tired.

      “RAIN!” I hear him yell as I take refuge behind a large boulder, unable to run anymore. “Rain…”

      He appears, skidding to a halt in the sand, shiny from perspiration, his chest heaving from the running but he’s doing better than me. His bare, tattooed chest reflects the orange sky making him look like he’s glowing, making his tattoos look darker and more lifelike.

      I double over, gripping the rough surface of the dull, grey rock and try to calm my breathing. “Just let me go, Captain.”

      Without words, he moves to me, presses me against the rock and rests his forehead against mine. “I know I should.”

      “Then do it.”

      “I can’t.” His eyes close, making him look pained, tortured. After all I wanted earlier, after all the pain I wanted him to feel, now that I’m faced with it I hate it. My eyes burn from it. My skin crawls with his ability to affect me knowing how wrong this is. “You’re the only thing in my life that has ever brought me true happiness.”

      “We can’t go back.”

      He kisses me, crushing his lips to mine desperately, so hard I taste blood. His fingers bite into my flesh as though trying to fuse us together, to bind us as one. When he pulls away he rests his hands either side of my head. “You’re the most stunningly beautiful woman I have ever laid my eyes or hands on.”

      “Captain.”

      “I meant what I said. I don’t talk about my feelings much, if at all, to anybody, but you… you make me different. You make me want to be different.”

      I try to look away but he kisses me again, forcing me to shove him. “Stop.”

      “Come back with me. Make the right choice.”

      “I can’t be your prisoner anymore, Captain.”

      Slowly and with purpose, he nods, then with speed, he bends, shoves his shoulder into my stomach and lifts me. I flop over his back, gasping as the wind is forced from my lungs.

      “Captain,” I warn. “Put me down.”

      Then, like the heavens and hell open all at once, I hear another voice. Sweet and deep, calm but dangerous.

      “Yes, Captain, put her down.” And then the sound of the safety clicking off a gun.

      I slide down the front of Captain’s body slowly. He doesn’t talk but his body is tight, so tight it could be marble.

      “You called him,” Captain mutters to me quietly.

      “Don’t fucking talk to her,” Niall barks but Captain doesn’t let me turn.

      “I did,” I admit, swallowing the lump in my throat, keeping my eyes on his and my hands on his chest. “Let me go.”

      His green eyes dim, the colour in them no longer vibrant and fiery. “He’s your choice?”

      “I said don’t fucking talk to her.” Niall raises his gun. “Rain, come to me.”

      “I love him,” I whisper and that fire in his eyes vanishes entirely.

      He releases me immediately and lets his hands drop to his sides, he doesn’t look even remotely frightened by the gun.

      I move to Niall, eager to lose myself in his scent and his warmth when out of nowhere four more men appear dressed in black. All with their guns raised.

      One man in particular with a nasty scar around his throat, as though he’s had it slit and badly stitched together, steps forward. “Well, well, well, Captain Calder of the Sea Whore. I did wonder when we’d meet again.”

      Calder folds his arms and raises his chin, his eyes still on me as one of the men grab his hand, ready to cuff him but he spins and elbows the man straight in the nose.

      I gasp as Niall drags me back and out of the fray, his gun still raised. His tanned hand grips the handle, firm and steady. I’d be trembling in his position. He doesn’t take his eyes off Captain as he battles another two men, getting in punches, kicks, breaking noses and possibly limbs. Sand flies in all directions, a cloud of greying gold.

      “Please,” I beg but I don’t know what for. One of them Tasers him in the leg and then another and he finally drops, laughing as though it’s hilarious, as my nails dig into my palm. I watch them kick him repeatedly in the ribs, angry that he hurt them first and all I can think of his him.

      Tears spring to my eyes and I beg Niall to make them stop.

      He frowns at me and opens his mouth but it ends at last with more laughter, cursing and spitting from them. Captain really is a great fighter, if they didn’t have the guns or Tasers he might have even won.

      Two men handcuff his hands behind his back and then his ankles, leaving him to spit up blood into the sand which he’s lying facedown on.

      They were waiting for him. They knew he’d follow me and for a moment I wonder how they knew but then the sound of the ship’s horn has me tensing. They knew because of Clunk. Clunk sold him out because he knew he’d follow me too. I was played. We both were.

      “Do you hear that, Captain?” The scarred man rips Captain’s head up off the sand. “That’s the sound of your crew abandoning you.”

      Captain spits in his face making the scarred man release him and curse.

      “My crew’s gotta do what’s best for them,” Captain replies and he’s lifted to his feet.

      He looks at me and winks, then he looks at Niall. “Quite a problem for you though, mate.”

      “Why’s that?” Niall asks bitterly. “We’ve won.”

      “I’ll be tossed into a prison on the same island as you.” His face stretches with a smile, one I found so handsome until now. “It won’t be long until your girl is seeking me out to ride my cock again.” Niall becomes stony. “Likes it wild, this one. Watch her.”

