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Abduction

By Varian Krylov

 



ONE: Little Girl Lost

 


She was just a girl then.

She ran.

As fast, as hard as she could. On and on.
She didn’t know how long.

It hurt. Her heart pounded frighteningly
fast and hard. Her lungs burned for air.

Her legs felt wobbly, like her bones were
going soft. Roots and branches grabbed at her feet, clutched at her
ankles. She stumbled, more and more often as exhaustion wore her
down. As she slowed to a staggering walk, determined to continue,
to get as far from that cabin as she possibly could, her face, her
ears, her hands throbbed hot. She felt like throwing up.

But she plodded on. She didn't know the
forest. Even if she did, in the dark of night, under the thick
canopy of the trees, there was no moon, no constellations to guide
her. She just focused on moving forward in as straight a line as
possible, terrified of accidentally circling back to that
place.

When the heat of exertion and the numbness
of fear abandoned her, cold crept up her bare legs and caressed her
under her thin blouse. Shivering convulsively she trudged forward
as long as she could, stumbling in the dark as she tripped over
uneven ground. After what seemed like hours she stopped, aching to
rest and hoping that in the dark they couldn't track her.

Too worn out by other fears, her whole being
focused on getting warm and evading capture, she thought nothing of
insects or other nuisances as she gathered a huge mound of crisp
brown and soft yellow leaves, concealing herself as she lay down
for the night. The cold tormented her for a while, but it was
defeated, eventually, by utter exhaustion.

When she awoke, stiff and aching from her
forced march and uncomfortable bed, it was still the misty gray of
early morning. A cacophony of birdsong swirled and enveloped
her.

Standing, she panicked. Which direction had
she come from? She circled around her bed of leaves in a widening
spiral, desperate for signs of her own tracks from the night
before, but on the forest floor, thickly littered with leaves,
branches and pine cones, there was no sign of her footprints.
Standing there, trying to decide what to do, every second she grew
more terrified she'd hear a twig snap in the distance, or see some
movement, then see the men emerge from the trees.

But then she thought she detected the faint
sound of rushing water. She hadn't heard the sound the night
before. Probably she'd been heading toward it all along. Her body
sore and resentful, she set out in that direction.

For the first time she wondered if this was
really happening. Her days with him had been too real to doubt. But
now. Lost in the unfamiliar embrace of this forest. Her real life
impossibly remote. Her tired legs and aching feet could not
remember brief brisk walks across campus on smooth concrete and
even brickwork; her hands, pained by the cold, did not seem the
hands that tap danced over laptop letters, scurried pens over
three-hole-punched pages in a desperate effort to keep pace with
the sometimes inspired, sometimes inane ramblings of a lecturing
professor. Her little apartment, warm and familiar. Was she still
that girl? That girl did not have her memories. That girl was
innocent.

What if they'd tracked her? Maybe they were
just a few hundred yards behind. She forced herself, against
stiffening cold and aching muscles, to move quickly.

She worked her way nearer and nearer to the
sound of water, until a large river came into view. Not yet swollen
with the heavy rains of winter, it ran low and narrow, wide strips
of rocky riverbed exposed on either side of its flow.

If she could bear the cold, and walk in the
river among the large stones, they wouldn't be able to tell which
direction she had gone. With any luck, they would turn back,
discouraged. If they did try to follow her, at least the odds were
even that they would go in the wrong direction. With no sense for
which direction the nearest road or town lay, she decided to head
downstream. At least it would be easier than climbing uphill.

She slipped and scraped down the steep bank,
over the sand to the stony ground just next to the river, then,
determined, bracing herself for a shock, stepped into the frigid
water. Eager to meet this visitor, the river pushed through the
accommodating seams of her boots, seeping into the weave of her
socks, sheathing her feet and ankles in its squishy iciness. She
gasped a deep breath and turned downriver.

On and on she went, her legs growing numb
with cold. Only the warm blood forced by her determined walking
kept her limbs from paralyzing with stiffness. She stuck to the
edge of the river, where it was slow and shallow, just far enough
in to be sure that she would not leave imprints in sand untouched
by the river’s flow. Now and then, though, she came to a fallen
tree trunk, or a shrub growing thickly from the muddy bank, and she
was forced to hoist herself up and over, or to move farther toward
the center of the water, where the water flowed perilously
fast.

And then something disastrous—or
fortuitous—happened. As she carefully navigated her way around one
of these bushes that seemed to have grown just to block her way to
safety, the stones under her feet shifted. Her numb legs failed to
restore her balance. She clawed desperately, trying to catch hold
of the branches that had driven her to the precarious center of the
river, but the current swept her feet from under her and carried
her away.

No sensation. Only terror. Struggling to
keep her head above the roiling water, to take a breath each time
she found air, she was swept down with the ever more violent
current. Hope that she would get a foothold, brake her speeding
descent, evaporated. She was going to drown. But instinctively she
continued to struggle, gulping air each time she managed to break
the surface of the water.

The world dropped away. She was flying. No,
falling.

She submerged, swimming, flailing,
disoriented. Suffocating. Then surface. No longer immersed in a
watery world, she thrashed between water and air. She gasped a
desperate breath, hoping for air, not a fatal inhale of river
water. Then, panting, she sucked in one grateful breath after
another.

Now she was drifting with the sleepy current
of the suddenly deep, fat river. Above her was the violent cascade
of water that had spilled her into this placid basin. Trembling
with cold, her body exhausted and heavy, she struggled toward
shore. She dragged herself onto the dry, rocky riverbed, not
noticing how the rough terrain was raking her skin.

So tired. But not safe, there, in the open.
Sharp rocks and rough branches scraped and poked her palms, her
bare shins and knees as she crawled into the woods and collapsed in
a patch of tall grass where the afternoon sun distractedly
considered warming her. For a while she struggled to stay awake,
but finally succumbed to sleep, weak with hunger and fatigue.

In the early morning she rose from her
grassy bed, shuddering with cold, slow with stiffness, pained by
hunger. It didn't matter. The disturbing images that kept coming to
her, seeping back into her consciousness a moment after she had
forced them out, like dry sand stubbornly sliding back into a
freshly dug hole, they didn't matter. She pushed on, downriver.
Soon, not too far, she would find a town. Food. A phone. Help.

To distract herself from
the insistent pangs of hunger that were tormenting her, in her
effort to diligently keep the three days and nights she had spent
with that man far from her mind, she recounted to herself the
stories from favorite novels. The sad, impossible love of
The Sun Also Rises. Jane
Eyre’s rise from the cruelty of her wards and the orphanage, her
employment with the dangerous, seductive, mysterious Rochester. Her
wit, her will. Or the winged, Amazonian beauty of
Nights of the Circus,
her sword, the Siberian train wreck, elephants dying in the snow.
Yes, Fevvers. Devan wanted those wings, that strength now. To fly
away home. She felt so weak.

When thoughts of hunger penetrated the force
field of imagination she was trying to sustain, she thought of what
she might be able to find to eat. She had seen no berries or
edible-looking plants growing in the woods. Probably there were
fish in the river, but how would she start a fire? It wasn't like
there'd been a long dry spell.. The October woods were pervasively
and perpetually damp, and soggy leaves and twigs didn't make very
promising kindling. And her hunger hadn't reached such a pitch that
eating raw fish pulled from the water seemed reasonable. She smiled
as she got an image of Gollum, soul destroyed and body transformed
by perverted desire, tearing with teeth into the soft white bellies
of flopping fish. Maybe that would be the next step in her
transformation? She half laughed. Then her delirious mirth
evaporated.

She pushed on, promising herself a glutinous
meal of hot grilled cheese on sourdough, onion rings, salad, apple
juice and ice cream that would be given to her by the sympathetic
waitress—Alice in a bubblegum pink shirt dress with a starched
white apron--who would call her ‘honey’ and look at her with eyes
filled with maternal concern at the inevitable small town diner she
would find, later today, tomorrow at the latest, in the town that
had to be not too much farther down the river.

But before a town came into view darkness
closed in on her, hiding everything before her in an ever-shrinking
distance. When she could no longer see where she was walking she
made another bed of leaves, convinced it had kept her a little
warmer that first night. Promising herself that it had. She laid
down and, in a short while, fell asleep.

But a sound woke her. Heart pounding, she
listened. Again. The snap of a twig, the crunch of leaves. Maybe it
was an animal. That thought gave her no fear. She would be relieved
to see a bear lumber out from the woods. Just please. Not Conrad.
She lay there, absolutely still, hoping it was not him, begging
fate that if it were him, that she would be hidden by the leaves
she had mounded up over herself for warmth.

Please, please, please, she mentally pleaded
with nothing.

Footfalls—unmistakable now--padding nearer
and nearer upon the thick detritus of the forest floor. But was it
a person?

Be still. Be
quiet. Breathing tiny, careful breaths so
no person or animal could hear the air moving in and out of her, so
an inhale or an exhale would not raise or lower her chest so much
that it disturbed and rustled the leaves entombing her.

Closer and closer the steps came. A person.
Another step. Another. The next step would fall upon her, giving
her away. Her heart was hammering in her breast. Each tiny breath
released with tremendous restraint threatened to get away from her
and burst out in a powerful shriek of fear. The footfalls ceased.
Silence. More silence. Had she imagined it? Adrenaline was pulling
her chest apart.

“Get up,
Devan.”

No. No, no, no. It can’t be. It can’t. If I
stay perfectly still, he’ll go. He’ll think it’s just a pile of
leaves and go.

“Come on, Devan. Get
up.”

A hand plunged into the leaves, grasped her
arm, and hoisted her to her feet. Then let go. As she stood
wavering there in the darkness it seemed to her that the
fear-fuelled adrenaline pounding though her might literally destroy
her. She had never felt more hopeless or more lost. But she did not
cry.

“Devan.”

His voice, as always, cool. Soft. Seductive.
Tinged with a note of amused derision. She knew that moment, just
hearing the sound of his voice vibrating with her name, that he had
her.

He stepped near. She did not step back. As
in her recurrent childhood nightmare, wherein she would find her
feet bound inside giant concrete blocks as a terrifying monster
approached, she could not move. He reached out. She did not recoil.
He took her face in his hands, put his lips by her ear.

“You must know,” he
whispered, his words coming slow, “how disappointed I am that you
left before I’d fucked you. You were a naughty girl, Devan, running
off before I’d had a go at that tender virgin pussy.”

He let her go and took a step back. The
clouds above parted and the full moon’s light shone down upon the
two of them. To her eyes his face had taken on the aspect of a
demon, an angel cast from heaven who claims dominion of a dark
underworld, thriving on the torture of flawed souls.

“Now, Devan. Take off your
blouse.”

Not only was she incapable of running, but
she felt unable to resist his command. As if he had some power over
her, could control her movement through his will. Maybe it was her
fatigue, the fact that she had not eaten in days. She pulled the
blouse over her head, then, instinctively, covered her breasts with
her arms.

With a restrained but powerful grip he took
her wrists in his hands and forced her arms to her sides. He stared
at her bare breasts with a look closer to cruelty than desire,
forcing her to feel her nakedness. Then he undid his pants and took
out his cock. As he began stroking it he said quietly, with
malice,

“Take off your
skirt.”

Unable to take her eyes off what he was
doing to himself, unable to stop thinking what he was going to do
to her, in a very few moments, with that, she unzipped her skirt,
letting it fall by her feet. His cock stiffening in his hand, he
said,

“And now, pull down your
knickers. All the way off.”

She pulled them down to her ankles, stepping
out of them and the skirt.

“Stand up so I can look at
you.”

She stood.

Tending his erection he looked at her. Her
face, full of fear and violated modesty. Her tits, a surreal
blue-white in the moonlight, dark nipples erect in the cold night
air. Her stomach, swelling and caving with her panicked, rapid
breaths. Her hairless pubis, the beginning of her slit vulnerably
naked, invitingly visible. Legs held defensively close together.
His hand abandoned his carefully cultivated erection long enough to
pull off his shirt. She was surprised by how muscular he looked
undressed. In his clothes he'd always seemed thinner. The
realization that he was strong, physically, redoubled her fear.

