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      Candles burned in their sconces along the outer walls of the ball room. Jaelynn stood in the far corner, watching everyone. Her stomach had finally stopped twisting into intricate knots, but that probably had more to do with the two shots of amaretto she’d taken before leaving her room and coming down for the party.

      Drinking was forbidden for the girls of the Annex right before a party, but amaretto wasn’t really liquor, was it? Sure, it had some alcohol content, but it wasn’t tequila. Not that she would ever make an attempt at a shot of tequila. In fact, she was pretty sure amaretto wasn’t really a shot type liquor, but it had done the job, so she wouldn’t dwell on it.

      Ashland Titon, owner of the Annex, had already given his speech laying out the ground rules for the evening. Most of them were put in place to keep the girls safe. But she still wasn’t all that sure any woman would be safe around Ash, or any of the men milling around the room.

      Power flowed through the air. Then again, it could have just been her imagination. She had a way of doing that. Seeing things that weren’t there, feeling things that weren’t realistic. And she’d made a fool of herself one too many times. Some called it anxiety, she called it life.

      But it was the power she sought out at the moment. From one man in particular. If she could just find him, get close enough to him, she could get the job done and be rid of the Annex. But for the time being, until she could make her move, she’d have to keep playing submissive to the alpha assholes who came looking for a good time. At least they paid well.

      “Jaelynn, let’s go. You have to socialize.” Jeffrey, the man assigned to escort her through the room, jerked a thumb at the room.

      “Right.” She nodded and smoothed out the skirt of her dress, taking a deep breath. “Let’s do this.” With a nod she pushed herself to start mingling among the rich and powerful.

      Though catching the glance of a man looking more terrified than she felt, she wondered how powerful some of them might be.

      “You’re going to do fine. Just remember, anyone makes an offer, you direct them to me. Peter will have final say since this is your first party.” Jeffrey rambled on while she made her way across the room. What was she supposed to do exactly? She couldn’t just pace the room like a piece of pie in a rotating case at a diner.

      An older man, old enough to be her grandfather, licked his lips as she passed him. She lowered her gaze and picked up her pace. Hopefully he saw the gesture as her being a skittish submissive. If she were to insult one of the guests unprovoked she’d be meeting with Peter again. And she would rather not meet up with the disciplinarian again any time soon.

      Once she reached the opposite end of the room, she turned on her heel and started walking back to her original position. She’d make a round after that, she promised herself. Eventually, she would need to actually try to meet up with one of the men in the room, while searching out her prey.

      Taking on a man for the night or weekend wouldn’t be the worst thing. She had every confidence that Ashland wouldn’t allow anyone access to one of his parties without being thoroughly vetted and deemed safe. And she had been assured she had final say on what went into her contracts. If she said no sex, there wouldn’t be sex. Which worked well, since she wasn’t sure how easily she could fuck a stranger. Playing a little slap and tickle was one thing, and she even enjoyed it to a point, but having some man she didn’t even know huffing and puffing over her didn’t make the cut. She’d be checking no in that box.

      But if she was lucky, she’d find the man she was doing all this for. If she could get him to buy her for the night, she would be able to get close enough to sink her knife into his throat.

      If he showed up. It was a hit or miss situation with him and the catalogue parties. Being older now, he didn’t partake as often, but she knew he’d come. Eventually, he would, and she could get to him.

      Until then, she’d continue working in the Annex, biding her time.

      “Jaelynn, I need to get to the front door. There’s a problem. You are to stay right over here.” Jeffrey grabbed her arm and pulled her to the corner near the bar. “Stephan, I have to step out. Keep an eye out for her, okay?”

      The man behind the bar pouring a glass of wine nodded. “Sure thing. Jae, just hang here, okay? I can’t leave the bar right now.”

      “No problem, Stephan.” She leaned against the bar and let out a relaxing breath. Who knew putting yourself on a display rack would be so intense. It was like eyes were on her every time she moved.

      Specifically, at the moment, she could feel it, the warm stare of a man. Sweeping her gaze around the room, she didn’t see anyone ogling her from a distance. Most of the men were already mingling with the girls or engrossed in conversation with each other. Some of the girls had warned her that the guys usually just hang out for a while at first and don’t start picking any of them out until toward the end of the night.

      The sensation didn’t go away once she looked around. If anything, it grew more intense. A heat washed over her. She wasn’t just being watched, she was being hunted.

      Standing in the corner only made the feeling more intense. She had nowhere to go, nowhere to hide. Not that she should.

      Justice—her mantra, but it wasn’t working in that moment. Whoever had her locked in his sights was giving her a chill.

      “Stephan, I’m just going to walk over there,” she tried to tell him. But he was busy pouring drinks.

      “Jaelynn, no. Stay,” he said when she started to walk away. Stay. Like she was just going to obey him on command. He could still see her if he looked up from pouring, and if she was approached she’d bring the gentleman back toward the bar so Stephan would be in hearing range.

      Once she was in the open area again, her breathing came more naturally. The heated sensation of being stalked eased away.

      She checked the time on the delicate gold chain watch on her left wrist and sighed. Only another four hours before Ash would call the evening to a close. It wouldn’t be enough to entertain a few men with conversation throughout the night; she had to eventually find someone to play with. She couldn’t let Ash or Peter get the idea she wasn’t there for the work.

      Being distracted in her own thoughts, she didn’t notice a man step up beside her. Her body tensed when she got a whiff of his aftershave. Musk, a woodsy leathery scent. It was almost calming, until she brought her eyes up to meet his.

      Dark. Everything about this man screamed run. The severity of his stare, the tightness of his chiseled jaw. The black swirling tattoos that crept up from under his shirt collar and spread over his throat. Around his neck. He rubbed his chin while she continued to gawk at him; more tats. All over his hands. Did any inch of him not have ink?

      “I don’t think you’re supposed to be over here.” His deep voice cut through her mental observations.

      “What?” She blinked. Her mind had blanked out on her. “Oh. Yes. No. It’s okay,” she assured him, taking a small step to the left. She couldn’t see Stephan with the way this stranger positioned himself between her and the bar.

      “Ash made it clear none of the women were to be unescorted. I don’t see your escort.” His dark eyes never left hers.

      “He had to see to something. It’s okay.”

      “Not a rule follower?” he asked with an arched brow. What was the right answer, what did he want to hear? If she said she was, maybe he would find her boring, but if she said she wasn’t, maybe he wouldn’t find her submissive enough.

      “I, I’m Jaelynn.” She threw her hand out toward him. Maybe if she drew the conversation back to the beginning she could get him to stop glowering at her.

      “Yes, I know.” He grabbed her hand, but not to shake it. Instead he cradled it, running the rough tips of his fingers across her palm. “We get a catalogue when we respond to the invitation for the party,” he explained when she kept silent.

      Yes. That’s right. Catalogue. Party. She was supposed to be finding him. Justice. Yes. It was all coming back to her now.

      “This is your first party,” he added. “You know, Ashland does a good job of vetting all of these men, but it doesn’t mean they are all safe. They won’t hurt you anymore than whatever terms they agree to, but they aren’t nice men.”

      If he was trying to warn her away from being at the party, it wouldn’t work. She was already there, and she already had her goal.

      “And you? Are you a nice man?” She threw on a soft smile, tilting her head a little. Maybe some playfulness would smooth out his edges.

      “No,” he answered bluntly.

      Her smile dropped. The chill that went up and down her spine earlier at the feeling of being watched returned with fervor. He’d been the one. He’d been watching her.

      “What’s your name?” she asked, still trying to see around him to Stephan. Why hadn’t he come to look for her? And where the hell was Jeffrey? He shouldn’t be away for this long. If Peter was going to take his belt to her ass for talking to this man without her handler, then Jeffrey better be right beside her.

      “Hunter,” he said, still not giving her any room to move. “I think we’ll stay here until Peter or your handler bothers to find you,” he said, his voice full of promise and danger.

      Her heart started to patter away. She needed to get around him, back to the open area. She couldn’t be blocked like this.

      “Why?” she asked softly.

      “Because I’m taking you home and I believe Peter will have the final signature since it’s your first party.”

      “You’re taking me home? I haven’t agreed.” She clenched her hands at her sides. How arrogant. Hot, maybe, but fucking arrogant as hell.

      “You will.”

      “Jaelynn.” Peter’s hard voice crawled over Hunter’s back to get to her. Hunter’s lips twisted up into a smile and he finally stepped aside to give her room to move.

      Peter’s fierce expression landed on her as soon as Hunter cleared the way. It might be better if Hunter went back to blocking her. Peter was pissed.

      “Peter, I—”

      He waved a hand for her to keep her mouth shut. “You were doing exactly what you aren’t supposed to be doing. Stephan called me, saying you disappeared into the party and he couldn’t see you.”

      “Jeffrey left—”

      “Jeffrey left you with Stephan and you were told to stay put.” Peter pressed forward. Giving her one harder glare, he turned to Hunter. “Hunter,” he said with some surprise to his tone. “I didn’t realize that was you.”

      Peter extended a hand as did Hunter, and they shook, exchanging greetings.

      “I saw her over here, and figured she was probably not supposed to be,” Hunter said, no longer looking at her at all. “But I was just starting to negotiate terms with her, so it’s probably better you’re here.”

      Peter glanced quickly down at Jaelynn, and she held his stare for a brief moment. What did that mean? Was he approving or not?

      “What terms?” Peter asked.

      “Whole weekend. Full time. Complete submission. Discipline when needed,” Hunter stated and Peter nodded along. Were they going to include her in any way?

      “Sex?” Peter asked.

      “Yes,” Hunter nodded.

      “No,” Jae said at the same time.

      Peter raised an eyebrow. “She does still have final say, even if she’s been disobedient this evening.”

      “Define sex.” Hunter posed the question to Jaelynn.

      “Excuse me?” If he didn’t know, maybe he was in the wrong place.

      “Define what sex means to you.” Hunter pushed again, his intense stare still winding up her body.

      “Sex. Penetration.” She started to say more but Hunter already turned back to Peter.

      “Okay, I’ll agree to no vaginal penetration unless she changes her mind.” She wasn’t sure the way he said that made it better. Unless she changed her mind? Not likely. Sex wasn’t something she was willing to give away to just anyone. Just because she was contracting her body out for other play didn’t mean she would open her legs for anyone.

      “Anal?” Peter asked Jae the question.

      “No,” she said, hard.