      Fuck him. I hate him.

      “Shut the fuck up,” Niall barks and now his hand is definitely trembling. He’s going to accidentally put a bullet in his head and even though I despise Captain right now, the thought of him dying hurts somewhere deep inside of me.

      I shake my head at Captain, losing any ounce of remorse I felt for his capture. “You’re disgusting.”

      He grins, flashing his teeth at us both as he’s dragged away.

      Niall tucks his gun away, pulls me into a hug and I accept his embrace, the way he smells of aftershave and lemons, the heat of his body through his shirt. All of my memories of my home comforts come flooding back and I grip him tighter with every passing second, keeping my eyes shut so I can’t see them taking Captain away. “I’m sorry it took so long. I am so sorry.”

      “I just want to go home.”

      “Come on,” Niall whispers. “It’s a bit of a journey but we’ll get you there.” Then he stops and kisses me, gently and sweetly, and tears slide down his cinnamon cheeks.

      I wipe them away and hold him again. “I missed you.”

      “It’s over. You won’t have to miss me again. I’ll look after you.”

      “Thank you for not telling my mum.”

      “You spoke to her?”

      “He let me call her.” I look around the crowds of people for any sign of Calder but there is none.

      “Do you have any water?” I ask, watching as they lead Captain away. The farther he gets the more anxious I feel. I try to push it away at the same time my arms ache to reach out and pull him back, despite everything.

      We kiss again and for a brief flash I feel guilt creep in as I wonder if Captain fucking Calder can see me, but I brush it off. He took me from my life, he has no right to make me feel any kind of guilt for returning to it.

      “Where are we going? How are we getting home?”

      “You’ll see,” Niall replies and tucks me under his arm.

      I look around, unsure on why there aren’t more people here. I guess I expected a cavalry of people, police officers, the FBI, the media. Instead the island is as it was, with people walking around minding their own business.

      “Why didn’t you get me sooner?”

      “International waters,” he replies sadly. “We aren’t even supposed to be here and we need to be quick, his men could come back for him. We’re outnumbered.”

      I keep my head down and follow him to the same huts where Calder fucked that woman the day before. Nausea bubbles up, fired by an angry flame that burns through my body. Fuck him. Fuck the captain and everything he put me through.

      “What’s going to happen to him? What is he being charged for?”

      “Everything we can nail him with, murder, conspiracy to murder, kidnap, drug possession, weapons transportation. Most of which happened out of our area of jurisdiction but we have enough to put him away for a long time.”

      He turns to me and cups my cheek with his soft fingers as the other grips my hip. “He can’t get you, not again, I won’t allow it.”

      I wrap my arms around his neck and push my lips onto his. He tastes as I remembered and I lose myself in it, needing him close to give me the strength I require to move on from this. Strength he’ll provide me, understanding… perhaps not. He can never know about what happened on that ship and he will ask. Of course he’ll ask.

      He’ll forever ask.

      And I’ll forever suffer in silence.
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      To the wonderful Jami who I have dedicated this one to, thank you for everything you do for me. You take so much time out of each and every day to help me and so many other authors. It hasn’t gone unnoticed or unappreciated. You are a wonderful person and I’m honoured that you ever read my books, let alone everything else you do for me. Thank you.

      Adriana Rizak-Healing, thank you for constantly demanding books from me and keeping me on my toes. I hope my books forever make you happy and if not, I still love you anyway.

      Sam Heaney, you are so gorgeous and incredible. Thank you for everything.

      Yasmin Alyssia, you consistently help me fine tune my books and save me so much time and worry. I appreciate you and I am so honoured that you choose to spend your time on my words.

      To teachers everywhere, thank you for raising our kids so we can work. Seriously. Thank you. You aren’t paid or respected enough.
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      A. E. Murphy is the queen of sarcasm and satire, she likes long walks in the park, as much as ice cubes like to chill in a roasting oven.

      She’s effortlessly independent and so good at adulting it’s unfair on the rest of the world. She only napped twice today and has only avoided the dishes for three days before making the child slaves do them this morning.

      Winning!

      Her favourite hobby is writing, her worst hobby is reading through that writing.

      Also, she has two three cats that carry toys to the top of the stairs and drop them down so they can chase them. They do this repeatedly in the middle of the night.

      Who cares if she has work the next morning?

      Not the cats, that’s for sure.

      And if it’s not the cats doing the waking, it’s the toddler crawling into bed with her and pulling individual hairs from her scalp with pudgy little fingers for comfort.

      This is likely why she’s in a constant state of grump unless there’s chocolate and coffee.

      P.S. Please leave feedback, if not on the book then on this ridiculous bio she wrote herself. It’s the least you can do seeing as she’ll forever talk in the third person now.

      Alex loves her readers. Alex says thank you. Alex smiles.
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