“Are you wet?” he
asked.

“Wet?”

She pretended not to understand.

“Yes, love. Is your pussy
wet?”

Unbearable humiliation twining endlessly
with her fear.

“No.” A bare
whisper.

“Check for me, and
see.”

“What?”

“Put your finger in your
pussy, darling, and tell me if you’re wet.”

His voice worked on her as if it were her
own will. She reached down to do as he asked, her legs clenched
tightly together.

“You’re not going to be
able to do it like that, are you? You’re going to have to open your
legs, just a little. Go on.”

She stepped her feet a couple of inches
apart, reached down, curved a hand underneath herself, and feeling
like she was under some kind of mind control, put a finger inside
herself.

“Show me.”

She reached her hand vaguely toward him, but
to him it appeared to have come to rest by her side, mirroring the
position of her other hand. He leaned forward to take her wrist in
his strong grip, lifting her hand up before his face. He ran his
index finger along hers, feeling the slippery wetness that had
coated it. With the tip of his tongue he licked the pad of his
finger, tasting her. Then, still gripping her wrist in one hand,
with his other he folded down all her fingers save the one she had
put inside herself. That finger he took all the way into his mouth,
sucking off all her juice as he pulled it smoothly from his
lips.

“You’re absolutely
delicious. I’ll have to take the time to really taste you.
Later.”

He looked at her, savoring her terror.
Watching for her reaction to his next words.

“Get your back up against
that tree.”

“Conrad. Please. I don’t
want this.”

He smiled derisively.

“Please,
Conrad—”

“Shhhh. That’s what you
always say, love, but it isn’t true. And you know, as I do, that
it’s only by insisting that it isn’t what you want that it becomes
what you want.”

“No Conrad, please, you’re
frightening me.”

A solitary tear slid down her cheek.

“Back against the
tree.”

His mirth had evaporated. His words were
staggered, broken up by gaps of impatience.

She backed up until she felt a hard
roughness scratch at her skin. He walked toward her, slowly, until
he pressed his naked body right up against hers, crushing her
brutally against the tree. She felt that the skin on her back was
molding to the patterns in the bark, that the front of her was
molding to the contours of his body.

Then sudden shock. New fear. Her thighs were
slung over his hands and he stood now between her parted legs, her
naked sex exposed, vulnerable, pressed against him. She had hardly
felt him move.

He writhed against her and she felt the hard
length of his shaft snaking along the damp valley of her sex. His
lips came to her ear once more.

“I’ve been…”

Up and down his rigid prick glided, parting
her lips, grazing her clit, thrilling her with fear. And familiar,
nauseating pleasure.

“…aching for so
long…”

Down, down, down, the root, the shaft, the
head, grinding against her clit, nestling between her sensitive
folds, down, then, striking her rigid with panic it ducked beneath
her and rose up, nuzzling eagerly at her entrance.

“…to fuck you.”

She felt a sudden, searing pain as he forced
himself inside her, plunging deep and hard on the first thrust. She
pushed at his chest, trying to hold him away from her, but she
remained impaled on his fierce erection as it stabbed her again and
again.

“Please, Conrad!” she
sobbed. “Please stop.”

Then he did.

The pain that had been overwhelming ebbed
suddenly away, and as he started moving again, she felt like a
little glowing light had been lit inside of her, like its warmth
was radiating from that place at the center of her where he was,
sliding in and out, that it was healing her—healing the pain he had
given her, healing her fear, her hunger. Restoring her to the girl
she had been a few days before, restoring her beyond even the best
and happiest self she had ever been. As he moved against her, the
arms she had braced straight and locked against his chest to keep
him away folded, encircling his neck. His motions were gentle,
tender. As his hips hinged rhythmically beneath her, she felt her
body surrendering to him, and the warm pulsing wave of pleasure
rippled through her sex, her tummy, her thighs.

He pulled back to look at her. She watched
his face transform before her eyes, under the periwinkle beams
sifting through the leafy canopy above, from gentle angel with a
face almost like a woman’s, to cruel demon.

Suddenly his penis felt like a hot iron
inside of her, searing her flesh with every thrust. It seemed to be
tearing her apart, battering her organs. She sobbed in agony.

“Stop! Conrad, please!”
she screamed. “Stop!”

The more she cried and begged the harder he
seemed to fuck her, ramming himself into her again and again. She
let out a terrible, screeching scream of pain and fear that mingled
with his roaring moan of pleasure as he came inside her.

She was bathed in sweat, writhing and
sobbing when she awoke, the memory of her own scream a fading echo.
Sobbing, laughing, she fought an urge to scream a feral shriek that
would drive every bird and insect, every last animal from the
woods.

Laughing. It was funny.
She felt betrayed. By him.

Still sobbing, though. In her hunger- and
trauma-weakened state, she felt that he had preternaturally visited
her in her dream, done that to her through an act of will. Her
dream had felt so real, so immediate, the pangs of hunger racking
her stomach seemed to be his wounds, his piercing and searing of
her organs.

She wanted to get up, to move on, to cover
more ground between that cabin and the place of safety she was
trying to believe she would find. But in the pitch dark she feared
straying in a wrong direction, injuring herself. For a long time
she lay there, crying until her tears dried up. She feared falling
back to sleep, falling back into his realm, but she could not
combat the exhaustion that sapped her will to remain awake.
Eventually she slipped into deep, dreamless slumber.

When she awoke it was morning. Or it was
afternoon. She didn't know. It didn't matter. She got up, dizzy
with hunger and fatigue, and went unsteadily on her way.

Hours later, as she stumbled through the
woods the trees began to thin out before her. She slowed. A little
way ahead, beyond the edge of the forest that was keeping her
hidden in its shadows, was a clearing. Cloud shadows slinked over
tall yellow grass, a few great gray-white boulders, and a fence.
And beyond these, a building. A cabin.

Panic. She ducked behind the girth of a
great tree trunk. Breathing hard, she peered past the edge of her
sheltering trunk. A different cabin. Not that one. Of course not.
That was miles upstream.

Watching, all seemed still. Quiet. No lights
were on It was cold outside, but no fire was lit.

But it was still afternoon, the sun was out.
No lights and no fire did not mean no one was inside. She stayed
still, even as stiffness crept into the muscles in her neck, her
shoulders, her legs. Frozen still, holding her tree, just a sliver
of her face visible behind the veil of the forest shadows, she
watched. As clouds turned the bright sky gray, she watched. As the
sun melted through the clouds and blurred away beyond the horizon
leaving her in dusky twilight, she watched. No lights came on. No
flicker of firelight trembled in the windows. No scent of smoke
signaled her from the chimney.

At last she decided to go, to peer into the
windows to be sure. Heart pounding fiercely she left the safety of
the screening trees and approached the cabin. She crept forward as
softly as she could, braced at every moment to flee back into the
woods should a door creak, a window scrape in its casing, a voice
cry out, “Who’s there!”

No sound turned her back, and she reached
the cabin wall.

Creeping to the back porch, she lifted a
foot onto the bottom step, then gingerly began putting her weight
on that foot, mentally begging the wood to stay silent. The thick
plank made no complaint as she raised herself and set her second
foot upon it. Just as carefully she tried the next step, and the
next. Shivering with fear and cold she stood on the porch. There
was a door, with windows on either side. She stealthily peered into
the first window, comforting herself that the night, with a moon
cloaked in a thick mist of cloud, would not give her away, and
cursing the fact that it gave nothing inside away, either.
Desperate, she put the possibility of someone being inside out of
her mind, and tried the window. Shut tight. It did not even make a
sound to encourage her that there might be hope. The door, which
gave the impression of being incredibly thick and solid, was dead
bolted. The second window was equally unwelcoming.

She circled around the cabin, trying every
possible aperture. Nothing would yield. Weary, cold and hungry, and
convinced at last that no one could be inside she finally gave up
her cautious ways. She remembered a wood pile against the side of
the house. She scampered back around the porch to the stack of cut
logs and was about to seize one when she spied an ax leaning
against the wall. Clutching it in her hand, trembling with
adrenaline and fatigue, she returned to the low window and smashed
in the glass. Still grasping the ax she hammered out the toothy
shards growling at her from the broken maw of the cabin.

She climbed through.

Inside. Walking on a level floor, surrounded
by walls, a ceiling overhead. Just as cold as outside. But still.
The clouds had opened enough to let a little moonlight shine
through. She looked around the dimness. Too frightened to turn on a
light or start a fire she snatched a blanket she saw on a sofa and
wrapped it around her shoulders. Her hunger was unbearable, but she
could not think of food until she had walked all through the cabin,
checking every room and closet to be sure there really was no one
there. The cabin was small. Aside from the kitchen and living room
there were just two bedrooms, a bathroom and a storage closet.
Having made her rounds she went to the kitchen.

The refrigerator was empty except for beer
and soda. Seeking to satisfy hunger rather than thirst she took a
can of orange pop and gulped past the sting of the carbonation.
Eyes watering, she began opening cupboards. Canned vegetables,
canned fruit, canned chili, canned beans, raw black beans, white
beans, kidney beans.

She clutched a can of refried beans and
began searching the drawers for a can opener. Seeing and seizing
one she clamped the toothy gears down on the rim of the can,
cranked it open, and dove in with two fingers. On her fourth or
fifth mouthful she remembered that quaint convention, silverware.
She found a spoon and returned to the beans with her utensil.

When she had scraped the can and licked the
spoon clean she was still hungry, but fearing the consequences of
too much food after her long fast she forced herself to stop
eating. She pulled the blanket tighter around her and walked back
toward the bedrooms. She wanted to bathe, to put on clean dry
clothes. The thought of a shower sounded amazing until she
considered not being able to hear if someone showed up at the
cabin. She decided on a bath instead. Walking into the bathroom she
wondered if there would be hot water. She let the tap run for a few
minutes, and the icy water gushing out slowly warmed, then she felt
steam rising and clinging to her face. Finding a stopper on the
edge of the tub she plugged the drain, then closed the door so she
could hear better over the sound of the filling bath.

Going into one of the bedrooms she began
opening dresser drawers, searching for something to wear. All the
drawers were empty. The closet was empty too, and the emptiness
gave her a bad feeling. The second bedroom seemed more lived in,
and she found a t-shirt and some sweats. And boxers. Men’s clothes.
She returned to the bathroom and stopped the faucet. She tested the
water with her hand—nice and hot. Stripping off her soiled rags,
she wound them into a ball and stuffed them into the waste can next
to the toilet.

She stepped into the tub. The water that had
felt fine to her hand was too hot. It hurt and felt
comforting—sterilizing—at the same time. Slowly she eased herself
down, submerging herself. The cuts and scratches on her body—her
legs and arms, her back, her hands, stung as she immersed her body
in the steaming water.

Her poor, tired body had been tense for
days, endlessly struggling to detect, perpetually ready to spring,
to run. Now she was in the warm, silent womb of the tub—just the
tub—the bathroom, the cabin, the woods were no longer part of her
consciousness. Her muscles went slack. There was no sensation but
the heat, no sound but the expanding throbbing of her warming
blood, and the darkness of eyes closed against darkness. She lay
there for a while, fell asleep, and woke again when the water had
turned cold. She pulled the stopper from the drain, stood, and
toweled off.

She caught sight of herself in the
full-length mirror on the wall opposite the door. Entranced she
approached that strange girl. Her reflection. The moonlight
drifting in through the small high window above gave her a ghostly
appearance, her pale body glowing dimly.

It seemed a stranger’s body. The body of a
woman. Corporeal. Material. Of real, feeling flesh.

Her breasts.

She had looked at her breasts many times
since puberty, first watching them swell and grow, watching monthly
to see what their shape would be, and when they had seemed
finished, noting with a kind of indifferent detachment that they
were plump and round, that her aureole and nipples were rather
dark, and that this darker, different flesh stood out raised in
delicate cones, making her breasts look a little pointed, making
them appear always aroused.