      “That’s fine. A weekend doesn’t really give me time to train her properly for it anyway,” Hunter agreed.

      Train her properly? Heat rose up her neck. She’d played this moment out before in her mind. A man negotiating what he could and couldn’t do to her body, but this wasn’t playing out right. They barely let her into the conversation.

      Once they had finished, Peter turned to her. “Anything you want to add? I have your hard lists already and he’s agreed to them.”

      “No. I guess not. What about pay?” she asked, getting to the heart of the matter. She should at least pretend the money was what brought her there.

      “Twenty-five hundred for the weekend,” Peter said.

      “Five thousand,” she countered. Twenty percent went to the Annex for a booking fee; no way she’d be low-balling herself. Not when she was giving up her chance to be there when her prey finally showed.

      Hunter sighed. “Fine.”

      “Okay, I’ll have this drawn up, and you can meet her for the signatures. I need to take her for a few minutes before you leave.” Peter waved over Jeffrey, who finally showed back up. “Here’s the details for the paperwork. Please escort Mr. Bianucci to have this drawn up and signed. I’m taking Jae to my office for a few minutes.”

      Jeffrey glanced at Jae and shook his head. Peter’s office meant she would be getting a few licks of his belt before she was sent off.

      “I’d rather not be delayed,” Hunter interjected.

      “She was unescorted when you spoke with her. It’s against the rules and she knew it. She was told to stay at the bar with Stephan while her handler was busy. If she isn’t dealt with, it sets a bad example,” Peter explained.

      “Like I said, I’d rather not be delayed. I am more than happy to see to her discipline when we get home.”

      A new tingling drove through her spine with the smooth and hard way he said those words.

      “Peter.” Jae stepped forward. “I only walked away for a minute. I just couldn’t stand over there, there was too many people. I did tell Stephan,” she explained.

      “And he told you to wait,” Peter countered.

      “I don’t want her marked,” Hunter stated bluntly.

      After a long pause, Peter relented. “Mr. Bianucci will see to your punishment.” Peter leaned closer to her, his dark smile increasing as he spoke. “But if you think you’re getting off lightly, you’re wrong. I’ve seen him punish his girls before. You’ll wish you’d let me handle it.”

      She swallowed.

      “Let’s get the papers done,” Peter said and dismissed Jeffrey.

      Hunter flattened his hand against her back and firmly led her to where she would sign away her freedom for the weekend.

      Two full days of being completely Hunter’s.

      Why wasn’t she terrified?
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      The ride back to the house had been quiet. Hunter didn’t try to engage Jaelynn in conversation; there’d be time for that later. He took the time to get to understand her mannerisms. She fidgeted a lot in the seat until he flicked on the radio. It seemed to soothe her enough that she let herself become distracted with the scenery.

      Hunter’s house sat on a hill clear across town. As they drove up the winding road to the small estate overlooking the southern part of the city below, he glanced her way. The skirt of her dress had snuck up, exposing a small tattoo on her outer thigh. Two entangled hearts. Cute.

      He parked the car just before the front steps to the house. The security gates at the end of the long drive kept him sufficiently secluded from intruders.

      “You’ve been very quiet,” he stated once he turned off the car. The leather of her seat crunched when she shifted her position. “Are you nervous?”

      Her eyes lifted to his. Her chin raised. Maybe she was, just a bit, but the defiance in her intrigued him more.

      “I’m not scared,” she said, holding his gaze. Not many men would be so bold, but he doubted she knew that. He doubted she knew very much at all. The catalogue had described her as an innocent. From what he’d seen of her so far, he’d agree.

      Not that it would remain true for very long.

      “I didn’t ask if you were scared. You have no reason to be. I asked you if you’re nervous.” He flicked his gaze down to her hands. Her hackles may be raised, and she gave a good pretense of having a steel spine, but her hands were twisting in her lap.

      She shook out her fingers and sighed.

      “Are you nervous about your punishment?” he asked, noticing the front doors at top of the stairs opening.

      “You’re really going to do that?” she asked with wide eyes.

      “Why wouldn’t I? You broke a serious rule, Jaelynn. The Annex prides itself on keeping the women in their employ safe at all times, and you disobeyed them.”

      “If every man in the room was completely safe, so much so that we are contracted out for days or even weeks at a time, then why would we be unsafe walking around the room unescorted?” she challenged him, her hands folding in her lap. She felt she had a sturdy ground now. Good.

      Unraveling her would be so much fun.

      “We can talk about it during your punishment.” He popped his door open and left the car, dropping the keys into Damien’s hands. He’d come down from the house while she’d explained her confusion.

      Hunter walked around the car and opened her door, offering his hand to help her out. She ignored it and walked past him to the stairs.

      Yes. This was going to be fun.

      He caught up to her in three easy strides and planted his hand firmly on her back, leading her into the house and down the long corridor to one of his offices. With each step down the darkened hallway, the door at the end grew bigger, and with it the tension in her muscles increased.

      “You live alone in this house? It’s fucking huge,” she said as they passed another hallway that veered off toward the back wing of the house.

      He didn’t respond. Cursing would need to be addressed as well. But since she didn’t know the rules of his house, he wouldn’t punish her for it.

      Yet.

      Outside the office door, he paused and pulled her to face him.

      “Once we are inside this room our time together begins. I know you said you weren’t nervous, or at least you’re doing a fairly good job at pretending you’re not, but I want to put any worries you may have to bed. I will not harm you. I will hurt you though. I will discipline you when needed, and I will make rules you are to obey without question. For the weekend you are completely mine. I will abide by our contract and will not do anything outside the terms we’ve drawn up. If at any time you want to cancel the contract you have only to say so.”

      After a momentary pause she gave a slow nod. “I understand. Thank you.”

      His lips kicked up in a grin. “See how much thanks you offer after your punishment.” He held up a hand. “I don’t want another word about it. You were a naughty girl and will be punished for it.”

      Her nostrils flared, but she remained silent. Could she think she wasn’t going to enjoy herself? Oh, she’d regret being naughty. He didn’t allow disobedience. But once she paid her consequence, she would find pleasure.

      “Have you been spanked with a paddle before?” he asked, reaching for the key in his pocket.

      “Of course,” she answered quickly. Too quickly.

      He stopped working the key into the handle and gave her a long look. “Peter?”

      “Yes,” she nodded.

      “And?”

      “And what?”

      “And before Peter?”

      “I can take a spanking,” she pressed. Was she trying to convince him or herself? The catalogue had said she was new to the Annex but not that she was new to any of the activities he would enjoy playing with her.

      “Before Peter, have you been spanked? Whipped? Disciplined? Tied up?” He unlocked the handle then looked down at her.

      Another hard swallow. Her eyes shifted from him to the button on his shirt.

      “Did you lie to the Annex about your experience?” he demanded.

      “I don’t see how that has anything to do with our current contract. If you’d rather get another girl, just take me back.” She took an unsteady step back.

      He caught her elbow.

      “We’ll talk about that later. For now, you’re getting a spanking, and then I think I’ll put you to bed. In the morning we’ll see what’s to be done about your lying.”

      Her eyes widened at his words. He wasn’t a fool, and he wouldn’t be played as one.

      Cupping her elbow, he brought her into his office and walked her promptly to the couch in the sitting area. With fluid mobility, he sat down and yanked her over his lap, tugging up her skirt and wrenching down her panties without giving himself any time to admire the beauty of the material stretched over her upturned ass.

      “Wait.” She threw her hand back in a predictable attempt to cover herself.

      He palmed her wrist, holding it to the small of her back and placed his right hand on her ass. “For what?”

      She twisted her neck enough for him to catch sight of her eyes. No real fear, but enough raw nerves to make the next few minutes make a true impact. “Can’t we do this in the morning?”

      Such a weak attempt. “I won’t go easier on you. Probably make it even harder since I’d have to rearrange what I have planned.”

      “I—”

      “You broke the rules. Now.” He patted her bottom, getting a feel for the weight of her cheeks. “Why are you lying face down over my knee with your bare ass staring up me?”

      She groaned and turned away, choosing to stare at the floor rather than him.

      When she remained silent, he gave her a sharp smack. She jolted on his lap. It barely made a blush on her creamy complexion.

      “If I have to say it again, it will be worse,” he warned.

      “Because I walked across the room unescorted at the party,” she mumbled more incoherently than he liked, but he allowed it. For now.

      He gave her another sharp pop. “Address me properly,” he chided.

      “W-what?”

      He sighed and gave her three rapid smacks to her thighs. She kicked out and mewled at the harsh slaps.

      “Sir?”

      He paused.

      “You didn’t read the contract,” he stated bluntly.

      She remained quiet.

      He laughed. “We have a lot to talk about tomorrow.” He ran his hand over her smooth bottom, pulling one cheek toward him and letting himself visually explore her tight ring hiding in the valley. “Don’t clench when I’m looking at you. Or touching you,” he warned and her muscles softened.

      “How am I supposed to address you if not sir?” she asked. Topic turning wouldn’t serve her well in the future.

      “You’ll call me Daddy.”

      Her body stiffened over his lap, but she remained silent. No protest or repulsed response. Could he have tapped into a secret desire?

      “When I’m spanking you for being a bad girl, don’t beg me to stop. I’ll stop when you’ve learned your lesson. You can use your safeword to pause, but it won’t get you out of anything. Understood?”

      “Yes,” a small voice responded.

      He wrapped his arm around her waist and laid into her, giving her twelve hard smacks in a row. She wiggled and kicked out.

      “I just told you how to address me.” He pinched her cheek.

      Did he hear her growl? He grinned. This would be a fun weekend.

      “Yes.” She took a shaky breath. “Daddy.”

      “Good. Here we go.”

      He took punishment spankings seriously. As much as he loved the bounce of her ass, and the way it colored beneath the swats, he’d rather be able to stop to touch her pussy. Finger her until she was mewling over his lap and begin spanking again. But instead he had to stick directly to making her bottom sore, and her mind set on how to behave from now on.

      She cried out after he’d delivered several dozen swats. For a new spankee she was taking her punishment rather well. But she wasn’t where he needed her.

      He increased the force, making sure not to leave a spot of her ass or thighs untouched.

      The wiggling increased. His hand burned from the repetitive smacks, but he wouldn’t relent until he had her where he wanted her.

      She tried to push up and roll off his lap, all attempts easily squashed.

      “I’m sorry!” she blurted out as she tried to twist in his grasp again.

      “For what?” he asked, continuing the spanking. There were no breaks for bad girls.