Now that they had been touched, excited, her
nipples made stiff and tingly, now that she had felt the connection
between them and her sex, she no longer felt indifferent to them.
They were hers in a new way—not merely features of her physical
appearance, but intimately hers—part of her experiential self. But
she could not look at them, now, without thinking of him.

Her sex.

He had changed that, too. She looked at that
V at the center of her, her soft pale sex. As with her breasts,
Devan had felt an objective sort of curiosity about her little
difference, but it had neither disturbed nor pleased her. It seemed
to have no relevance to her life.

But now it was hers. It was her. She had
felt it throb and ache and yearn and convulse with terrible
pleasure and had felt how this very small part of her had played a
part in who she had become. It had been soft and wet and yielding
for him when her mind had been hard and closed to him. When she had
said no, it had said yes. It had betrayed her. And yet she now
loved this part of her that had been a stranger, as she loved her
mind and her heart—as herself.

Her hands. Hands that touched and gave
pleasure.

Her legs, legs that spread and revealed.

Her belly that clenched with fear and was
filled with bubbles waiting to burst in a thousand tremors of
pleasure.

Her feet that had saved her from him and
brought her here.

She could not see her body’s reflection in
the mirror without imagining his hands on it—his hands curved over
her breasts, his fingers teasing, tugging, pinching her nipples,
his hands' small movements between her parted thighs. She wondered
if that would always be.

Her eyes moved up.

Her wet black hair clung close like a shroud
around her pale face. Her alien face. She did not recognize it.
Drawn to her own strange visage she stepped closer to the mirror
until she was nearly nose to nose with her estranged twin. Each
feature was recognizably hers. Her fine arching eyebrows. Her gray
eyes, like a child’s in their proportion to her face, slightly too
large. Her nose. Straight. Unremarkable. Her mouth, almost round in
its narrow fullness. All hers. Yet as she regarded herself she
seemed somehow shockingly changed. Or perhaps she had never really
seen herself before.

Exhausted she abandoned the girl in the
mirror and put on the stranger’s clothes. She rolled up the cuffs
of the sweat pants that were too long for her, but let the sleeves
of the enormous sweatshirt hang past her hands, keeping them warm.
Stumbling with the fatigue that was now permitted she found her way
to the bedroom with the empty dresser and the empty closet, climbed
into bed, and fell asleep.

When she awoke the next day it was late
afternoon. As she got out of bed her stiffened muscles pained her
with every movement. Sore in every limb, in her back and shoulders,
she shuffled to the bathroom and gratefully, after days in the
woods, used the toilet.

Later, clean, rested, and fed, she began to
think beyond instinct. Was there a phone? She set the bowl aside,
pulled her blanket shawl around her again, and began to look around
the cabin. No phone. Electricity. But no phone. And no idea where
she was. Downriver from there. But no idea where there was, either.
Three days in the woods, and this cabin was the first building or
sign of human beings she had seen. She had heard no traffic sounds,
seen no road. Not even any litter.

Maybe there was a map, somewhere in the
cabin, that might tell her where she was. She scanned the shelves
of the large bookshelf by the fireplace, but saw nothing entitled
“Hiking in the obscure backwoods of the Pacific Northwest” or other
books about the region, no trail guides or atlases. She began
searching through drawers, hoping to find a road map. No luck. But
there were stacks of opened letters. She seized one. Maybe an
address might give away the name of a county she might recognize.
Filing through them, though, they all either had Seattle addresses
or the name of some town in Spain. She tossed them back into the
drawer.

Something caught her eye. Not a map. But on
the desk was a notebook, bound by a spiral wire between cardboard
covers. She touched it contemplatively with an index finger. Not
picking it up she used that same, single finger to tentatively lift
the front cover, then to turn the imprinted facing page. The first
lined page was blank. She lifted the notebook and flipped a few
more pages in. Blank. Empty. She took it, and a pen. Forgetting her
search for the map she plunked down at the dining table and, almost
as if in a trance, began to write. She wrote for over an hour, and
when she had finished her hand was cramping painfully, her heart
was racing with renewed fear, and her cunt, her treacherous,
defiant cunt, was wet and aching. Familiar self-loathing mingled
with her anxiety and prodded her back to her task of getting
herself out of these woods and back to safety. Reality.

She returned to the sofa, curling up under
her blanket, to think. She should stay at the cabin a couple more
days to rest and recover from her days of privation in the woods.
She would put together a pack with food and other supplies, and
when she was ready she would head back to the river and follow it
downstream until she found a town. It couldn’t go on forever, after
all, this unpopulated wilderness.

Shivering, she contemplated the dormant
fireplace. Could she risk a fire? Maybe after dark it would be
okay; smoke rising into the air, which might be detected from far
off, would be nearly invisible in the overcast night sky. Later,
when darkness had swallowed up the little cabin and the woods
around it, with the help of the matches and the newspaper left by
the fireplace for the purpose, she started a fire. When the blaze
got going she sat cross-legged on the floor before the fire,
reaching out to feel the warmth with her hands, feeling the heat on
her face, comforted by the dancing light. She wished there were
curtains to pull over the windows, but she tried to push the
feeling of being watched, of being so lit while someone could be
just outside, cloaked in darkness, out of her mind.

Huddled there in her blanket, as the flaring
and waning flame moved before her eyes, in her mind different
images consumed her. Images and sensations from her time with him
interspersed and merged with those from her dream in the woods. His
hands on her. His mouth on her. Her terror. Her longing. His
tenderness and his cruelty. The gentleness of his caress as he had
taken the tears from her cheeks with his fingertips, the teasing
lightness of those same fingertips as they had glided between her
parted thighs, the heart-rending, aching closeness she had felt as
his mouth, his body pressed to hers, the irrefutable fear of being
in his power, the pain of his violation.

Shaking, she longed to cease this stoking of
her fear. She needed something to think about, something other than
this wearing anxiety, other than him.

She went to the bookshelf.
In the dim firelight she could just make out the titles on the
spines. Crime and
Punishment. She had read it before;
somewhere below conscious thought, the idea of being in the mind of
the criminal appealed to her. She took her novel back to her spot
in front of the fire, and read for hours, occasionally adding a
piece of wood to the fire. Eventually she grew sleepy. She started
a little fire in the wood burning stove and went to sleep, thinking
of Raskolnikov, of the old pawnbroker woman, and of him.

When she awoke it was still dark outside.
She felt instantly, intuitively, that someone was there with her.
Heart pounding, breath rushing, she sat up, searching anxiously
among the shadows of the vaguely moonlit room. A soft voice spoke
from the darkness and her eyes tracked the sound to find a dim form
by the window. She froze. The shadowy man shape came nearer with a
slow, softly thudding tread.

“It’s all right, Devan.
Don’t be frightened.”

Conrad. Or was this another dream?

“I didn’t mean to wake
you. I just had to see you. See that you were all
right.”

Conrad’s voice was gentle, like a father’s
voice at the bedside of a sick child. He sat on the edge of the
bed, with simple calm, as if she could have no objection. She
watched him without moving, feeling the tilt of the mattress as it
took his weight, her heart still banging fiercely, her lungs still
puffing with terror, but a terror she felt was already, somehow,
waning.

“Devan.”

In the moonlight he seemed to smile as he
gently put her hair back from her face, taking in the sight of her.
She was surprised to find that the touch of his warm hand stirred
no fear. It was strangely comforting.

“You’re not
hurt?”

“No.”

His look, his body seemed to go soft with
relief. Then his eyes narrowed in a sudden look of utter
caddishness. Her heart gave a heavy thump.

It wasn't fear. She felt a little pulse in
her sex, a throb soft and small that gathered strength moment by
moment, swelling and rising into her whole body. Oh, that devious
grin of his. She was stirred to see it, and through her
astonishment she felt she wanted to reward it. She wanted to do
what he wanted her to do and she wanted, for once, to do it
unbidden. To give it to him.

She pushed the covers down, off her body,
and rose up onto her knees, settling back on her heels. Conrad
watched, showing no sign of surprise as she slipped the hem of her
tank top up, bearing the smooth softness of her belly, her navel a
little pool of shadow in the dimness, up, ribs showing in bands of
light and shade like ripples of sand in the desert, up until he
could see the pale swells, heavy, full and firm, up, until her
nipples peeked out from under the veil of rising cloth and up, over
her head, then down, down, down onto the floor somewhere to her
right.

He had asked her before. He had made her.
But never had she shown herself to him freely. His eyes on her made
that throbbing, swelling ache roll through her over and over,
surging to a thrilling pressure at the moment she felt her breasts
bare to his gaze. He raised his eyes to hers now with, she thought,
a look of approbation. Then fierce desire under cold restraint. She
wanted him to touch her, thrill her now the way he had before when
she had resisted, been afraid. She was not afraid now. She ached
for him to put his hands on her. He sat still, silent, waiting to
see what she would do. Testing her.

She could not just sit there, under his
scrutinizing gaze, her breasts bare. Her nudity still embarrassed
her, and it embarrassed her that her excitement and the chill air
of the room had her nipples so taut and eager. Her hands trembled
as she lifted them, watching his eyes follow as they came to the
soft under-curves of her breasts. He seemed pleased. She ran her
palms lightly up, over her breasts, feeling her palms and fingers
brush over the smooth soft skin, and felt painfully self-conscious
when that hot thrilling bolt shot into her sex when she grazed her
nipples. She went on with her gentle caress, bringing her hands up,
then out and down. Oh, she so wanted him to put his hands where
hers were, to take over this caress. She wanted to feel his mouth
on her, wanted him to kiss, lick, and suck. She felt shy, touching
herself as he watched, but she wanted desperately not to let that
look of arousal fade from his eyes. She felt her face flush as she
gently squeezed her tits, making her soft flesh swell out from her
hands, her nipples thrusting forward toward him, hard and jutting.
Then she relaxed her hands to a gentle cradle and her breasts went
round and soft once more.

Her sex. Her cunt. Aching terribly.
Wonderfully. Just sitting there, still, she knew she was drenched.
This embarrassment always excited her.

He went on watching her, a challenge in his
look. She would have to push herself, really entice him, before he
would release her from her shame, give her his caress, his kiss.
But she felt at a loss, too embarrassed to choose how to touch
herself. He had always told her what to do. But she could see that
he was enjoying her embarrassment as much as the sight of her
touching her tits for him, and he would not diminish his pleasure
by making it easier for her, telling her what he wanted. Much more
delicious to make her reveal what she wanted.

Her face and her pussy burning she began
teasing her nipples, the first gentle pinch making them stiffen and
driving a hot throb between her thighs. Conrad’s breath came a
little louder, a little faster, and his arousal goaded her on. She
rubbed over the darker, textured flesh around her nipples, feeling
that flesh constrict in a pleasurable little tug under her fingers.
Oh, she wanted his touch so badly, she wanted to squeeze her breast
in her hand and press it to his mouth, beg him to suck it, to rub
his tongue over her hard nipple. A little twitch at the raised
corner of his smug grin made her wonder if he had read her mind.
Finally he spoke.

“Take off your knickers,
Devan.”

What a relief, to hear his voice, to know
his want, to have the burden off her. She lifted herself from her
heels and slid her panties down to her knees, then worked them down
her calves and over her feet. She waited, then, for his
instruction. He sat, silent, watching her. That was all he would
give her. Now it was her again. Her doing it all.

She went back down on her heels and,
watching him watch, her heart fluttering, her insides quivering,
she spread her legs. He looked pleased. Her cunt throbbed. She let
her hand wander down and was about to let her finger slip over her
slit, but instead she let two fingers part in a v, spreading her
lips open, showing him her rosy wet creases. With a single finger
then she traced for him the contours of the pale lips of her sex,
the deep pink folds between, everything wet and shiny. She rubbed
the delicate little nub, her clit, and sighed out loud, loving the
sensation, loving the feeling of showing her pleasure. Her finger
flitted again and again over that sensitive spot, and again and
again she sighed, starting to writhe now against her own hand. With
her eyes she begged him to fuck her. Please, oh please. She wanted
him against her, inside her, so badly. Still he sat back, aloof,
waiting for her to show him her desire.

She wanted his cock, wanted to feel his hard
thickness rising up in her, spreading her, filling her. Her fingers
could not satisfy. She went on rubbing her hand between her thighs,
parted wide so he could see her, how wet she was for him, how
eager, how open. Her eyes pleaded with him. She watched him glance,
coolly, almost indifferently, between her pleading eyes and her
cunt, seeking and slicking her fingers but aching, really, for him.
She tried, with her eyes, to draw him to her, but he stayed still,
distant, only watching.

Her need was unbearable, insatiable. Still
hoping to win him to her, thinking of what she must do to earn his
touch, she caught sight of something at the edge of her vision. Two
candles on the night stand. She looked at them, looked back at
Conrad, saw him smile. Oh, if it would please him, if he could be
enticed, watching that, maybe he would give her, then, what she
wanted. Her face burned hot as she reached over and took hold of
one of the candles, long and thick and waxy white, its white cord
wick, never lit, emerging from the center of a graduated dome. She
put it to her opening, looking down, seeing that cream colored dome
nestle into her hot flesh, then looking up, watching Conrad’s look
of debauched delight at she pushed the smooth girth of the candle
into her cunt.

It was not him, his flesh, his cock. It was
cool and smooth and lifeless, but oh fuck, it felt so good to have
that thick cylindrical girth rising up inside of her, filling that
aching void, and, yes, to see his eyes on her as inch after inch of
the candle disappeared from his sight. Her hips were moving now, as
one hand worked that candle slowly in and out like a dildo, the
other teased her lips, gliding over her slit, around the girth of
her makeshift phallus, petting the sleek inner folds, rubbing her
throbbing clit. She looked down. Her tits, neglected now that she
was tending her aching pussy, still bare to him, her nipples
standing out in vivid relief, pleading to be touched and kissed.
When she raised her eyes he was watching her face. He had been
studying her as she gazed down upon herself, watching as she
masturbated before him with the candle.

He moved toward her at last. A thrill
rippled through her body, from her impaled sex up, into her belly,
out through arms and legs. Finally, finally. He would kiss her. He
would touch her. Fuck her. Oh, yes.

But no. He moved in just near enough to
still her hand, to set it gently aside, and to grip the candle. He
did not pump it into her, but held it still, and looked at her, his
smug grin just daring her.

Why was he tormenting her like this? Denying
her?

She began to move. Pulsing her hips in
hungry little motions, up, down, letting the candle slide out, then
moving down to drive it back in, as Conrad held it, watching her.
She pulled her gaze from his to look down, to see his hand gripping
that candle, his fingers out of sight, underneath her, but his
thumb just below her clit, just out of reach, down low on the
candle she was fucking.

She rode the candle, desperately seeking his
thumb with her clit. Oh, fuck, so fucking close, if she could just
rub against that knuckle, rub it against her clit she would come.
She pushed down, feeling the candle sinking deeper and deeper with
each descent, spreading her cunt lips open, stretching her pussy so
much it was almost painful. Up a little, then down, down a bit
farther, not sure if she could take it, wanting, wanting,
whimpering, almost sobbing with wanting to rub against him. She
ground down, driving the candle hard and deep into her hole and oh
fuck found his thumb at last, and whining softly began feverishly
humping against it, fucking the candle, her movements small and
wild and desperate. That sweet rubbing of her clit as she fucked,
that wax cock sliding up and down inside her, she was right there,
right on the edge, and she played with her nipple, right by his
face, silently begging him to take it in his mouth, to suck it
while she got off against his hand, riding the candle he was
holding under her, but his lips did not come to her breast, his
tongue did not stroke over her nipple. Thrusting in tiny thrusts
against him still, moaning shamelessly now as she sought her
pleasure, she squeezed her breast and rubbed her jutting nipple
against his jaw, feeling the roughness there graze that super
sensitive flesh and in a fitful frenzy humped against his hand and
the candle and screamed out an agonized moan as she came, cunt
quivering and spasming around the waxy hardness inside her, against
the hard bump of his bent thumb.

The sound of her own crying moan woke her
and, as the throbbing of her sex slowly subsided, she fought of the
humiliating images and feelings of her dream. What a fucking
traitor her mind was. Conjuring up that monster then… Shit! Why in
her dream had she wanted him? Wanted to please him? Stripped naked
and writhed around for him like that, touching herself,
masturbating with—the image of her fucking herself with the candle
washed over her like ice water. She shuddered so hard she thought,
for a moment, she might be about to vomit. And there was that dying
throb between her legs, forcing her to recall how arousing it had
all been, how exciting it had felt to rub her nipples for him, to
finger her sex, to hump the candle as he held it, fucking it
desperately as she sought to make herself come. She gave out a
little sob to the darkness as she realized that in her dream he had
not even asked her to do any of it. She had done it all because she
wanted to. What the hell was wrong with her?

She wanted to leave. Right then. Fuck it.
But the moon of her dream was gone, hidden away above invisible
clouds. It was pitch black out. No sign, yet, of the coming dawn.
She would have to wait for morning. But at first light she would
go, and get the hell out of the woods and back to civilization. A
town, somewhere downstream. Then back to Seattle somehow, and from
there, back to reality.

But fate, or chance, or perhaps just her own
body, had decided to work against her. Devan was tormented by her
disturbing dream, unable to shake those vivid, lingering images.
She was nauseated by the desire she had felt for him and the
pleasure she had felt as she tried to please him by pleasing
herself for him, sensations which seemed to cling to her even now
like a cloying odor. Over and over she shuddered in disgust, as if
recalling having had something putrid in her mouth.

It was nearly dawn when, several hours later
she finally fell back into uneasy sleep, and when she at last woke
again, half the day had passed. She might not have slept so late,
but the sun was obscured by dark heavy clouds, and a ponderous rain
was falling. She was almost determined to leave, in spite of the
miserable heavy rain, and despite the few hours of dim daylight
remaining, but at last she decided it would be foolish to squander
her strength in the wet and cold, slogging through the streaming
mud, when she would have to give up and stop for the night in just
a few short hours.

As a distraction from her miserable
confinement there in that cabin, in those woods, she set herself a
task. Find a gun. A man with a cabin in the woods, in the middle of
nowhere like this was bound to have some kind of firearm. Motivated
by the idea of the comforting feeling of security possessing a gun
would give her, she began her search in the large storage closet.
The first thing she noticed was a big hiker’s pack, and behind that
a sleeping bag. She hadn’t even thought of that. She tossed them on
the floor behind her. She pulled a wooden chair over and began
searching the high shelf of the closet, riffling through sundry
shoeboxes filled with assorted junk. There was a box of ammo, but
no gun. She climbed off the chair to resume her search
elsewhere.

After looking through the closet and all the
dresser drawers in the stranger’s bedroom she found a handgun—a
heavy, silvery beast of a thing—in a drawer of the nightstand. She
had never liked guns and had never handled one. She knew those
rules that people always mention when the subject of guns come up.
Never point a gun at anything you don’t want to shoot, even if
you’re certain it isn’t loaded. Safety on. Don’t look down the
barrel while loading. She sat on the couch and looked down at the
pistol, barrel safely pointed at nothing. She managed to get the
clip out. It was full. The same bullets from the box.

She wanted to practice
firing it. But the sound of gunshots might give her away. Instead
she set out to gather the supplies she thought she would need. Cans
of fruit, cans of beans, and a pile of protein bars she had
discovered. The can opener, a spoon, and two knives—a small one and
a large butcher knife. She found a plastic baggie, and in that she
put a few packs of matches, and she took two more novels from the
bookshelf and set them by the other provisions. Then she loaded up
the backpack with supplies and strapped the sleeping bag on the
top. She left the gun out so she could keep it on her, ready to
use. She put the pack and the gun in a corner of the little
bedroom. Somehow the sight of the gun just laying there on the
floor, next to the pack, made her uneasy. She stooped to pick it up
and, after holding it in her hand and moment, considering its cool
weight, she pushed it into the center of the rolled sleeping bag.
She spent the rest of the afternoon with Crime and Punishment, soothed by the
sound of heavy rain outside. When it got dark she lit the
fire.

 


Roskolnikov was just about to commit his
brutal crime when she realized she was terribly thirsty. Emerging
from her blanket cocoon she carried her empty water glass into the
kitchen and turned on the tap. A sudden chill breeze startled
her.

She turned. The glass slipped from her
hands, crashed and cracked in the sink.

He was there. In the open doorway, pointing
a gun at her.

“Hands up!” he said,
loudly but without shouting.

He’s caught me. But a
vague realization that this
was not him.

“Put your fucking hands
up.”

His voice was all disgust and loathing.

He was still in the doorway off the back
porch. Looking at him she could see the front door to her right.
Maybe she could make it to the door, open it, and get away before
he could catch her. It did not occur to her that he might shoot
her. She lunged toward the front door, clutching frantically at the
deadbolt as it came within reach. It was in her hand, turning, but
before she could open the door even a single, hopeful inch she felt
him cage her with his arms. She was trapped between his body and
the door. She froze there as he leaned into her, shrinking the
cage, not touching her, but enveloping her in his heat and his
smell. He whispered, his mouth so near her ear she felt his warm
breath,

”Just what makes you think
you can come and go like that, as you please?”

She turned her head to
look over her shoulder at the man with the hot, moist, loathing
voice. Someone else. Not him. She ducked under his arm and
ran for the back door he’d left open. She was through. She ran
straight, jumped off the porch, hit the ground, still running,
socks soaking up the mud and rain.

He slammed his gun down on the counter and
ran after her. He would catch her before she could reach the woods.
She, putting everything into running as fast as she possibly could,
heard him behind her. Closer. Closer. She strained harder, pleading
with fate, pleading with her body to run fast enough to stay beyond
his reach. He gained, reached out, and caught the back of her shirt
in his fist. Yanking back, he pulled her off her feet.
Instinctively she swung backward, hoping to hit him in the face,
hoping he would lose his grip. He caught her arm in one strong
hand, grabbed her other arm with his other hand Holding her from
behind he pinned her forearms to her abdomen as he wrestled her
down onto her knees.

This one’s not like him. No talk, no games.
He’s going to do it right here, in the mud and rain. Right now.

He was huge. She felt immaterial,
weightless, formless. Her legs, bent beneath both their weight,
pinned between his legs, her arms crushed to her beneath his arms.
He was on her, panting. She could feel him, hard, pressing into her
backside. She did not cry. She did not scream. She was as frozen
and immobilized inside as out.

He felt her, small,
frozen, trembling beneath him. He realized that he could just fuck
her, here in the mud and rain. Humiliate her. Hurt her.
That’s what she deserves. He held her pinned as he imagined sliding her pants down,
baring her ass, pictured her struggling as he unbuckled his belt
and opened his fly so he could pull out the hard-on brought on by
their struggle.

Disgusted by his impulse, he grabbed her by
the elbows and, standing, pulled her up with him, wrenching her
elbows behind her back. More violently than he had to he pushed her
ahead of him, marching her back to the cabin.

As they went through the door he grabbed the
gun he had left on the counter, then with his other hand shoved her
away from him. He turned, locked the back door behind him, and
turned back to her. He looked her over, top to bottom, his
otherwise stoic face betrayed by a mouth turned down with
condescending hatred, the hand with the gun shaking slightly.

Standing face-to-face with him her eyes
confirmed what she had sensed with her body as he had caged her
against the door, as he had pinned her down out in the mud. He was
terribly large. Well over six feet, broad and strong. Whatever he
wanted with her, he did not need a gun.

For the first time she noticed. Mercury
irises. Luminous. Toxic.

Trembling slightly, he spoke with a strained
voice.

“Now, tell me what you’re
doing in my house.”


TWO: The Stranger

 


Her brain tripped.

His house.

She stared at him. His bulk. His gun. His
hate.

His house.

“I asked you a fucking
question.”

His voice quavering. Louder.

“Your house?” she
responded, lamely, barely audibly.

“Yes. My fucking house.
What are you doing here?”

Of course. How could she
have failed to guess? It made sense. Much more sense than that
there would be another one like him
here in the same backwoods chunk of
Washington...