      “For disobeying the rule.”

      “What?”

      “Daddy! I’m sorry for disobeying the rule, Daddy!” She corrected herself.

      “That rule is for your safety. How do I know when I bring you back there you won’t do it again?” he asked, though he didn’t like thinking about returning her. Not just yet, he hadn’t had his fill yet.

      “I won’t. I promise, Daddy.” She still struggled against him.

      She wasn’t ready for him to stop yet.

      As the spanking continued, he took note of the tightness in her legs, how the muscles clenched and relaxed, until they began to soften completely. She stopped apologizing, and he could hear the soft sniffles of a repentant little girl.

      The struggles stopped, and he released her arm. Pulling it forward to help balance herself better, she gave into the punishment.

      “Will you do it again?”

      “No, Daddy. I won’t. I promise.” Another sniffle.

      He didn’t rub away any sting, not for a bad girl, before swooping her up and placing her on her feet in front of him.

      He held her hands and looked up at her. Tears streaked her face, red blotches covered what had been such a creamy complexion. A thick curl of her hair was caught in the wet tracks, and he wiped it away.

      “Every time you’re naughty you’ll be punished. It’ll be better for you to be a good girl all the time.” He gave her another long look over, making certain she was simply contrite and maybe a little embarrassed from her spanking and not truly harmed. Reassured she was a repentant little girl, he decided to go forward. “Let’s put you to bed.” He pushed up from the couch and snagged her hand, pulling her from the room.

      “My panties.” She tried to pull back to straighten her clothing.

      “Leave them. And your skirt,” he ordered, giving her a warning look before tugging her along. He’d instructed his staff to take the rest of the evening off once he came home from the party, so no one would see her shuffling throughout the corridors with her panties at her knees, her skirt hiked up, and her crimson ass flashing the entire house.

      But she didn’t know that.

      He walked slower on the climb to his room, so she wouldn’t trip up the stairs, but once they were on a flat surface again, he picked up his pace.

      His cock pressed against his slacks. Every sniffle she let loose, every glance he had of her shuffling behind him made not touching her tonight harder. He needed her in bed, so he could get in the shower and take care of things. He’d use her image. Her tears, her cries, and he’d come hard.

      But first she needed to get into bed.
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      Jaelynn stared at her plate. Full of scrambled eggs, hash browns, and fruit, it all made her mouth water. But all she could think about was the tenderness in her ass.

      She squirmed again in her seat, trying to find a position that didn’t remind her of every stroke of Hunter’s hand. He’d been relentlessly harsh. Peter spanked hard, but he stopped once she apologized. Hunter’s agenda had been different.

      “Eat,” Hunter commanded in the hard voice she’d quickly come to understand meant he wasn’t to be ignored.

      She looked up at him. His plate was already cleared. How long had she been sitting there reliving her spanking?

      Not wanting any reason to land over his knee in the very near future, she picked up her fork and scooped up some eggs.

      “Jaelynn, I have some questions for you, and you are going to answer me honestly. If you lie, you’ll be spending a very long time over the arm of my couch with my belt.”

      She swallowed down the eggs with one gulp. That sounded horrific. So why the hell was her pussy starting to tingle?

      “Okay.” She put her fork back down.

      “No, keep eating.” He tapped his finger on the table beside her plate.

      Her fingers wrapped back around the fork.

      “Did you lie to Ashland and Peter about your experience?”

      She blinked a few times before taking the chance to look at him. Such fierceness. Such hard edges. He wore another button-down shirt, the first two buttons undone and the sleeves rolled up to his elbows. Tattoos littered his skin, as though he needed any help in looking more ferocious than he did when he glowered at her.

      “Yes.” With his eyes focused on her, his jaw set so firmly, lying wasn’t an option.

      His left eyebrow arched and he tilted his head, like he was waiting for something.

      Oh. That.

      “Yes, Daddy,” she answered softly. Maybe the address should have brought some shameful sensation to her soul, but it didn’t. It had been a surprise when he’d demanded it, and it felt a bit odd, but she couldn’t say it felt bad.

      It almost felt good.

      “Why?”

      She swallowed. “The Annex won’t accept a woman who doesn’t have any experience. I had to say I did so they’d take me in.”

      His eyebrows furrowed. “What do you mean take you in?”

      Fuck.

      “I mean take me on. Like on staff?” She shoveled a forkful of hash browns in her mouth, barely tasting the salty deliciousness.

      He sighed. “You’re lying again. Maybe it would be better if you went back today. I’ll explain to Peter what happened and our contract can be cancelled.” He dropped his napkin beside his plate.

      She shot her hand out and wrapped it around his wrist. His thick, warm wrist. “No! Please.” Peter would fire her on the spot.

      He looked at her hand on his arm then traveled the length of hers until his dark, narrowed eyes met hers. “Tell me all of it.”

      The command came so clearly, with such force behind his words she had to take a breath. Releasing him, she folded her hands in her lap and closed her eyes. This was going badly. Everything had gone wrong since the moment Hunter cornered her at the party.

      She could give him most of the truth without actually lying.

      “I lost my parents five years ago; they were murdered. I’ve done my best to stay above water, but I lost my apartment last month.” All of which was true. The deeper motive would be held close to her heart until the time came. Until she could get close enough to Elliot Jansen.

      “Murdered?” he pressed, still standing over her.

      “Yes,” she nodded, pushing her plate away. She couldn’t eat anymore. Not with his threat to return her and ruin any chance she had at avenging her parents’ deaths.

      “You have no other family?”

      “No. And I’d heard about the Annex and how much money I could make and they even boarded their women, so I figured I’d try.” Mostly true.

      “You have desires of submission? Of being owned by a man, serving him, and being taken care of? Or does none of that appeal to you?” he asked, though she could tell there was more to his question. A complicated question that had no simple response for it.

      “I’m not sure.” After going to bed with a sore bottom, warm soul, and aching pussy she really wasn’t anymore. He’d confused her with his utter dominance and demands and baffled her more when he’d sent her off to sleep, tucked into his bed.

      “You will be by the end of the weekend,” he said and retook his seat. “You’ll pay for your deceit though. This afternoon you will come to my office, same as last night, and accept your punishment for it.”

      She bit down on her lip. Her ass clenched at the prospect of being over his knee again, but something inside her craved his discipline.

      “You didn’t read the contract,” he stated, draping one arm over the back of his chair. “That will earn you another punishment. You can’t just sign your name to things, Jaelynn. Especially in this business you’ve taken on.”

      Her eyes darted to him. Business. Did he see her as a whore? She’d only been with the Annex for a few weeks, and she’d only played with a small handful of men who enjoyed giving a little spanking. But she’d never felt like a whore, had never been treated like one.

      “I can take care of myself just fine,” she assured him with a raised chin.

      He studied her in silence.

      “Not this weekend. While you’re here, I’m in charge. I say when you sleep, eat, shower.” He paused, leaning forward an inch. “When you orgasm. I let you have your fun last night but you are not allowed to touch that pussy of yours again without begging me first. Do you understand?”

      She squirmed in her seat. He’d heard her? She thought he’d gone back down to his office after his shower. It was the only reason she’d given into her carnal need and brought herself the relief she needed.

      “Jaelynn, I asked a question,” he prompted in a hard tone.

      “Yes, Daddy,” she responded with a nod. “I won’t—uh—do that again.”

      The right side of his lips quirked up. The darkness in his eyes softened. “Do what?”

      Heat ran up her neck, covering her face.

      “Play with myself.” She dropped her eyes from his. Too much power shone back at her. Damn him for making her feel so soft, so unsure.

      “Yes, you will. When I want you to,” he said. “And I want you to, now.”

      It took a moment for her to process what he’d said, but when he didn’t continue she turned to him. “Now?”

      “That’s what I said. Since you keep stopping your meal, you can entertain me. And we’ll get to explore that submissive side you’re not sure you have.” He said it like he didn’t believe it, like he knew something she didn’t.

      “Uhm.”

      “Push your chair back, spread those legs of yours, and play with your pussy until you come. You don’t need to ask permission this time, but in the future, you’ll beg for your orgasms.”

      She swallowed back the immediate refusal tingling her tongue. No one at the Annex had wanted to play with her that way before. She’d always said no sex, so none of them had been tempted. But Hunter had made her be specific about her limit. And she hadn’t said nothing sexual, she’d only said no penetration.

      If she denied him, if she called off the contract, he’d tell Peter and Ashland about her lie. She’d lose her home and opportunity in an instant.

      “Three seconds.” He held up as many fingers, keeping his expression stoic. She hated not being able to read him. Was he really annoyed, was he getting pissed, was he perfectly happy with the situation?

      The decision seemed already made for her. Considering the consequences for not following his order, she pushed her chair back.

      She’d only been given a few minutes to pack a bag for her time with Hunter, and he’d been very clear panties weren’t needed. Once she spread her legs and flipped up her skirt she’d be completely exposed. He’d see everything.

      The heat in her face couldn’t match the heat in her core, though.

      Sliding her ballet-shoed feet across the carpeting, her legs spread, and a cool breeze blew up her skirt.

      “Wider,” he instructed when she paused. “Now flip up your skirt and scoot your ass to the edge of the chair.”

      She nodded.

      “Don’t shake your head or nod at me. Use that pretty mouth of yours to answer me.” His command was given softly, but no less firm.

      “Yes, Daddy,” she responded and positioned herself as instructed.

      His eyes cast down away from her, and she knew he was looking at her sex. Biting down on the inside of her cheek, she slid her hand up her thigh until she brushed her fingers along her wetness.

      “Go on, just like you did last night in my bed,” he prompted.

      She knew her body; she knew exactly how much pressure, how much tenderness to give her pussy before she exploded. Years of celibacy made it easy to make it a science.

      With a shaky hand she began to explore herself, pressing on her clit, rubbing it in circles, pushing down from the tip toward her entrance then back again. Closing her eyes took her away from his prying eyes and allowed her to delve into her mind. Where she remembered the spanking, the hard smacks, the deep vibrating sound of his voice, the hot grip of his hand when he took her to bed. Every ounce of his dominance washed through her memory, bringing her closer and closer to the edge.

      A chair moved. His knee brushed hers.

      Her eyes opened and she found his burrowing into hers.

      “Keep going,” he ordered while gripping the stretched neckline of her shirt and pulling it down until her breasts popped free.

      She watched with fascinated curiosity as he leaned forward and took a nipple into his mouth, his tongue whirling around the beaded tip.