“Well…”

It was his house. He was not some serial
killer rapist, he was just a guy who was pissed off, and
understandably so, to find some girl squatting in his house. But
her fear would not abate completely under his seething stare. It
was a look that went beyond the anger of a large man who has found
that a small girl has broken into his house. And another thought
darkening her small hope beneath a shadow of dread: when she had
run, why had he not just let her go?



“I was lost in the woods,”
she stammered, “and I saw this place. I’d been in the woods for
days, I was freezing and hungry. No one was home. Here. I broke in.
I’m sorry.” Her stammering stuttering start ended in a breathless
gush.

He looked at her skeptically. Under his
scrutinizing gaze she barely believed her own story.

“You were just lost in the
woods? You just stumbled upon this place?”

“Yes.”

And what were you doing in the woods?”

Because the truth was impossible she
lied.

“I was camping with some
friends, and I went for a hike.” She was talking too fast. Even to
her own ear she sounded weird. “I got lost. I couldn’t find our
campground. I just kept getting more and more lost, and I ended up
here.”

“What
campground?”

After a damning hesitation she could only
come back with, “I don’t remember the name of it.”

“I see.”

He sounded utterly jaded, as if her every
utterance emerged from her mouth just as he expected it, perfectly
predictable in tone and content.

“Where are you from?”
Tense and terse, his voice just dared her to go on
lying.

“Seattle.”

“All right. How did you
get to the campground?”

“I don’t know. I wasn’t
driving. I wasn’t paying attention. I’m terrible with
directions.”

“Clearly.”

He stared at her for a long time, whittling
away the matchstick of composure she was clutching.

“What’s your
name?”

“Devan Astor.”

Devanastor. Disaster. Devastator. Devastate
her.

He kept her in an agony of suspense,
withholding judgment. His gaze drifted, at last, from her face,
where he had seemed to be trying to read her lies, and down, over
her wet, shivering body, pausing on her mud-soaked shins and feet
before it stopped on the mucky mess she had tracked over the
floor.

“Take off those
socks.”

After a moment of terrified paralysis she
complied. It was his house. She was the intruder. But the
malevolence in his look and his voice, the strained posture of his
massive body, the way his trembling hand went on clutching that
gun, she felt little hope that she was out of danger.

Not taking his eyes off her, using his feet,
he pried his shoes off.

“And those
pants.”

Almost limp with sapping fear she pulled
down the sopping, muddied sweat pants, revealing the stranger’s
boxers.

The man with the gun looked at her,
exasperated.

“Where are your
clothes?”

She had trouble finding her voice. When she
spoke her words came out on a quavering little wheeze.

“In the
garbage.”

“What garbage?”

“In the
bathroom.”

“Go get them.”

She turned and walked unsteadily toward the
bathroom. He followed her, gun hanging at his side. She went into
the bathroom, stooped and pulled out the wad of clothes she had
discarded two nights before.

“Forget it, put them
back,” he said when he saw the state they were in.

She did as he told her.

“Come on,” he said,
backing away from the bathroom door, “into the bedroom.”

That phrase, “into the bedroom,” sent a
fresh wave of terror crashing over her, knocking the wind out of
her. She came out of the bathroom and turned to enter the little
bedroom. She thought hopefully of the gun hidden in the folds of
the sleeping bag.

“Not that one.”

Her hope crushed she halted, changed course,
and entered the stranger’s bedroom. He began opening dresser
drawers, pulling out t-shirts and sweatpants.

“Okay, back into the
bathroom.”

He followed her as she walked back.

“Get in the
shower.”

She complied, her fear escalating to a fatal
pitch. Helpless. Hopeless. He pulled the shower curtain across,
putting its vaguely opaque beige barrier between them.

“Take off everything
you’re wearing. Start with the sweatshirt. Take it off, and hand it
to me.”

Why? Why was he doing this to her? When she
pulled off the sweatshirt the t-shirt half came off with it.
Frantically she pulled it down, even as she chided herself it was
futile, knowing he would make her strip naked. At the same time in
her irrational terror she was expecting him to shoot her, over and
over, through the shower curtain, at any second. She handed the
sweatshirt to him, sticking her arm out past the shower
curtain.

“Are you wearing another
shirt?”

She didn't answer.

“Hand it to
me.”

She peeled off the pointlessly rescued
t-shirt and passed it to him.

“Now the
boxers.”

She pulled them down and stepped out of
them. Now that she was undressed she waited for him to fling back
the shower curtain, to stare at her standing there in that tub,
naked, cold, terrified. Numbly shaking she put her hand, holding
the boxers, through the curtain, and felt them pulled from her
grasp.

“And your bra.”

She was silent.

“Hand me your
bra.”

Palpable malevolence in his quiet voice.

“I’m not wearing
one.”

She said it as quietly, as quickly, as
tonelessly as possible, keeping herself from him as much as she
could. She would not cry. She would not cry.

A moment later the dry sweat pants and
t-shirt the man had taken from the dresser appeared through the
opening in the curtain. Tentatively, she took them, then put them
on. She was ready to sob with sudden relief, to be dressed again,
to not be struggling violently and futilely against him in one of
the thousand awful scenes that had played through her mind on
extreme fast forward from the moment he had caught her. A few hot
tears slipped down her face before she could stop them.

“Are you
dressed?”

She did not answer but wiped away her tears
so he would not see her cry.

Fuck him. Fuck him for scaring me this
way.

“I’m going to pull the
curtain back, okay?”

There was a whine of metal on metal as the
rings sung over the rod and the shower curtain shrank away.

“All right, come on
out.”

He directed her into the living room and
over to the sofa.

“Sit down.”

She sat. She watched as he went to the back
door, opened it, leaned out, and dragged in a large pack, shut and
locked the door. He stood there for a moment, hesitating over
something. His second of stillness burst into startling movement,
and he stomped into the kitchen. His eyes off her for a moment, she
thought of running for the door again, or for the gun hidden away
in the little bedroom. From the kitchen he looked back at her.

She had not moved. He took a tumbler down
from a cupboard, and a whiskey bottle down from another, and half
filled the glass. He walked back to the living room, threw two logs
onto the dying fire, and sat on the hearth, opposite her, and took
a drink. In silence he went on, just sitting there, slugging his
whiskey, eyeing her distrustfully.

She watched him. His body seemed to belong
there, in that forest, among the huge hard trees and boulders. It
looked like it could crush her. And his eyes seemed to be trying to
pry her open. That look, unflinching, penetrating, objectifying as
if she were a mere thing for him to examine, was unraveling her
precariously propped-up calm second by second.

“Do you know who I
am?”

The sudden bluntness of this disconcerting
question caught her off balance. She whispered her reply.

“No.”

“You didn’t come here,
somehow, looking for souvenirs, or hoping to see me, maybe get a
photo, maybe catch me in some juicy situation?”

She just stared, her mind not tracking.
Then, through the sounding alarm, prodding familiarity. His
face…and now that it was on this track, her mind went back to the
letters in the desk—maybe the name was familiar, too.

“Well, I’ll have a look
around, and if I find anything missing, or if I find a camera of
yours stashed away, you and I will have another talk.”

“There’s no camera. And I
didn’t take anything,” she blurted defensively, thinking of
souvenir-like things.

Then she remembered the pack filled with
provisions. And the gun. He would find them.

“I mean, I didn’t mean to
steal from you. I just wanted to get home somehow, to hike out of
here. I packed some supplies.”

“Supplies?”

“I found a pack in your
closet, I filled it with food and stuff. I was going to leave in
the morning.”

“Leave? To go
where?”

“To try to find my way to
a town or something.”

“Show me. Get the
bag.”

She stood and walked back toward the little
bedroom. He followed her, drink in one hand, gun in the other. She
went to the corner where she had left the pack. She stared down at
it, considering the gun tucked away deep in the rolled folds of the
sleeping bag. What would she do if she grabbed it? Force him to put
his gun down? Tie him up? What if she shot him? Murdered a man
whose house she had broken into? More likely, he would see her pull
the gun out from the bag and shoot her. She set the sleeping bag on
the floor and lifted the pack.

“Bring it out
here.”

They returned to their seats in the living
room.

“Open it up.”

She uncinched the pack and began pulling out
the supplies she had stashed inside: cans of food, clothes,
matches, knives. He raised the gun and pointed it at her face.

“Put those
down.”

She set the two knives,
the big one and the little one, on the floor between them. She sat
back up, then stayed still. He stooped, grabbed the knives, then
took them into the kitchen, stashing them in a drawer. He went back
to his seat, then, keeping the gun on her, reached over and pulled
the pack away from her. He pulled out the remaining supplies and
the books she had packed: A Light in
August and The
Stranger.

He looked at her, scrutinizing her all over
again, then laughed a low growling laugh.

“You can’t ‘hike’ out of
here.

“What do you mean? How’d
you get here?”

”I was driven in the
twenty odd miles from the road as far as the terrain allows, and
hiked in the last nine miles. We’re thirty miles from anything—any
road,” he laughed a humorless, mocking laugh, “or any campground.
And I’d say the nearest town is about sixty miles off.”

He had finished in the tone of a summation,
as if he had offered an irrefutable proof against the legitimacy of
her story. But it was her turn to be skeptical. The ridiculous
isolation of the cabin and his fear of her being there to spy on
him and steal souvenirs seemed like megalomaniacal fantasy. She
remembered, though, that going over a waterfall had been part of
her journey to this place. Perhaps what he was saying was true.

“Who are you?”

He regarded her suspiciously for a moment,
then finally answered.

“Vaughn Doe.”

“Vaughn Doe?”

It was the name she had seen on the
envelopes, but she still didn't know who he was. He smiled,
sarcastically, as if he were indulging her in a duplicitous
game.

“Yes, Vaughn Doe. Lead
singer of Halcyon.”

“Oh.”

Of course she had heard their music—they had
been around forever—but she had only a hazy image of the lead
singer to recall, perhaps from a magazine cover glanced at in line
at the grocery store check-out. The man with the gun stood, went to
a trunk by the bookshelf, opened it, and pulled out a CD case. He
came back and held it out to her. She took it and examined it.
There he was, standing next to three other guys in predictable
album cover choreography. His huge frame, his dark hair, his
strange, lambent eyes.

“So that’s you. You really
thought I broke in here like some kind of insane
groupie.”

“I still do.”

If she had not been so scared she would have
laughed. A groupie. She, who was left out of every idle
conversation at school because she was so out of it when it came to
anything pop culture. But it was impossible to feel amused under
the heat of his stare.

He was looking at her like he might be
trying to incinerate her with his strangely glinting eyes. Burn her
up like a loathsome insect under a magnifying glass. His hateful
stare and the chill air were pricking her flesh, raising goose
bumps on her bare forearms and down her neck and back. Under his
eyes she felt naked. She wanted desperately to cross her arms over
her chest, cover her breasts that to her felt so exposed with no
bra, so visible, it seemed to her, under the thin fabric of his
t-shirt. She was so aware of them she felt he had to be aware of
them, too. But, determined not to draw his attention to her
discomfort, to her awareness of her vulnerability, she rubbed her
hands up and down her arms, trying to chafe off the cold of the air
and his stare.

“What about the pack? Why
would I steal your backpack, sleeping bag, and twenty pounds of
canned goods, and nothing else?”

“Maybe you put that
together so you could give me the hiker lost in the woods sob
story.”

A malicious look came over his face.

“Maybe,” he pushed her
knees apart and leaned in until his face was just an inch from
hers, “you thought you’d get a fuck with a rock star out of your
poor, lost little girl drama.”

His heat settled on her skin, his hot breath
caressed her lips. Her legs locked open by his fierce prying. His
jaw flexed and she felt he might be a man about to rape her or some
animal after her throat. He might bolt her down, a mastiff on raw
meat. She had turned white. Her eyes welled with tears that did not
spill. She was shaking.

Seeing her terror he recoiled from her,
looking as though he had been hit in the stomach.

“Or maybe I’ve lost my
mind,” he said, barely audibly.

He stood.

“You’re cold.”

He said it awkwardly, absentmindedly, as if
other words had been taking shape in his mouth. He stalked away to
his bedroom and came back with a sweatshirt. He held it out to her,
and warily she reached out to take it from him, not pulling it on
but clutching it to her chest, watching him watch her. At last it
was too much for her, she could not no longer bear his gaze, his
presence, the threat of him. She felt her self-control slip away.
Tears welled up in her eyes and spilled down her cheeks.

“Please,” she whispered,
trying not to let her silent tears rise to a torrent of hysterical
sobbing, “please just let me go.”

A strange expression came over his face and
stayed with him through a terrible silence.

“I’m sorry.”

He said it very softly, the strangeness
shaping his expression creeping into his voice, and her chest went
painfully tight. It sounded like the prelude to a terrible
sentence.

“I am sorry for being so
rough with you.” He went on, still speaking in soft tones, his odd
expression resolving to fear mingled with pity. “You really can’t
hike out. Not only would you not be able to walk all that way to a
town, it’s dangerous in the woods—bears, wolves, cougars. I can’t
just let you go. But you can stop crying. I’m not going to shoot
you, and I’m sure as hell not going to…molest you, if that’s what
you’re thinking.”

“Why on earth would I
think that?” she wanted to scream, but angry sarcasm was taking a
back seat to fear. She said nothing.

“Look, I know I’m acting
like a maniac, but you broke into my house. It’s impossible for me
to buy this implausible story of yours. I can’t trust you. But I
don’t want to hurt you.” Then, as much to himself as to her, “I’m
not going to hurt you.”

Something in his tone inspired a bit of
credulity. The flood of tears threatening to burst from her
subsided and her trembling lessened slightly.

After a long silence he added, “You can stay
here.”

He had said “can.” Maybe she was free to go
after all.

He ejected the clip from his gun.

“I’m going to put this
away, so you can stop being terrified of me, and because I just
don’t feel comfortable walking around with a loaded
gun.”

A long pause. Then he looked at her, and
when she had met his eyes he spoke in a heavy tone devoid of the
rage and pity she had heard earlier.

“But I warn you. Don’t
fuck with me.”

This line, which smacked of trite male
bravado and which would have made her laugh two weeks earlier, now
filled her with real fear. He stood up, went to the kitchen and
pulled the whiskey bottle from its shelf.

“Want one?” he called to
her absentmindedly.

When she did not reply he looked her way and
she shook her head “no.”

Vaughn finished making his drink, went to
his bedroom, closed and locked the door.

After he had retreated to his room she sat
there on the sofa, trembling and tired of trembling. When was the
last day she had lived without being horribly frightened? A week
ago? Longer? She was exhausted with fear. She sat there, watching
the fire, wondering what to do. The pack lay at her feet,
disemboweled. She could load it back up, grab the gun from inside
the sleeping bag in the little bedroom, and run. Get away from
schizoid man. Take her chances with the wilderness. She wondered if
Conrad was out there, looking for her. If Vaughn was telling the
truth, if there was really no way to hike out, would she die out
there in the forest? Die of exposure, of starvation? If she injured
herself, would the wild animals come, drawn by the smell of blood,
and eat her alive? With the gun she could defend herself.

Or kill herself.

Or she could stay. She could stay and hope
that this man’s violence had been a product of his own fear of an
intruder. A fear she could understand. He had said he did not want
to hurt her. That he would not hurt her.

It was difficult to believe him. A week
earlier it would have been different. But now, after all that had
happened to her, she could not quite convince herself that this new
man would leave her alone. She had felt him, hard against her, when
he had tackled her out in the muddy field. He had hesitated—she
knew it—fighting an urge to take a different course, to do
something other than take her inside for an interrogation.

But he had not done that other thing. If he
had wanted to hurt her he could have done so already. But he had
not. And he had not made her his prisoner. She had been the other
one’s prisoner. But this man had left her there in the living room,
free to leave. And there was the gun. If he tried to come for her
in the night, there was the gun.

Reluctant, unsure, she decided to stay. She
went into the little bedroom and closed the door. It had no lock.
She stoked up a fire in the wood burning stove, then plunged her
hand into the bowels of the sleeping bag and pulled out the
handgun. She double-checked to be certain it was loaded and that
the safety was on, then put it under her pillow. She climbed into
bed and pulled the covers up under her chin. Turning onto her side
she burrowed her hand under the pillow until she could just sense
the cold metal of the gun against her fingertips. Laying that way,
she eventually fell asleep.

 


In his room Vaughn assaulted his second
glass of whiskey.

The situation was impossible.

The third one. The third!

He didn't know why he hadn't killed her.
Shot her through the window the moment he had seen her and drawn
his gun. After, once she had seen him, it was her fear that
confused him. Kept his fists off her. Kept his bullets out of
her.

And now he was trapped there with her. How
the fuck had she gotten there? Found him? Judging by the state of
that filthy wad of clothes in the garbage and the cuts and
scratches he had seen on her legs, she had been badly chewed up by
the forest on her way from wherever. As much as he wanted her gone,
it would be a shit thing to let her go running barefoot back into
the woods, possibly to die.

He thought back over the way she had run,
her terror screaming truth. How he had caught her, forced her to
the ground. The way it had felt to hold her down, under him, her
tiny strength struggling against his, both of them breathing hard
from exertion, from the adrenaline of fear.

He felt his prick stiffening.

He would never have…. He could have killed
her, if she had tried anything like what those others had done. But
he would never…He had said “molest” when he had realized what she
was afraid of. Her tears and her pleading had made him feel
ashamed. He had not been able to say that other word, and so he had
assured her he would not molest her.

He took another gulp from his glass. In
spite of his guilt, his suspicion of her was overwhelming. Even her
tears, however earnest they appeared, seemed dubious. Like her
bullshit story of losing her way from her campground.

Again the memory of her, small and panting,
caught in his arms. At the thought of it he felt his cock swell.
And a little twinge of nausea. But he couldn't drive the scene from
his mind. Her under him in the mud, her delicate neck and arms
slick with rain, his total, undeniable power over her. Almost
unconsciously he began slowly running his hand over the underside
of his hard-on. Suppressing his feelings of repugnance he urged on
his erection with thoughts of how he had felt, his hard cock
pressed to her ass, knowing she was powerless against him. Then,
thinking of what he might have done, he shoved down the waist of
his pants and began really stroking himself.

They were out there, in the mud. The rain
pelting and soaking and chilling him, shrinking the world. Darker.
Closer. Just damp humming and a merging of disjointed rhythmic
panting.

She had come to hurt him. To destroy the
last shreds of a life torn apart by those who had come for him
before her. With all the rage which they had earned, which he had
suppressed, denied for over a year, he would punish her.

Hate burned at his core, melting pity,
swelling and rising up to burn away reason. He was lava, hot and
heavy and searing and seeping into all her crevices and gaps. Her
most desperate struggle a mere throb, a tiny warm pulse beneath his
drowning force. Soon his heat would rend her—body and spirit—to
nothing.

Her little pulses throbbed now and again as
his fingertips clawed down soft flesh until they hooked over thick
gray stretchy cotton. He pulled her sweats down to her knees, then
pulled down the boxers. His boxers. Her ass. Pale smooth skin. The
dark shadow of the deep cleft promising revenge and satisfaction.
He imagined her struggling, whimpering, crying beneath him as he
undid his belt and the fly of his jeans, holding her still with one
arm belted under and around her as he stroked his hard cock a few
times through his boxers before pulling it out, thrusting it into
his open fist, feeling it flex in his hand, the very feel of his
own hardness, length and girth making him harder, bigger.

First, her cunt. Forcing her down onto her
hands, then down further, until she had to lay her pale cheek on
the wet ground, wrenching her legs apart with his own, he entered
her from behind, suddenly, brutally. A violent tremor shook her
body against his. Ramming into her, yanking her back against him by
her hips each time, huffing and grunting with each thrust he fucked
her, hard and deliberate, each brutal stroke firing his need,
urging him on with fresh desperation. More, more, more. He was
fucking her with supreme urgency, and he needed more.

Her ass. That tighter place. Shameful place.
More to feel there. Fuck yes. He unsheathed his cock from her pussy
and pressed the cunt-slicked head to the tight little rim of her
asshole. Just the thought of pushing in, stuffing the swollen tip
of his prick past that resistant clench made him want to come.

Wait. Wait.

With a determined grip he began feeding her
ass his hard cock, inch by inch, first forcing her open with the
rounded end, the tight little ring gripping and squeezing him as he
finally pushed through, then, with a heaving grunt, sank into her
with the full length of his shaft. The conquest accomplished he
began pumping furiously, a raging climax bearing down on him, fast
and hard.

Her little pulses swelled and quickened as
his hard heat widened her gaps, seared hidden softer hotter flesh,
filled dark recesses. Her screams were incinerated as they hit the
air, never sounding. She was drowning under him, her lungs filling
with his obliterating heat roiling over her from above, rent and
torn by his cold hardness from below. The incinerating hate voided
his core, filling and obliterating her.

He came back to himself. He was a man again.
In his room again. Taking off his t-shirt and using it to clean up
the mess he had shot onto his stomach and chest.

His rage sated his gut rolled, and he gagged
on his shame, slumped under his self-loathing.

What am I, a fucking rapist now?

He had not had a twinge of sexual feeling in
months, and the first thing to get his cock hard had been the
feeling of a woman struggling to get out of his violent grip. The
first fantasy he had jacked off to was that of raping some girl who
had done nothing to him. He thought he might puke. He tried to burn
away his nausea with three big gulps of whiskey. Then, knowing
hours of insomnia were in store for him, he set the empty glass on
the night stand and went to bed.

When he awoke the next morning, when he
remembered there was a strange woman sleeping in the next room, a
bilious mixture of rage, resentment, and remorse rose in Vaughn’s
throat. This cabin in the woods had become his one place of refuge
on this shitty earth, and here was some stranger, just like those
others for all he knew, destroying his privacy, his solitude, his
precarious feeling of security.

But then, she had seemed so fragile, sort of
broken, and so frightened of him. He had grown so used to being
commodified, pawed and tracked, he had nearly forgotten that he was
a big, intimidating man who could frighten a woman. With a gun. He
remembered the fantasy he had jerked off to the night before and a
clammy fist of shame squeezed his gut.

He got out of bed and put
on the a clean shirt and pants before going to the bathroom to
brush the morning-after whiskey taste out of his mouth and take a
leak. Heading toward the kitchen, he found her sitting at the
dining table, reading Crime and
Punishment.

She looked up from her book to his stare. A
dark shadow of beard stubble made his face seem paler. He was
haggard and disheveled, and looked scarier than he had the night
before. At the same time, though, that thick, towering, rough man
looked…fragile. A cracked concrete column.

“I borrowed this from
you,” she said apologetically, indicating the novel. “I hope you
don’t mind.”

She wished she could evaporate from his
sight. Last night she had been afraid he would attack her. Now, as
he glowered down at her, she felt like she was really the intruder.
She felt hated.

“No. Just don’t get any
ideas about the ax I’ve got outside.” He nodded toward her book and
with an effort he smiled, trying for a reassuring look.

Unsure what to make of his questionably
comic reference and his uncomfortable smile, she tried to joke
back.

“I’ve no idea what you
mean—I’m just here on a little errand. I’ve brought the silver
cigarette case I promised you.”

His smile took on a tinge of sincerity.

“Would you like some
breakfast?”

“Sure. Thanks.” She forced
a calm tone.

“What would you like? An
omelet? Cereal?”

“Cereal, please.” Quiet,
Stiff. Polite.

“I always have cereal when
I’m in the city. Somehow when I’m out here I always have to have an
enormous greasy breakfast.”

He was making a conscious effort to talk, to
put her and himself at ease.

He poured a bowl of cereal, doused it with
milk, and brought it to Devan.

“I’ll grab you a spoon.
Would you like some juice?”

“Sure. Thank
you.”

Vaughn made himself an omelet while she ate
her cereal. He took a chair across the table from her when his food
was ready.