      “Don’t stop playing with that pussy, Jaelynn. Come for me,” he said, moving to her other breast and repeating his ministrations.

      It wouldn’t take long, just a harder push.

      “Did you think about your spanking when you came last night? Were you thinking about how much your ass hurt? How red it must be after Daddy spanked you so hard for being such a naughty little girl?”

      Oh, fuck. He knew. He knew exactly what to say.

      “Is that what you thought about?” he asked again, his teeth biting into her nipple.

      “Yes,” she panted. “Yes, Daddy.” The word escalated her need, her urgency.

      She rubbed faster, her fingers becoming slick from her juices.

      “Good girl. Come for me, now, Jaelynn.” He flicked his tongue over her nipple then brought his face level with hers, his eyes watching her. “Eyes open,” he ordered, wrapping his hands around her neck, keeping her steady.

      A hard roll of her stomach moved lower. Electricity ran through her, pulsated. So. Close.

      “Rub your clit harder for me. You can do this. You can come for Daddy like a good girl.” His breath was hot against her skin. His fingers dug into her neck.

      Her eyes flitted to his as the first current hit. Jolting forward, she pulled her knees up toward her stomach while she rubbed frantically, bringing on an explosive release.

      Screaming out with the powerful sensations, she remained steady in his hands, his eyes keeping her locked. She couldn’t look away, she couldn’t hear, she could only feel her clit throbbing as she floated back down, felt his thumbs begin to rub gently against her skin.

      “Such a good girl.” His lips turned upward into a smile, and he captured her mouth beneath his. He knocked her off kilter with the force of him, the powerful way his tongue swept past her lips and claimed her. It took no nudging from him at all for her to reciprocate the kiss.

      When he pulled back and placed one soft kiss to the tip of her nose, she collapsed back in the chair, sucking in air. Her muscles went soft.

      “Finish your breakfast and then go back up to bed. I’ll call you when it’s time for lunch,” he said and stood up from his chair. She noted the large steel-like bar in his trousers. He hadn’t made her take care of it for him.

      The door to the dining room closed, and she realized she still sat with herself fully exposed. She’d only seen a few women in the kitchen earlier, but that didn’t mean he didn’t have more staff that could just walk in whenever. What if one of them had walked in while she’d been masturbating for him?

      She inched her skirt down her thighs and brought her knees together. The intensity of his stare while she’d touched herself lingered. Every bit of her skin tingled with heat, but he hadn’t touched her. Not then, not when she became unraveled and came at his command.

      He shouldn’t have so much power.

      It was unnerving.
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      Hunter closed his laptop. Although he’d set the week aside for some relaxation and had put his business dealings in the hands of Carter, his second in command, he still liked to check in. Make sure the jackasses were actually making their rounds and not skimping on collections.

      Being one of the major players in his uncle’s business didn’t happen overnight. It had taken him years to build enough trust and enough power to take on the district that was handed to him. And now that his uncle was getting older, he’d be getting ready to name a successor. He had no kids, and with Hunter being his top producer, it could very well be him.

      Taking the weekend to indulge himself in a fantasy that never would become reality kept him fresh when he got back to the work. He could deny himself what he wanted so long as he gave himself a little taste now and then.

      The Annex worked perfectly for his plan. He picked a girl, spent a weekend with his desires and fantasies, and brought her back. A few grand poorer but sated enough to get back to work.

      This weekend would be no different. No matter he found Jaelynn more appealing than any of the others; she would do her job and go home. When he’d seen her in the room by the bar, searching the room with more purpose than any of the Annex women should, he’d watched her. She hadn’t just walked away from the bar because she needed to step away, she was looking for something. Someone.

      He didn’t doubt what she’d told him at breakfast. But there was more, and he’d find out by the end of the week.

      Curious. Nothing more than that.

      Glancing at the grandfather clock on the wall, he smiled. She’d been upstairs for longer than he’d originally intended. But she hadn’t come down looking for him. Good girl. She may think she had no submissive qualities or desires, but he saw the way her pupils dilated when he commanded her. He noticed the hitch in her breath when he led her into a room.

      He spent too much time working on his day off; he wanted to play.

      Damien, one of his foot soldiers, stood at the base of the stairs, a worried crease in his brow.

      “What is it?” Hunter asked. Damien should have been enjoying the time free of having to drive him around and escort him to meetings. Not standing guard at the stairs.

      “That girl you brought home last night. She’s wandering around, and I can’t find her.”

      Hunter’s heart clenched. “What do you mean you can’t find her? Why are you even fucking looking for her?” The hardness crept into his question.

      Damien’s eyes widened. “Because you don’t usually let the girls wander around and when I saw her in the kitchen I asked her about it. She said she was going back up to your room, but when I checked, she wasn’t there. Now I can’t find her.”

      “You think she’s walking around swiping the crystal?” Hunter asked with more of an edge than he meant.

      Damien shook his head and put out his hands. “No, nothing like that.”

      “It’s too far of a walk to the city, and she doesn’t need to run away. She’s here somewhere. Keep looking and when you find her, bring her to my office.” Hunter went back down the hall.

      Maybe she wanted him to find her. Maybe she wanted to play a little hide and seek and get another spanking out of it. He’d told her to go to his room. He’d told her to stay put.

      He didn’t like disobedience. For any reason.

      Almost the second he sat back in his chair, Jaelynn strode through the door, her cheeks flushed and her hair windblown.

      “You wanted to see me?” she asked, giving Damien a glare when he walked in beside her.

      “Where was she?” Hunter asked.

      “In the main office. On your computer,” Damien answered, matching her expression.

      Hunter sat back in his chair.

      “Why does she look like she’d been outside?” he asked, enjoying the little flare of her nostrils when he didn’t direct his question directly at her.

      “She ran.” Damien narrowed his eyes. He wasn’t used to having to chase women, and sure as hell not one in Hunter’s house.

      Hunter fought back his smile. His little girl had some grit.

      “I wasn’t running,” she said with a hard tone. “I was just trying to go back upstairs.”

      “You should have been up there to begin with,” Damien shot back at her.

      “You can go, Damien. And get out of here, take the damn day off like I told you.” Hunter folded his hands on top of his desk.

      Damien gave her one more glare. “Yeah. I think I’ll do that.”

      Jaelynn scratched her elbow. Shifted her weight from one foot to the next. The whole while avoiding his gaze.

      “Jaelynn.” His voice dragged her attention to him.

      “I was just—”

      “Go stand in the corner.” He looked at the corner he meant.

      “What?”

      He narrowed his eyes. Her defiance was higher than before. Maybe giving her an orgasm had been a bad idea. He wouldn’t make that mistake this time.

      “I said go stand in the corner.”

      She fisted her hands on her hips and laughed. “Stand in the corner? Like some bad girl?”

      He gripped his hands together tighter. “Well, that’s what you were.” He raised his eyebrows.

      “I was just checking email.”

      “You were supposed to be up in the bedroom,” he countered. “Go. Now.” He kept his expression blank, but he wouldn’t tolerate any more defiance from her. She would obey him.

      She snorted.

      Bounding from his chair, he was on her in moments. Sinking his hand into her hair, he fisted it at the scalp, pulling her head back far enough that her arms flailed to keep her balance.

      “I said go to the corner,” he said with gritted teeth. Twisting her body so she faced away from him, he led her by the hair to the corner while his right hand began to drum onto her ass every step of the way. She twisted but couldn’t get far and didn’t succeed in avoiding his hand.

      Once he had her in the corner, he pressed her forehead against the wall and leaned hard against her back. He inhaled her. Sweet smelling; even after using his soap, she still had a soft feminine scent.

      “You will stay in this fucking corner because you were told to. If you turn, you twist, you so much as take half a step back, you’ll wish you’d never signed that fucking contract. Do you understand me?” He didn’t release her hair but used it to pull her head back again so he could see her face. Tears sat on the rim of her lids.

      “Yes, Daddy,” she whimpered, her hands rubbing at her ass where he’d spanked her.

      At least she’d addressed him properly.

      He let her go with a shake and stepped back. Not bothering to ask her what he wanted to know, assuming she’d give him another half-truth, he went to his laptop and fired it back up. He logged into the computer in his main office. The room he used for meetings and such, the place where he didn’t keep pertinent information a visitor could see and use against him.

      She’d been doing searches on Elliot Jansen. What the hell? He looked over at her standing in his corner. She’d changed out of the skirt and t-shirt, trading it for a pair of leggings and long sweater. Maybe she felt safer, less vulnerable in her new clothes.

      Going to his email server, he pulled up the copy of their contract, looking for her name. Not all girls at the Annex used their real name, but maybe she had. After searching with the last name for murders in the last five years, he found it.

      Maybel and James Pierce were found dead on the scene where a warehouse had been blown up. The warehouse had been suspected to be a safe house used by the Jansen family. The couple had been walking on the wrong street at the wrong time.

      She fidgeted in the corner again, her hands fisting and relaxing at her sides.

      “Remove your clothes,” he ordered, closing his laptop again.

      She stiffened but didn’t comply.

      “Get out of your fucking clothes, or I’ll strip you myself,” he demanded, getting out of his chair again.

      “Hunter, I didn’t mean to get you mad.” She spoke to the corner while slipping her hands into her sweater and pulling it over her head. A wide wrinkled scar covered the lower left quadrant of her back. Time had faded the scar but not erased it.

      “I’m not mad. Pants off, too.” He shifted in his chair, watching her until her entirely naked form stood in the corner. Her round buttocks, blushed rose from the spanking she needed to get into the corner, clenched before him.

      He looked back at the article, letting her stew alone. “Don’t cover yourself. I want to see every inch of your body, either stop fidgeting or put your hands on top of your head,” he directed as he clicked into a new screen. The article didn’t give much detail; he’d have to get into the police database to get the real story.

      Easy enough to do, he found the files momentarily. His eyes skimmed the reports. The warehouse was assumed to have been torched by Jansen, most likely for insurance money. Along with the two innocent passersby’s deaths, five were injured, suffering second degree burns. Jaelynn Pierce was the first name listed.

      He looked up again at her back. She’d been burned.

      She’d been with her parents when they were killed.

      By his uncle.

      “I’m going to ask you something, and if you tell me the truth I’ll forgive you snooping. But if you lie to me, you’ll get twice the punishment. Along with a face fucking I promise you won’t enjoy.” He stood from his desk and watched her back muscles twitch as he spoke.

      “We said no fucking,” her weak voice said from the corner.

      “No, you said no vaginal penetration,” he reminded her. “If you had read the contract, you would know that.” He couldn’t help but throw that at her. If he had the time, he’d really teach her how to better care for herself. But he only had a few days with her.

      She sighed. “What’s your question?”

      “You were searching my uncle.” Her spine straightened, and he heard her little gasp. “You didn’t know he was my uncle?”

      “No. I—your name is different,” she said.

      “He’s my mother’s brother,” he explained, stepping closer to her. “Why were you looking for information on him?”

      Her hands balled at her sides, her shoulders rolled back, and her chin pushed up. She might as well be laying bricks around her with the way she stiffened.

      “He killed my parents,” she said bluntly.

      “This scar.” He ran his fingertips over the uneven edges of the burn, feeling her tense with unease. “You were with them when they were killed. The building fire.”

      She was silent for a long moment before leaning her head forward and resting it against the wall. “He set the fire, caused the explosion. All for money. I saw the policy he had on the building. We were walking to dinner. I lagged behind because I got a phone call from my boyfriend. If I hadn’t stopped to talk with him I would have—” She took a shaky breath. “I would have been killed too.”

      “You feel guilty about that? About surviving?” He rested his hand on her hip, feeling the tension. Wound tight in her misplaced blame, her muscles firmed beneath his hand.

      “If I hadn’t stepped away, maybe I could have helped them,” she spoke softly. How many nights had she laid awake replaying the events and inserting her heroism to force a happier ending?

      “You think you would have had some sixth sense that something was coming? You could have realized the explosion was about to happen and shove them out of the way?”

      A haggard sigh escaped, but the tension didn’t ease.  “I don’t know.”

      “Yes, you do. You know that you wouldn’t have been able to do anything different. You’d have been killed.” He tightened his hold on her hip. She could try to fold into herself and ignore the truth, but he wasn’t letting her go it alone.

      “You’re right.” She paused a beat. “It wasn’t my fault. It was his.” The softness was gone now, replaced by solid resolve.

      “What are you looking for my uncle for?” he asked, pushing ahead. “Money? An apology?” His uncle would give her neither.

      She turned around, bringing her hard stare to meet his eyes. “I’m going to kill him.”

      He kept his expression bland, not showing his surprise at her answer. Kill his uncle? Men who’d been dealing with him for decades and despised him never had the balls to take such action.

      “And how were you going to do that?”

      Her lower lip trembled, but she grabbed control of it before continuing. “He works close with Samuel Titon. I heard he comes to the parties sometimes, so I figured—” She trailed off.

      “You figured you’d get him to take you on contract, or just have some fun with you in private at the Annex and you’d—what, strangle him with those big strong hands of yours?” His uncle would have had her killed within a second of even sensing her desire to see him dead. She would have been just a plaything at the Annex, easily disposed of according to his uncle.

      “I have a knife.”

      He looked her up and down. “And you thought he wouldn’t notice it strapped to you when he had you naked?” She would have failed before she had an opportunity to try.

      She snapped her mouth closed, like she only just realized she’d told Jansen’s nephew her plans to kill his uncle.

      Hunter smirked.

      “There’s a few problems with your plan. First, you don’t really have one.” He folded his arms over his chest and frowned down at her. “My uncle stopped visiting the Annex on a regular basis when Ashland took over. When his father, Samuel, died, Ash didn’t keep things the way his father had them. My uncle was used to the way it was and doesn’t like the new rules Ash put in place. So, you’d be spending a long time in the Annex’s employ before seeing him.”

      Color started to drain from her cheeks.

      “Second. You’d be dead before your hand touched your blade.” The image flashed across his mind. Her throat being slit while she fumbled for a weapon. His brows furrowed, and his hands fisted across his chest.

      “And I just told you everything like a fucking idiot.” Her shoulders sagged, tears that had been perched on her lids fell.

      “You aren’t a killer,” he said. Not with accusation or insult, but with admiration. She still looked at the world and believed there could be justice. He’d lost that belief long ago.

      “I’m a fumbling fucking fool,” she whispered, flicking away a tear with her fingers.

      “Don’t curse,” he said on autopilot. How had he not already told her that?

      She laughed. “I just confessed to wanting to kill your uncle, and you’re worried about my language?”

      He dropped his hands. “I’m sorry about your parents,” he said softly. “My uncle and I don’t agree on many things, like how to do business. I don’t remember the warehouse fire, I was still working for my father at the time, but it sounds like my uncle.” He thought of the scar on her back, and a heated current ran up his spine.

      She lifted her gaze to his. “You’re sorry?”

      “If I could do something to make it easier, to change it, I would. But I can’t. And killing my uncle won’t bring them back to you or take away your pain.” He touched her shoulders, bringing her to his chest, cradling her.

      The tension that had her wound so tightly just moments before seemed to melt away in his arms.

      “He shouldn’t be able to get away with it,” she said into his chest.

      “There are a lot of things in this world that shouldn’t be allowed, but they are.”

      “I can’t let him get away with it,” she vowed.

      He pulled her away from him and glared down at her. “Promise me you’ll stop trying to find him. If you don’t, if he thinks you’re a problem, he’ll make the problem go away. Do you get me?”

      Her eyes hardened. “And would you do the honors? Would you take care of the problem for him?” she accused.

      He took a long breath in. She was hurting, and scared.

      “I don’t do that sort of work for him,” Hunter responded. At least he hadn’t in a long time.

      She turned away. “If you’re going to punish me, do it; otherwise, I’d like to go upstairs.”

      He heard the steel in her voice; she’d closed him off. Reasoning with her now would be useless.

      “You answered me honestly, so there won’t be any punishment. Go upstairs for a nap. I’ll be up for you later.” He patted her bottom.

      She nodded and started to grab for her clothes, but he kicked them away.

      “You don’t need those. You won’t be dressed again until I give permission.”

      “Fine.” She yanked free of him and stomped off to the door.

      “Try again, Jae,” he ordered.

      She paused at the door, her hand on the handle. “Yes, Daddy.”

      “Up to bed.” He smiled at her stiffened back as she threw open the door and stomped down the hall.

      He hadn’t gained her promise to stop her fatal plan, but before she went back to the Annex he would.

      She would forget her taste for vengeance.
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        * * *

      

      Hunter opened the door to his bedroom gently. If she was sleeping, he wouldn’t disturb her, but he needed to check on her. After he’d sent her up to his room again, he’d looked more into her family.  A typical family on all accounts. No relatives that he could find, at least not anywhere near them. After her parents were killed, she’d been alone.

      “You’re awake,” he said, finding her sitting with her legs crossed on the bed, leaning against the headboard.

      “I don’t know how much sleep you think a woman needs, but I promise you it’s less than you think.” She hugged a pillow to her chest.

      He shut the door. “Feeling mouthy?” he asked with a tilt to his head. “I’m sure I can come up with a solution for that.”

      A rose tint blossomed over her cheeks, and she bit down on her lip.

      “That’s better.” He grinned and headed for the attached bathroom.  He left her in the bedroom while he plugged up the tub and ran the bath, testing the water to be sure it wasn’t too hot. He found the bubbles in the cabinet beneath the sink and poured the lavender scented solution into the water stream.

      “Jaelynn, come here.” He stood in the doorway crooking his finger at her. Her brow wrinkled, but she slid the pillow away from her and glided off the bed.

      “What are you doing?” she asked tentatively as she stepped closer.

      “It’s bath time.” He picked up her hand and led her inside the bathroom.

      He turned off the water and checked the temperature again. Perfect. When he turned back to her, she had her arms folded across her belly. If she was trying to hide herself from him, she was failing miserably. Her arms lifted her breasts as though presenting them to him for kissing and fondling, and other wonderful things that would make her squirm and cry.

      Hunter cleared his throat in an attempt to get his dick to settle down, so he could go forward with bathing his girl. She’d said no actual fucking.  He would honor the limit, but his cock was getting impatient with his gentlemanly decision.

      “I can do this on my own,” she said, her eyes cast a glance at the tub.

      “I don’t think so.” He said pushing her arms down from around her belly. He pressed his hand flat against her stomach. “I already told you, you aren’t taking care of these things this weekend. C’mon, get in so I can wash you.” He helped her step into the clawfoot tub.

      She kept her gaze settled on his hands as she sank into the thick bubbles. She leaned back against the tall back of the tub and closed her eyes.

      “Warm enough?” he asked, swiping a mountain of bubbles away from her chest until her pert, perfect nipples peaked through.

      “Mmmhmmm,” she nodded and sighed.

      “Good.” He plunged his hand into the water, feeling around for the sponge he’d dropped in, brushing against her leg in his search.  Her eyes snapped open when his fingers touched the sweet curve of her ass, but he made no apology. She was his to touch and fondle all weekend long, and he would do all of that and more.

      Finding the sponge, he pulled it free of the water and squeezed it out, letting the water cascade over her chest. The few bubbles remaining, washed away, fully exposing her tits.

      He ran the sponge over the hardened peaks of her nipples, watching her lips twist between her teeth. “You like this?” he asked in a rough whisper. “You like your tits touched and played with?” He pinched one between his fingers and twisted gently. Not hard enough to break through her soft exterior, but with enough pressure to bring her arousal out front and center.

      “Mmmhmmm,” She nodded and arched her back, giving him better access to her body. He dropped the sponge back into the water and leaned over the edge of the tub, flicking his tongue over the beaded peaks.

      “Play with yourself for me, Jae. Slip your hand between your thighs and rub that sweet pussy of yours.” He pulled her nipple into his mouth and suckled hard until the moan she’d been holding back escaped.

      “Fuck,” she whispered.

      He pulled back from her, removing all touches. Her eyes flickered to his gaze, realization blossomed. “Little girls don’t use that word.” He said and pushed himself up to his feet. He opened the cabinet and pulled out a small washcloth.

      “You were- it’s just a word,” she said as he sank back to his knees beside the tub.

      “It’s a bad word.” He crumbled the washcloth into a ball and presented it to her lips. “Open wide.”

      She pulled back. “Why?”

      “If you can’t control your mouth, I’ll help you.” He pushed the material against her lips until she relented. He shoved the balled-up cloth into her mouth, completely filling it. “There.” He said and tapped a finger against the gag.

      “Now,” he leaned forward and licked her nipple. “Since you can’t answer properly, just nod or shake your head for Daddy,” he instructed. “Do you want to come?”