“The driver will be back
for me in three weeks. If you can stand me for that long, we’ll
just hike to the pickup point that morning, and you’ll be back in
Seattle that afternoon.”

“Three weeks?” Fresh
despair at the thought of being trapped there with him for so long.
“People will think I’m dead.”

“You haven’t heard any
search party activity?”

“No.”

She answered quietly, bowing her head. Of
course no one would be searching for her this far down river. Or in
this forest at all. Who knew where she was? Only one other person.
She felt her hand trembling as she took a drink of juice.

“Are you cold?”

“A little.”

He went to the fireplace and got a fire
going, then went into the kitchen. He came back with two big lovely
peaches.

“Have one. They won’t stay
fresh for long.”

“Thanks.”

The fruit was firm and fragrant. She took a
bite, pleased by the sweet tartness.

“So, what do you do? Back
in the real world, in Seattle?”

“I’m a student. I study
literature at the university.”

“Ah, yes,
Dostoyevsky.”

“That’s right, I’m in the
Dostoyevsky department. All crime, punishment, epilepsy and
tuberculosis, all the time.”

Sarcasm. Her usual defense mechanism. Like
him she was struggling to be conversational, hoping to put him at
ease. She was still very frightened of him, not trusting his
congeniality this morning after his roughness the night before.

“Fascinating. I majored in
Miller. All parasites, alcoholism, and STDs, all the
time.”

“Well, they’re only
offering that as a grad program now.”

They were both smiling watered-down
smiles.

As he looked at her he could not quite
resolve the person she appeared to be with the person she had to
be, to be there in his cabin. Maybe she was crazy. Really crazy.
The others had been criminal, but they’d taken what they wanted
like robbers. In, out. Maybe this one had a different plan. Would
anyone be nuts enough to become obsessed with a stranger? Seek him
out, thinking they could make him fall in love? Or worse? He
started getting images from “Basic Instinct” and “Misery.”

She felt him scrutinizing her, trying to
solve her riddle, as he bit into the peach he had been holding
distractedly as they talked. As he ate it, his teeth tearing the
delicate skin and sinking into the tender flesh, the golden juices
wetting his lips, Devan was dismayed to feel herself flush. The
image of him committing that terribly intimate act had forced
itself into her mind. She could almost feel his mouth on her. She
had the feeling that Vaughn was deliberately being suggestive as he
devoured his morsel of fruit. Flushed and nervous she got up from
the table. He saw, but did not understand her sudden
discomfort.

“I’ll wash up if you’re
finished.”

She took his plate, then went to the sink
with their dishes. When she had finished she returned to the table
and picked up her book, anxious to return to the comforting
isolation of the little bedroom.

Thirsty, he rose from his chair and followed
her into the kitchen, and poured himself a second glass of juice.
Standing there, leaning back against the counter, his gaze drifted
to her, just a couple feet from him. He noticed a small hole in the
shirt he had given her to wear, just over her right shoulder blade.
Through it he could see a shaded inch or two of her pale skin. The
torn fabric was curling and fraying, seemingly wanting to curl and
curl until her whole back was bare, fray and fray until every last
little crinkly thread had abandoned her, baring her back, her
shoulders, her arms, and more. Her hidden collarbones. Her breasts.
Her belly. All her hot, soft flesh. Almost in a trance he moved in
behind her, leaning past her to set his empty glass in the sink
where she was rinsing the soap from their dishes. For a moment he
forgot himself, absorbed by the sight of the wispy little hairs at
the back of her neck that had escaped from the rubber bands holding
the rest of her tresses prisoner in two neat pigtails, the way
those wayward wisps quivered in the soft breeze of his breath, the
way that breath altered the smooth topography of her pale neck,
raising delicate goose bumps.

He snapped out of it. Stepped back and
walked off. He disappeared into his room and closed the door. And
then he was careful to be perfectly quiet.

 


Under a tenuous truce they passed their day.
If he caught her watching him he immediately suspected her of
mentally recording his activities for illicit purposes—private or
public. When she noticed his maleficent eyes on her she felt a
flood of fear rush her veins, feeling her vulnerability, trapped
there with this moody stranger in the remote isolation of his
cabin. In reality, both were doing their best to keep quietly to
themselves, each watching the other only when they sensed they were
being watched.

For her, that first long day, and for days
after, every second in his presence felt like a moment of infinite
peril. Each time she went into her little bedroom she feared she
would hear his heavy tread behind her, feel him pushing her into
the room. Each time she emerged she feared finding him there, in
the hall, just outside her door, ready to take hold of her, push
her against the hallway wall. Tear his clothes from her body, press
himself to her, force her down onto the floor.

She tortured herself endlessly with thoughts
of him taking hold of her somewhere, holding her against the wall
by her throat, staring at her with a look of immense
self-satisfaction in the knowledge of his absolute power over her,
of her utter helplessness alone with him there in his cabin. Her
look of fear, the trembling of her body, the panicked tempo of her
breath would make him smile cruelly as he took the zipper of her
sweatshirt between his thumb and forefinger. He would watch her
face contort with terrible fear as he began slowly pulling the
zipper down. Then, still holding her by the throat with one hand,
with the other he would slowly, calmly strip off first the
sweatshirt, then, his huge fist clenched around the hem of the
t-shirt he would pull it up, up, and over her head and it would
give her up as he pulled it toward him and down, sliding it easily
off her arms…

She could not even imagine fighting him.
Every thought of defending herself led, involuntarily, painfully,
to thoughts of his brutal retribution. Her pathetic efforts to hit
him or push him away met with a rain of terrible, violent blows. If
she thought of hiding a knife on her person, which she might use to
fend off an attack, the image of him snatching it away from her,
then using it on her, slashing her face and body, forced itself
into her mind. If she pulled the gun on him, she was sure, he would
turn the tables and terrorize her, holding the gun on her as he
forced himself on her, made her touch him.

She suffered, choking in this atmosphere of
unfamiliar vulnerability. Never in her life had she felt this
way—weak, powerless, utterly hostage to the will and whims of
another. But Conrad had made sure that she knew she could not fight
him. That she could not defy him. And now that she was here, with
this other man, she still felt defenseless.

There was something else tormenting her.
Something she could not understand. In spite of her anguished
vulnerability, her fear of Vaughn was tinged with a different
feeling. A peculiar longing—incomprehensible, yet undeniable.

This stranger in the woods was a curious
package of contradictions. His powerful body incongruous with his
calm and surprising grace of movement and his deep, resonant voice
which, except for his moments of fury when they had first
encountered one another, was always low and soft. The sharp
intensity of his eyes and the rigidity of his strong jaw and hard
face went starkly against his tendency to quiet introspection
through the days and evenings.

And never in her young life had she been so
insistently and disruptively aware of a man’s physical presence. Of
his body. As much as she dreaded his attention, his touch, whenever
she was close enough to sense his heat she could not resist
imagining pressing herself up against him. And in everything he
did, his every movement, there was an alluring sensuality. When
they were close she would watch his hands, with their long,
graceful fingers, watching him turn the pages of a book, or
kneading dough for a loaf of bread, or deftly maneuvering over his
guitar, and without wanting to or meaning to she would imagine him
touching her—an innocent caress of her arm, a delicate stroke as
the back of softly curved fingers surfed the curl of her throat,
less innocent touches elsewhere.

When she went to bed that night she lay
awake, thinking about this strange man. He was so different from
that other, yet he aroused the same fear. And similar feelings that
were…not fear. The memory of his strange eyes, always coldly
flashing, sometimes like liquid pools of mercury, sometimes like
metal disks rough and faceted with shards of graphite, seemed to
prick her skin with countless tiny stingers, making her itch and
burn. She had caught him looking at her, watching her, many times.
Usually he did not even look away when she met his gaze. She could
never fathom what he was thinking as he stared.

She thought of his body, so tall, and broad,
and hard-looking. And his face. When he was calm, reading something
or playing his guitar, he looked somehow…Homeric. She laughed at
herself, at the triteness of likening a man to a Greek god. But
with his powerful form, his abundant dark hair, his rather
prominent nose and angular jaw, he invited the comparison. Yet the
similarity was even more apt in his embodiment of both a fierce
physicality and a brooding calm. The thought of his size, his
strength, made her stomach clench with a little ticklish spasm. She
found herself powerfully aroused when she considered once again
that, though he was being kind to her now, he could overpower her
at any moment he liked, do anything to her.

She lay in bed,
considering touching herself. The idea seemed strange to her. Never
before, except with him. She screened Conrad from her mind. Leaving her hands at
rest, folded over her ribs, she squeezed her thighs together and
released. A warm pulse of pleasure answered from between her legs.
She raised her knees and parted them wide, considering the feeling
of openness, of vulnerability it gave her, even alone in her room,
under her covers. She stretched her arms back, over her head,
arching her back, thinking about her breasts sticking forward, her
bottom sticking back, the taut feeling of her stomach as she
extended her torso. She flattened her back and brought her hands
down to her stomach. It was warm, rhythmically rising and
falling.

Trying to submerge herself in the still
waters of the now, to drown out all thoughts of Conrad and what he
had made her do, she lifted one hand and held it above her sex.
Very slowly she lowered it. With the lightest imaginable touch she
let her fingers drift in random motions over the thin cotton fabric
of Vaughn’s shorts, sensing with her fingers the delicate rising
and falling landscape of her hip bones, the little hill of her
mound, the shallow basin of her belly. Reaching further down she
gently cupped her hand between her legs, pressed her palm and
fingers against herself, pulled slowly forward, pushed gently
back.

It still amazed her, the intensity of the
sensation she could arouse from her body. Her very lightest caress,
the one she could feel with her sex but not with her hand, stirred
a delicious yearning ache. She was not yet open to herself there,
her most delicate, sensitive places were still hidden from her
wandering fingers as they teased her mound and lips through her
shorts, gliding further and further back, down between her thighs,
past her sex, sliding lightly down along the valley where the firm,
plump spheres of her ass met, then back up, pressing a little more
intensely, gently rubbing her still hidden clit between her fingers
and her pubic bone.

She had not touched them, but she felt her
nipples stiffening, tingling vaguely as if asking for her
attention. She stilled her hand for a moment where it lay at her
sex. Laying still and quiet she focused her attention on her
breasts, imagining how they looked at this moment as she lay on her
back. Their roundness gently softened against her prone body, but
her aureole still rising above, bearing her nipples up. With her
two hands she took the hem of her t-shirt between thumbs and
forefingers, and tugged down just a little, dragging the fabric
against the tips of her breasts, feeling the subtle caress of the
cotton. Just that was something. She slid her palms up her belly
and gently cupped her breasts, feeling their soft warmth filling
and overfilling her hands. With two index fingers, then, she traced
circles around that raised, constricted flesh and felt that
deliciously irritating little pulling sensation from her stiffening
nipples down through her belly to her sex. She went on, gently
teasing herself, letting her fingertips brush lightly against those
sensitive protrusions, then, almost forgetting how strange it was
to be doing this, all alone in the dark under the covers, she
pinched her nipples, feeling those tugging strings running through
her body constrict suddenly, and with each little pulsing squeeze
at her tits she felt her sex cry out in response.

She was throbbing, down there, between her
legs. She wanted it, wanted to get herself off, spreading her legs
and rubbing her aching secret flesh. She forgot her
self-consciousness. With her left hand she lifted the waistband of
Vaughn’s boxers away from her tummy, and her right hand took the
invitation. Her bare skin was hot and smooth and eager for her
fingertips. Tracing delicate circles, spiraling out then in before
gliding down to the very first hint of her slit, then back along
that crevice to the little bit of moisture awaiting her, taking it
up, opening herself, seeking that tiny place of enormous feeling.
She was thinking of Vaughn.