      Her eyes darted from his mouth to his eyes. Was she trying to see if it was a trick?

      “Answer me, Jae, or I’ll wash you and take you out.”

      She nodded.

      “Good girl,” he whispered and ran his fingertips over her nipples. She moaned again. “So sensitive here?” he asked, flicking them. She gave a jerky nod. “Good.” He grinned.

      “Are you playing with your clit?” he asked, pushing the bubbles aside so he could see through the water to her hand.

      She nodded again. Her knees were pressed to each side of the tub, and her fingers were working her clit.

      “Being a good girl for me isn’t that hard.” He leaned forward and kissed her cheek. “Is it?” he asked.

      She shook her head.

      “Good.” Each hand pinched a nipple and he gently rolled them between his fingers. Her eyes rolled, and her knees flinched.

      “Are you getting close?” he asked, pinching a little harder.

      She nodded, her head moving so fast, a lock of hair fell over her eyes.

      “Good girl. Remember what I said though, you have to beg for your orgasms now.” He watched her eyes widen and the flush of her cheeks deepen as she realized she’d have to beg through the cloth.

      “Rub harder, Jae. Harder, you know how to do it,” he watched her jerking movements between her legs. The water splashed up the sides of the tub as she bucked against her hand. His fingers continued to apply pressure, to twist and massage her nipples as her moans grew louder.

      “Beg Daddy.” He reminded.

      Muffled words flew from her. He grinned, not able to understand much of anything she said. Her eyes went wide, her body tensed.

      “Daddy!” She cried through the cloth loud enough and clear enough for him to understand.

      “Yes, you may come. Come hard for Daddy. Yell it out.” He pinched hard at the same time she unraveled in the water.

      Even with the cloth muffling her scream, he could hear it, could hear the jumbled sounds and elaborate cries of her pleasure. Her neck strained as the orgasm crescendoed, and she floated softly back into his presence.

      “That was a very good girl.” He laughed when she finally turned her full attention back to him. The blush had intensified, and a shimmering of unshed tears covered her eyes. “Don’t be embarrassed.” He pulled the cloth from her mouth and wiped her cheeks. “You did exactly what I told you to do, you were perfect.”

      Her tongue darted out and licked her dry lips, and she sat up straighter in the tub.

      “Let’s get you dried off.” He dropped the washcloth into the hamper and retrieved the large plush towel for her.

      Her tongue ran along her lips, and she moved to her knees in the tub. Water and bubbles splashed around her with her movements.

      His cock twitched at the sight of wet lips and her eyes focused on his erection pressing against his pants. The image of her lips wrapped around his shaft would be the death of him, if he didn’t get inside of her soon. But he wasn’t going there yet. She wasn’t ready for that, not yet.

      He didn’t need to ask her to know she’d never had any sexual encounters with her clients at the Annex.  He would be her first, but he wouldn’t take advantage. When she was ready, she’d beg him, she’d want him. And then he’d give everything to her.
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      Jae sat on the edge of Hunter’s bed. Who needed a bed that could fit four people? Maybe he slept with a harem of women at one time.

      The morning sun shone through the drapes, but she hadn’t bothered to pull them open. She still had no clothes. Hunter hadn’t allowed her out of the bedroom the night before. After her confession, he’d brought up a tray of food and sat with her while she ate, then he put her to bed.

      She’d rested more since he brought her home than she had in weeks. But she wanted out of the room, she wanted to walk freely through the house.

      She wanted underwear.

      After telling him her desire to kill his uncle, she expected him to be angry with her. Punish her for snooping in his office.

      Instead, after bathing her and gifting her with a mind-altering orgasm, he’d spent the night feeding her and gently probing her about her parents and what she’d been up to over the past five years.

      Maybe if she’d spent less time grieving, she would have known about Jansen’s change in clubs. Maybe she could have planned better. Or at all.

      Her mother had always told her heart moved her more than her mind. Turned out she was right. It was her sorrow that drove her, not anything close to logic.

      But now she had to think, because if Hunter told his uncle she would be in danger. Real danger. Not just fearful of getting contracted to some asshole at the Annex, but life or death kind of trouble.

      Hunter strode through the door in a pair of black slacks and a deep blue button-down shirt. Every time his body moved toward her she felt as though she were his prey.

      “You didn’t eat much breakfast,” he said, passing the cart where she’d left most of the scrambled eggs and toast untouched. It was hard to eat when thinking about how much you fucked up your life in one conversation.

      “Not really hungry this morning.” She sat back on the bed, pushing herself against the pillows and pulling the sheet up her chest.

      “Hmmm,” he said, moving to the armchair across the room. “You didn’t sleep much either,” he mused.

      “Strange bed. Strange man.” She tried to joke.

      “Come here,” he said once seated and patted his knee.

      “I didn’t do anything wrong,” she argued.

      His eyes narrowed. “You’re doing something wrong right now. When I tell you to come here, you come.” He pointed to his knee again.

      She swallowed. That was pretty much the deal.

      Sliding from the bed, she left the protective layer of the sheet behind and walked over to him. His eyes never left her body. Just feeling him looking at her made her feel powerful. The intimidation she’d sensed the first time they’d met had softened. Maybe because he hadn’t threatened her life with her confession. Maybe because when he looked at her now, his gaze held a hunger she’d never seen in a man’s eye before.

      Once she was a step away from him, he parted his legs further. “Straddle my leg,” he ordered.

      Unsure of herself, but not wanting to change his light mood, she obeyed. Her clit woke to full attention as the fabric of his pants brushed it. She placed her hands on his shoulders to steady herself, though his broad thigh could hold her well enough.

      “You’re too tense,” he said, lightly brushing the back of his hand down her breast and over her nipple.

      “Tense? Too tense for what?” she asked, distracted by the words forming on his full lips. Not where his fingers were making her nipples perk up, or where his leg was making her pussy warm and wet, but on his lips. A simple brush of them made her spine tingle, her insides melt.

      “I want you relaxed,” he answered, tweaking her nipple. “I want you to see my knee as a source for pleasure as well as a place for punishment.”

      “Uh, okay.” She cleared her throat. He was too warm, smelled too manly, felt too powerful.

      “Ride my knee, Jae. Rub your pussy against me until you come.”

      “What? I can’t do that.” She started to get up, but he gripped her nipples, making the prospect of moving away painful.

      “Do it. I’m in charge, remember?” His eyes darkened.

      She eased back onto his leg and began to slowly move her hips to create light friction. Maybe if she went along with it for just a moment, he’d let her up. She couldn’t masturbate on his leg. She’d made a big enough fool of herself in the dining room doing that for him.

      “That’s my girl,” he said in a husky voice, rolling her nipples between his fingers. “Harder, baby, harder,” he urged.

      Her fingers tightened on his shoulders, and she found herself obeying him. Rolling her hips, she rubbed harder into his leg. He placed soft kisses to her neck.

      “Such a good girl for Daddy,” he whispered into her ear. “Come for me, baby. Ride my knee until you scream for me.” He moved his hands from her breasts and gripped her ass.

      Spreading her cheeks wide, he held onto her and helped her ride him, pushing her into his leg while lifting his knee enough to create a better angle.

      She moaned. How could she not, her body ached for more.

      “Are you going to be my good girl?” he asked, running his hot tongue up her throat.

      She nodded.

      “Say it, Jae, say you’ll be my good girl.”

      “I’ll be your good girl, Daddy,” she repeated, letting the words work their way through her body down to her core. She was his good girl. She’d told him the truth. She’d confessed, and now he was playing her body toward an explosion of pleasure.

      “Come hard, baby, hard and scream for me.” The pad of his middle finger pushed against her tight pucker. She groaned louder, arching her back and riding his knee harder.

      Breath escaped her, her heart drummed in her ears. Her entire reality became his knee and his words. And his tongue. His tongue dragged along her throat, his teeth nipped at her chin.

      “My good girl.”

      “Your good girl, Daddy. Your good girl,” she began to chant. Over and over again, while she ground her hips into him, chasing the release he promised.

      He bit down on her neck, giving her just the edge her body craved and sending her over into the blissful explosion. She screamed out for him, unsure if she wanted help or wanted more.

      “Good girl, good girl,” he whispered, running his hands up and down her back while her orgasm slowly ebbed and let her come back down to earth with him. The post-orgasm haze lifted and she realized he was still stroking her. He didn’t flinch at her scar, didn’t skip over it the way other men had. He ran his hand over it, like it was a normal part of her body.

      At the Annex she’d been able to keep her shirt on with the few clients she’d had. Only agreeing to impact play from the waist down, she hadn’t had to show anyone the ugly marks of the fire. But she knew eventually someone would see.

      Just one more thing for Hunter to use against her when he returned her to the Annex.

      She shifted her weight. There it was. The hard steel of his erection pressing against her thigh.

      Her mouth watered at the thought, the temptation of tasting it.

      He didn’t stop her from getting off his lap, but instead watched with wide eyes as she slipped to her knees in front of him.

      “Jae—” He stopped talking when her hands went to his belt.

      “Daddy, may I?” she asked, looking up at him through her eyelashes. She’d like to tell herself she was playing a game. That she was trying to appease the man who could end her life with a single phone call. But it would be a lie.

      Because she didn’t believe he would do that. There was a way he spoke of his uncle, a dark sadness in his tone when he spoke of him, that made her believe he didn’t like the way Jansen did things. He wouldn’t turn her over to him, and he wouldn’t put her in danger by telling him or Peter or Ash what her real plans were.

      But none of that had anything to do with her asking her question. In the short time she’d been with him, he’d teased her. He’d listened to her too, he’d talked with her.

      “Please?” she said when he continued to stare down at her.

      He brushed away her hands and unbuckled his belt on his own, pulling it free of the loops.

      “If you’ll take a spanking for me, you can suck my cock after.” He folded the belt in two.

      She nodded and scrambled toward the bed. He laughed.

      “A bit eager for a girl who’s only felt my displeasure on her ass.”

      “I—” She stopped. What was she doing?

      “Over the bed, baby girl,” he ordered and moved to her side with three steps. Once beside her, he pressed down on her naked back until her chest flattened against the messed-up blankets of the bed. “Spread your legs for me, there you go… good.”

      As the first lash of the belt struck, she rose up to her toes. The second and third lashes spread like a forest fire through her body, and electricity ran through her after the fifth. Arching her back, she mewled as he continued.

      “I think my little girl likes a little pain,” he mused, striking her harder. She yelped, but then groaned. A warm sensation ran through her.

      “Your ass was made for a belting,” he said, running his hands over her warmed cheeks. The punishment spanking hadn’t been as hard, but it had been cold. This was warm, intimate.

      “Please, Daddy.” She brought her ass up higher. Wanting another strike, a touch, a kiss, something to help ease the ache between her legs.

      His fingers ran through the slickness of her pussy lips, touching her clit and driving her toward that same edge again.

      “I want to bury my cock in you,” he said, but it sounded soft, like she wasn’t supposed to hear it.

      But she had.

      “I want it too.” She looked over her shoulder. “Please, Daddy?” She’d never felt such a void before. She wanted. Not just his cock, but his ownership, his dominance. She wanted all of him to the point of pain.

      He didn’t say anything for too long of a time, then wiped his hand across his mouth.

      “If I fuck you, Jae, I don’t think I can give you back,” he said with grated emotion. Had this really been the man who’d glared at her with such precision only days before?

      Going back to the Annex would mean being a plaything for anyone who had enough money and enough power. She’d never get to Jansen if what Hunter said was true.

      She stood up from her position and pressed her palms to his chest.

      “You might change your mind before the end of the weekend,” she whispered, hoping it wasn’t true.

      He slid both hands into her hair, fisting and pulling her head back until his mouth hovered directly over hers. “If I taste you, really have a bite of you, I won’t ever give you back. I can’t explain it, and I don’t have to, isn’t that right, baby girl?”

      Her pussy clenched at the endearment, at his possessive grip, his warm stare bearing into her heart.

      “That’s right, Daddy.” She licked her lips, losing herself in his dominance.

      “Get on the bed.” He smacked her bottom and gave her a push.

      She climbed the mattress, moving back until there was room for him to join her. With a quickened heartbeat, she watched him unbutton and remove his shirt. Hard muscles rippled beneath the material as he dropped the shirt to the floor. Her eyes flickered to the hard line of his cock pressing against his pants as he unbuttoned and unzipped the barrier. His cock bobbed free when he dropped the pants and kicked them away.

      “No boxers?” she asked with some cheek.

      “Not today.” He climbed on the bed, giving her a predatory wink.

      She sat up, reaching for his erection but was stopped by his hand wrapping around her wrist. “Please?”

      “I want your mouth,” he ordered, pulling on her wrist until she was on all fours before him. “Open wide, baby girl.” He fisted his dick and brought it to her mouth, running the smooth head over her lips until she opened like a good girl for him. His good girl.

      He thrust into her, giving her no time to accept his thickness before he hit the back of her throat. She gagged, but he didn’t relent, and he pushed her head until she was back on him.

      “Fuck, yes,” he groaned and thrust forward again. She swallowed, taking him more easily now, letting her tongue lash the underside of his cock.

      He moaned again, thrusting harder. Spit gathered at the corners of her mouth, but he wouldn’t stop fucking her face. It began to run down her chin, but she ignored it. His smooth, hard cock ran over her tongue, down her throat, sating a part of her she’d been ignoring for far too long.

      “Such a good girl.” He yanked her head back by her hair, resting the swollen head of his cock on her lips. “You’ve made a mess.” He pulled back, making all the saliva that had collected string between her mouth and his dick. “Clean it up,” he ordered.

      With no delay, she began to slurp and lick until his cock was clean.

      “On your back.” He gave her shoulders a little push.

      “Yes, Daddy,” she answered and scrambled to get into position.

      His hands pried her knees apart and he settled between them. Leaning over her body, he took her lips beneath his, crushing the air from her lungs. She didn’t need it, she had him.

      Readjusting her feet, she spread herself wider, feeling his cock at her entrance. Arching her hips upward to take him inside her, she made him chuckle.

      “Who controls this?” he asked, breaking their kiss.

      “You do.” She pouted.

      “Who says when you get cock and when you don’t?”

      “You,” she whined, wiggling her hips beneath him.

      “And who will spank you like a naughty little girl when you misbehave?” The question had a weight to it, like it meant more than who got to fuck her.

      “You will, Daddy.” She looked into his eyes, feeling the connection she’d promised herself she wouldn’t make with him. He was just a contract. Right?

      “Who do you obey?”

      “You.” She stretched her neck and kissed his lips. “I obey you.”

      “Damn right.” He reared his hips back and drove into her with one fluid motion. She cried out from the forced invasion. Her pussy stretched around him, gripping him and adjusting to his size.

      “Hard,” she begged. “Please, Daddy, hard.” She planted her feet on the mattress.

      “I don’t do gentle, baby girl,” he promised and drove into her again and again. She met each thrust, hooking one foot behind him.

      He bit at her neck, scraping his teeth down her throat.

      “Fuck,” she gasped when he pushed her thighs toward her cheeks, making her passage tighter and his cock bigger.

      “Language.” The chastisement came out on a low growl and he nipped her harder. The painful edge of his bite only drove her further to her orgasm.

      “I have to, oh fuck, oh god, oh! I have to!” She gripped his shoulders.

      “All you have to do is beg.” He grinned down at her, grinding his hips into her and rubbing her clit harder as he continued his sensual assault on her body.

      She groaned. Beg him. Hadn’t she already given him enough? She’d gone against her rules. She’d accepted his authority, she’d given into a submissive side she didn’t admit existed, and now he wanted her to beg?

      “You can do this, baby girl. You can give me what I want.”

      “What do you want?” She arched her spine, feeling him go deeper still and moaning.

      “Everything. Give me everything, Jaelynn.” He stopped moving, staring into her eyes. “Give me all of you. Submit to me, completely.”

      Her breath came out in a huff, not from repulsion, not from fear, but from the deep tension leaving her body. He didn’t see her as just a little fuck toy for the weekend. Something had transpired, something went deeper between them.

      “Please let me come for you. Fuck me until you make me yours,” she begged in a soft, deep, soul-tearing voice.

      “More.” He thrust harder, making her body jerk along the bed.

      “Please make me yours, make me your baby girl,” she pleaded, her nails digging into his shoulders.

      “Fuck,” he grunted. “Come with me, come now.”

      It was as though her body now obeyed him. As the words escaped him, her body exploded with fire and pleasure and pain and beauty.

      He captured her scream with a kiss as he growled against her lips and found his own release. His cum filled her. Spasms from his cock mirrored her own pulsations as they rocked together until they slowed to a stop.

      His breath mingled with hers, hot and heavy. A thin layer of sweat covered his chest, and her chest, and everywhere between. There was no him or her at that moment, but only them. Together.

      Another kiss, another sweet bite to her neck and he withdrew from her. He didn’t go far, and he never released her. Rolling to his side, he pulled her with him, cradling her in his arms.

      “I’m never letting you go,” he vowed into the silence of the room. She snuggled harder into his chest.

      “I—” she sighed. “I have to fix what happened. He can’t get away with it, and he’s your uncle.”

      His arm tightened around her, as though he could hold her back from her vengeance. His uncle couldn’t get away with what he’d done. She would get revenge.

      And Hunter would leave.
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      Jae spent the afternoon sleeping. He wondered how long it had been since the woman had any real rest without worrying about avenging her parents. How to make the rent? How she would survive working in the Annex without having to give herself over completely?

      After a call with Peter, Hunter confirmed what he already knew. She’d never been with any client for anything other than impact play. It settled his soul to know she wasn’t touched in the way he’d touched her by anyone else frequenting the Annex.

      He needed to figure out what to do with his uncle. She deserved retribution. His uncle had killed her parents, had hurt her. For that transgression, he wanted to wrap his own hands around the old man’s throat.

      Keeping her would mean she’d have to deal with Jansen. He wouldn’t make her face him with a pleasant smile, and he probably couldn’t keep her from diving across the table with a knife in hand either.

      She had spirit, and he wouldn’t take that from her.

      “Hunter, your uncle’s here,” Damien interrupted.

      “Fuck.” Hunter stood from his desk. His uncle picked the wrong time as usual to show up. “Keep Jaelynn upstairs. If you see her, you pick her ass up and carry her back to my rooms and tie her down.” Hunter rounded his desk.

      “Okay,” Damien said with more pleasure than Hunter could allow.

      “Not literally, asshole. Just keep her up there. She can’t see my uncle.”

      Damien’s shoulders slumped. Apparently, his little girl had pissed Damien off with her adventures in his office.

      “Got it. He’s in the living room helping himself to your brandy.” Damien jerked a thumb and headed toward the stairs to keep watch.

      Hunter nodded. “Thanks.”

      As he made his way to the living room he heard voices. The staff had been given the weekend off. Only Damien had stayed back.

      “You don’t remember?” Jaelynn’s voice carried down the hallway, and Hunter picked up his speed.

      “I’m sorry, but no. I have a lot of buildings and real estate through the city. How could I remember one useless warehouse?” His uncle’s deep voice chilled him.

      “Jae!” Hunter rounded the corner into the living room and set his sights on her. Dressed in a pair of leggings and one of his t-shirts, she stood five feet from his uncle. Her hair had been brushed back into a ponytail.

      She didn’t turn to look at him but kept her glare on his uncle.

      “Hunter!” Jansen smiled and turned away from her. He had no idea how much she wanted him dead. “I didn’t realize you had company, or that she was—well—allowed to walk around freely, otherwise I would have waited until Monday,”

      Hunter’s eyes narrowed at the implication his uncle made. Jae was not a whore, and she sure as fuck wasn’t some slave toy to be chained up in his bedroom.

      “Jaelynn is free to do what she wishes, Uncle. I was hoping to introduce the two of you properly, though. She’s going to be around for a long time.” He kept his eyes focused on his uncle, not sparing a glance toward Jae.

      “Ah, took a long contract? I should have really jumped on that deal with Samuel. Ashland is making money hand over fist, especially now with all his regulations. Give the girls a bit more freedom, and you’ll get a better caliber of product.”

      “Product?” Jae whispered from the other side of the room.

      “Jae, go upstairs,” Hunter said with a head jerk.

      “No.” she argued, crossing her arms over her chest. “You just said I do as I please.”

      Hunter gritted his teeth. He couldn’t very well threaten to spank her ass in front of his uncle. He would find it too entertaining, and he needed him to lose interest.

      “Jaelynn, go upstairs right now.” Hunter’s jaw clenched. Keeping his voice level had never been so hard.