In her mind they were in the living room,
she on the sofa, he standing by the fire, the inevitable glass of
whiskey in his hand. He was looking at her intently, not looking
away when she noticed, challenged his stare. Feeling embarrassed
and a little frightened, she got up from the sofa. Attempting an
air of nonchalance, she went to the dining table to pick up a book
she had been reading. Vaughn came up behind her, pressing himself
against her, gently pinning her between his body and the table. The
fear his strength elicited in her was exciting. She was helpless to
resist as he pushed her forward, bending her over the table before
him. Through her sweats she felt his hand on her bottom, slowly
working his fingers between her cheeks, rubbing her suggestively.
Then the feel of his hands spreading her, his hips pressing eagerly
against her bottom, his hard length nestling between her cheeks,
slow suggestive grinding.

“Please, not like
this.”

Her voice trilled with fearful
desperation.

As she lay in bed, touching herself,
imagining the encounter, the threat of it ignited an electric
charge in her groin. In her imagination he relented to her plea. He
lifted her back into a standing position, then turned her around to
face him. She struggled as he tried to touch her breasts, but he
pinned her hands behind her back, then gripping both her wrists in
one of his large hands, he reached up under her shirt and, pressing
his palm to her, drew it slowly up along the sensitive skin of her
stomach, over her ribs, to the soft curve of her breast. He
stopped, taking a moment to enjoy her look of helpless submission
to his caress. Then he took her breast gently in his hand, making
her feel the pleasure of his touch as he teased her nipple to
hardness with his fingertips. He released her wrists and,
undeterred by her efforts to stop him, he lifted her shirt above
her breasts, tying it tight in a knot so it would not slip down and
hide her from his gaze. The stretchy cotton fabric, pulled tight in
that knot, pressed in against the full soft flesh, making her
nipples jut out just a little more, forcing them to turn slightly
upwards. Holding her arms down at her sides he bent and took a
nipple in his mouth, licking it rigid, pulling it between his lips
over and over with little pulsing sucks that made her quiver with
unwilling excitement.

He stood back for a moment, looking her
over, taking pleasure in how hard he had made her nipples, knowing
she was trembling with arousal as much as fear. She watched as he
undid his jeans, pushing them down low on his hips, revealing his
hard cock. Then he pushed her back on the table, and pulled her
sweats and underwear down and off.

As he stood, he brought his shoulders up
under her knees, holding her legs to him. He stared down at her for
a moment with those silvery eyes, taking in her look of nervous
anticipation. She could not see, but felt him pressing his smooth
hardness to her soft wetness, sliding against her, up, opening her
to him and to the cool night air, up, nudging against her most
sensitive little spot, teasing out her startled moan. He smiled,
amused by her reluctant arousal. He rubbed himself against her that
way a little longer, and she felt herself softening, beginning to
tremble, felt some of her fear and reluctance melting under a
swelling wave of needful yearning.

With a knowing smirk he slid his hardness
down and she felt it threatening her virginity, promising pain and
pleasure. Her aching body was desperate for it but she was
afraid—afraid of him, afraid of the pain. Then she caught her
breath as she felt him blunt and hard sinking slowly into her, his
thickness pressing her open little by little until she felt him
filling her and then a sudden pain and then she felt his hips
pressed firmly to her bottom. He stayed like that, deep inside her,
holding her legs with his thickly muscled arms, the backs of her
calves and thighs pressed to his belly and chest, and pulsed in
little movements with his hips, making her shudder to feel the
thick length of him twitching within, her pain ebbing as other
sensations swelled up. She whimpered a little. Another little smirk
cracked his look of intent arousal.

The little pulses of his hips went on,
gaining in momentum, and the twitching of him deep within her
turned to hot friction. Her breathing burst out in rapid gusts. He
was fucking her. God, she was being fucked. His hips jolted faster,
harder. She felt a twinge of painful embarrassment at the way her
breasts were shuddering as he moved against her. She crossed her
arms over her chest, but he leaned forward, pressing her wrists to
the table next to her shoulders, forcing her to raise her hips to
him. In this position his rapid thrusts seemed to plunge even
deeper inside of her and, flushed with a potent mixture of
embarrassment and arousal she writhed and moaned.

As he fucked her he released one of her
wrists and brought his hand down to her pussy, laying his palm flat
on her mound, pulling the soft skin there taut as he drew his hand
slightly upward. She squirmed and, unable to stop herself, let out
a little gasp as he moved his thumb down, onto her clit, stroking
it lightly as he slowed his fucking, drawing out, out, out, letting
her feel momentarily empty where he had been before plunging slowly
back in. The way he was touching her clit, so softly, teasingly,
was excruciatingly pleasurable. All her exhales were soft moans
now.

Her excitement thrilled him, but he kept his
hips in check, pumping into her rhythmically, teasingly as he
worked her into a writhing frenzy with his caresses. Then, knowing
she would not be able to hold out against the combination of his
gentle touch on her tender little button and his hard length bowing
in and out through her resonant depths he shifted tempo, moving
from his gentle adagio to an exhilarating allegro, giving her a
flurry of deep staccato notes. And as he went lower, deeper,
fuller, her voice flew up the scale in perfect opposition, rising
higher and higher in pitch but always small, quiet, a tiny accent
until, at last, with a high, crying moan she came and in her moment
of abandon he let his own orgasm burst from him.

She had brought on her fantasy climax in
sync with the orgasm she had given herself. She lay there, feeling
the ebbing throbs in her sex pulse against the hand that cupped
her. It felt strange, those muscles convulsing involuntarily around
her finger, against the heel of her palm, as if they were being
shocked by electrodes in a laboratory.

She wondered why it was that all her life
she had never had normal sexual fantasies, but always imagined some
kind of coercion. She’d always felt a little ashamed about this, as
if there were something wrong with her. It seemed even weirder now,
after all that had happened. And how could she be so frightened of
Vaughn, and so aroused at the thought of him? He really did terrify
her, but the idea of the threat, of the irrepressible longing of a
man too strong to be fought off was irresistibly arousing to
her.

 


On the evening of the third day of their
uneasy cohabitation Devan was curled up on the sofa, reading.
Vaughn was sitting at the dining table, watching her.
Considering.

She had come to his cabin on purpose. Come
for him. But she was playing her game very coolly. She didn't
flirt. She never asked him about himself. It galled him; she was
winning. His every waking and dreaming thought was wrapped up with
her.

Christ. Why, after months of physical and
even mental celibacy, was he so terribly, darkly aroused now, with
her there? Every night when he went to bed, every morning when he
awoke, he found himself masturbating furiously to thoughts that
twisted his gut the moment after his orgasmic spasms subsided. Even
during the day he would become suddenly, unbearably aroused and
have to retreat to his room to silence, momentarily, the
irrefutable demands of his body. And then he would come out of his
room and find her, looking at once innocent and somehow disturbed,
inevitably devouring the pretty prose of a book from his shelf.
Like him she seemed to prefer the Russians.

As she sat, at the dining table, on the
sofa, or curled up on the floor by the hearth, he would gaze at
her, sensing that she sensed his eyes on her though she rarely met
his gaze, and his mind would drag her into the dark, unexplored
recesses of his imagination.

He wasn't a violent man. Or predatory. Or
misogynistic. Even as a teenager he hadn't been one of those guys
who'd try to get girls to do more than they wanted. If he ever
sensed reluctance in a woman his own interest flagged. Even after
fame brought hordes of horny groupies back stage in search of him,
he'd always steered clear of the ones who seemed too young, too
high, too drunk. All his life he'd been wary of hurting anyone.

And now it seemed that hurting her was all
he thought about.

It had to be the thing that had happened to
him. And the way he had found her there in his house. That he
knew—almost for sure—that she'd come after him like those others
had.

That, and her strangeness. Her quiet
vulnerability, with something else lurking there.

At least those things were part of it. What
it really was, though, the thing that stoked his cruel passion from
those quiet embers of resentment and curiosity, was their isolation
there at the cabin. Only his subconscious had grasped that there,
deep in the woods at his secret hideaway, he was free of the laws
and mores of society. That there, miles and miles from anyone, she
was at his mercy. And it was this feeling power, felt but not
consciously acknowledged, that fueled an endless stream of
fantasies that aroused and disgusted him.

Seeing her before him, small, frightened, he
would imagine what it would be like to simply take her. Not in the
sense of the romance novel—the bodice-ripper. When he thought of
taking her, he thought of taking her from herself and making her
his--a thing for his use. There, away from the world he was in
danger of forgetting that she belonged to herself.

He imagined going to her where she sat, on
the floor in the radiant heat of the fire, her legs bent beneath
her, her head resting on her palm, her elbow resting on the hearth.
Striding to her. Standing over her. And, as she looked up, her face
an innocent question, kneeling down by her and, without a word,
without even thinking to set aside the novel in her hand, pushing
her back, onto the floor. He did not think she would really say no,
or cry. But he liked to imagine it. Her mouth shaping the no. Her
head swiveling left and right on her neck in slow motion. Her face
cold and gray and streaked with tears of no. He would not be rough.
Taking off her clothes would be like peeling a thick-skinned fruit
to be eaten. Simple. Necessary. Mundane. Calmly stripping off each
piece of clothing—his sweats, his boxers. Pushing her legs apart,
pushing in, pumping, slow or fast, to the end. Maybe she would be
silent. Maybe he would forget that she was there, that there was
more to it than his cock and how it felt. If he held her close and
tight as he fucked her it would be similar to that convulsive,
involuntary close tightness of his fist around his prick. That was
one.

Another one. As they walked past one another
in the living room, maybe just by the back of the sofa he would
stop. Stop her. Make her look at him. Make her see, in looking at
him, what he was thinking. Then slowly, deliberately, he would turn
her toward the fireplace, pin her against the back of the couch,
close an arm across her waist. She would not fight. Holding her in
place that way he would tug her sweats down, pull out his hard
cock, press it to one hole or the other, thrust in, and fuck her
until he came.

These were just ephemera. Phantoms which
barely glanced the surface of his consciousness.

The fantasies were more elaborate. More
concrete. And more damning. Even now his damned conscious mind was
projecting a reel of these sinister images.

His mistrust fed his fantasy. He imagined
going out, into the woods.

She watches as he puts on his shoes, opens
the door, closes it behind him. She moves to the window, watching
him cross the clearing before he disappears behind the shadowy
screen of trees. Seizing her opportunity, the one she has been
nervously awaiting, she scurries to his room. He has closed the
door, but there is no lock, and she is undeterred by his silent
request for privacy. She throws the door open and charges in,
anxious to complete her mission before his return.

She is not like the others, after all. She
is a freelance journalist, just starting out, desperate for a good
story, to make a name for herself. She knows the rumors about
him—the speculation about why the band had canceled a whole tour
the year before at the last minute, his much-publicized divorce,
all the talk of his sudden change in demeanor, his reclusiveness,
the buzz about his secret hideaway in the woods. She has come to
find the evidence behind those rumors. She has come for
information. Not for him. That is why she acts the way she does,
shrinking from him when he is close.

In a methodical frenzy she begins her hunt.
Seeking proof. Letters. Photographs. She opens the drawers in his
nightstand and dresser, looking under his shirts and boxers,
riffling through old magazines and stacks of irrelevant
scribblings—jottings of music and lyrics. She looks under the bed,
but there is nothing there but bluish gray dust bunnies. She goes
to the closet, pushing through jackets and jeans and scrambling
over shoes and piled dirty clothes, and there, in the back, she
finds what she is looking for.

His journal.

Too excited to wait she opens it then and
there, flipping through the pages, scanning his scrawl, seeing that
there, in her hands, his mystery is undone. The secrets that
half-destroyed his life, ending his marriage, changing him from an
affable outgoing guy into a taciturn recluse, fraying the solid
bonds he had shared with the others in the band, eroding the joy he
had once found in being a part of all that.

She knows. She knows, and she will take it
all back with her. Publish all the ugly details. Then they will all
know. Then the rest of what remains of his life will be over.

It is at this moment, as she stands before
his disemboweled closet, his secret confession in her hand, that he
steps into the doorway. Something has told him to return silently,
to see what she has been doing in his absence. And this is how he
finds her.

She is still unaware of him, still reading
the words never meant to be read. Silently he comes forward,
silently pushes the door to. Then, his eyes on her, he leans back
and the door closes with a snap of the latch—a small sound that
rings like a shot to destroy their separate tense silences.
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