      She looked at him, then his uncle. Her shoulders dropped. “Yeah. Of course.” She stopped at the entrance of the living room and glared at Jansen. “That warehouse you don’t remember. The useless building you blew up for the insurance money, or to hide some murder, or evidence of some other shit, killed my parents. Not that you care. Not that you’ll ever pay for what you did. I wanted you dead for the past five years. But you dying won’t bring them back. But I hope you lose everything. I hope your entire empire crumbles and you die a lonely, old, bitter man.”

      Jansen’s eyes narrowed, and his fists clenched.

      “Jae, go!” Hunter barked at her.

      With tears in her eyes, she turned and ran from the room.

      “Who the fuck did that bitch think she was talking to? She wants me dead? Did she tell you that?” His uncle’s face reddened.

      “She’s no threat,” Hunter assured him.

      “You let her speak to me with such insolence? Such disrespect?” His anger began to rise in his voice.

      “I’ll deal with her,” Hunter promised.

      “See that you do. If she ever speaks like that to me again, I’ll take care of it myself.”

      Hunter knew better than to argue. His uncle would do what he wanted, and if he wanted to teach Jae a lesson, the harshest spanking Hunter could ever give her would be foreplay in comparison.

      “What did you want to see me about?” Hunter changed the topic.

      A man who put business above personal relationships, his uncle slid into work mode. Hunter listened while the prattle went on and on, but his thoughts were of Jae. She’d been ready to cry.

      Was it from anger or from betrayal? Did she think he didn’t side with her?

      He’d have to make her understand. His uncle couldn’t be fucked with. It wouldn’t be safe for her, or for him.

      “Hunter.” Damien ran into the room, out of breath and annoyed.

      “What now?” Jansen barked.

      “Sorry. She’s gone.”

      “Who’s gone?” Jansen demanded. Had he already forgotten about Jae? Only minutes had passed.

      “What do you mean, she’s gone?” Hunter turned his back on his uncle and stalked to the door.

      “I mean she’s gone. She passed me in the hall going back up to your room, so I waited outside and made sure she stayed up there like you said. But then I heard glass, and a yell. She left.”

      “How?” Hunter was already running to the front door.

      “She jumped out of your window. The window must have slammed shut after she was out, the glass shattered.”

      “Fuck. Get the car,” he ordered. “Uncle, I’ll have to finish this later.”

      “Let the whore go.” Jansen waved a hand. “You’ll get another.”

      Get another.

      There was no other than Jae.

      He turned to Damien. “I said get the fucking car.”
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      Jaelynn stood at the bus stop, one suitcase in hand, the other at her feet. The wind whipped around her, blowing her hair across her face.

      She’d been such a colossal fool! Thinking she could actually get to and kill someone as powerful as Elliot Jansen? What had she been thinking? He would have killed her in one second without thought. She ruled her life on emotion.

      Meeting Hunter had been the only solid event in the last three months that she could have held onto as real. Except, she’d seen the loyalty in his expression when he talked to his uncle.

      And of course, he’d be loyal to him. He was family. He was Hunter’s boss. Who was she? A good little girl who played nice for him? A solid fuck?

      Ugh, she’d been so fucking stupid.

      She needed to get out of town. Scraping up what money Peter had given her from her last pay, she’d bought a ticket. She had no friends or family to help her, she was on her own. And she would do fine. She’d find a new job, one that didn’t require her lifting her skirt up and taking a spanking. And she’d find a new home.

      And maybe she’d find a new man.

      One who could possess her as easily as Hunter had in such a short time?

      She shook her head. She was still a fucking fool.

      “I’m pretty sure little girls aren’t allowed to run away from their daddies.” A deep voice settled over her. Her spine stiffened.

      “Hunter.” She bowed her head, not from submission, but from shame. How could she look him in the eye after what an idiot she’d been?

      “Turn around, Jaelynn.” His command seeped into her.

      She expected to see a firm jaw, angry dark eyes, similar to when she’d first met him.

      “You’re leaving?” He looked down at her bags. “It was so pointless? Our weekend together?” She detected hurt in his tone, saw it cross his features.

      “I was so stupid. Your uncle, the Annex, all of it was wrong.” She took a steady breath. Crying wouldn’t help her now.

      “And me?”

      “You?” She raised her chin. At the very least, he deserved the truth, even if it meant embarrassing herself. “You showed me what I really want. How much I could really submit to a man—to you.”

      “And now you’ll just find someone else?” His voice hardened.

      “No. I mean, I—”

      “I meant it when I said I’d never let you go. It wasn’t just words mumbled during a quick fuck. I meant it. It’s true you’ll never get to avenge your parents, it’s true my uncle will go on without having to pay for what he did to you. And if looking at me every day makes that truth too painful to bear, then I’ll let you get on that bus.” He looked away. “But you won’t be alone. I won’t just let you ride off. I’ll know where you are. I’ll be watching. I’ll be taking care of you.”

      She sucked in a breath. “You can’t—”

      “I can and I will. Because I fucking meant what I said, Jaelynn. Did you?” he demanded, closing the space between them, his insecurity rolling off of him. He opened himself to her; she could reject him, cut him down, and walk away. He might watch from a distance, but he’d never get to have her.

      “My parents—”

      “Nothing will bring them back.”

      “You work for him. You work for the man responsible.”

      “Yes, I do. For now. When he retires, it all goes to me. But if throwing all that away keeps you here, then that’s what I’ll do.”

      A tear slipped from her eye. He’d give up everything for her?

      “You’d do that? You’d choose me? That’s crazy,” she said in a whisper.

      “Well, that’s what you do to me. You make me crazy.” He grabbed her hands. “Now, you can either come home with me and accept your punishment for being such a naughty girl, or you can get on the bus and always wonder what it would have been like. Being my little girl, my wife, my life.”

      She swallowed hard.

      “You really are a crazy bastard.” She laughed.

      “Your fault entirely.” He didn’t smile, he didn’t blink.

      She hadn’t answered him yet.

      “I don’t want to see him. I never want to talk to him or see him,” she said firmly.

      “You won’t have to. I’ll deal with it.” He nodded.

      “And you can’t give it all up. Well, maybe the bad stuff?”

      He quirked an eyebrow.

      “How much of a punishment are we talking?” She tilted her head.

      “Oh, one hell of a spanking, several long corner time sessions, and a fucking you’ll never forget.” His hands gripped her harder, a smile teased at the corners of his mouth.

      “A nice spanking, one corner time, and a fucking I’ll never forget,” she countered.

      He growled. “You don’t negotiate your punishment.” He let her go and grabbed her bags.

      “Okay, two corner time sessions,” she added when he gave her a nudge to get going toward his car that was idling a few spots away from the station.

      “Keep it up and you’ll be sporting a bare red ass around the house for a week,” he promised and handed the bags to Damien waiting at the car. She noticed the soft look of relief on his expression. Maybe he wasn’t so pissed that she’d out-maneuvered him again.

      “I think that should happen regardless,” Damien grumbled while tossing her bags in the car.

      Hunter pinched her ass and opened her door. “He has a point. Red bare ass for a week. Anything else you’d like to negotiate?” He leaned down, completely invading her space.

      “You really want me forever?” she asked, not blinking.

      He kissed her. Not just a welcome home kiss. But a kiss that stopped her heart, made her toes curl, and sucked the air from her chest. She didn’t exist without him.

      He owned her.

      “And ever,” he muttered against her lips.

      “My daddy ever after?” She smiled.

      “Yes, baby girl. Now get in the car before I start your spanking right here in the street.”

      “Yes, Daddy.” She climbed into the car.

      He really was her daddy ever after.
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      “You have to stop pissing off Damien just for the sake of pissing him off.” Hunter leaned back in his chair, glaring at her from behind his desk.

      Jae stood, hands folded primly in front of her, trying her best to look repentant. She wasn’t of course, but her husband didn’t need to know that.

      He’d made good on his promise to keep her forever and ever. After leaving the bus terminal, he’d driven her home. His home, and now hers, where he cleaned her up and loved her until she promised to go down to city hall with him. After a month of being his wife, she was finally settling in to living beneath his authority and wrapped up in his love.

      But Damien took more getting used to.  The man insisted on telling on her for every little infraction. If she skipped a nap, which she still thought to be silly, he told on her. If she forgot her cell phone when she went out for a while, he snitched. It was only natural that she’d try to get him back for his disloyalty at some point.

      “I already said I was sorry,” she pointed out, feeling Damien’s presence just outside the office door. He probably hung around to hear her squeals when Hunter dragged her over her his knee.

      “Why can’t you cut him some slack?” Hunter asked, amusement dancing on the edge of his words.

      “Cut him slack?” Jae asked with shock. “Are you serious? The man is constantly hovering over me, ready to tell on me for the slightest thing!”

      Hunter nodded. “I know. That’s his job.”

      “To babysit me?” Her eyes widened to a painful degree. “I’m not a child.”

      “His job is to keep you safe when I’m not around. That means hovering a little. He has a thing for obedience, something he and I have in common, Jae.” He sent her a pointed look.

      “He’s listening.” She jerked a thumb at the door.

      “No, he’s not.” Hunter shook his head and sighed. “He left for the afternoon.”

      “He just wanted you to spank me.” She puffed. All of Hunters caring and hard looks had worked to soften her into the little girl he loved her being.

      Hunter laughed. “So, he told you to climb up into the attic and hide for an entire afternoon. Scaring both him and me into thinking you’d run off again, or worse?”

      She hadn’t meant to hide for the whole afternoon, but she found boxes of old family photos. Hours had passed while she flipped through the photographs of Hunter as a child growing up before she heard his deep voice bellowing for her from beneath her.

      “I just wanted to be alone for a little bit,” she explained honestly.

      “I can understand that.” Hunter pushed up from his desk and walked around it, to where she stood. “But you were still a very naughty girl, weren’t you?” he asked, pushing her thick curls back over her shoulder and chucking her chin until she met his gaze.

      “I promised I’d never run away again, and I won’t,” she said. Real guilt of having that worry still weigh on him seeped into her core.

      “I know.” He nodded.  “But you didn’t answer me.”  He ran his fingertip along the shell of her ear.

      She lowered her gaze. “Hiding in the attic isn’t against any rules that you’ve given me.” She pointed out.

      “True.” He ran his hand down the length of her back to the hem of her dress. “But, I called you and called you and you didn’t come.” He pulled the back of her dress up, tucking it into the belt at her waist.

      “I didn’t hear you.” She smiled up at him. The little sparkle in his eyes when he looked down at her, eased away her fear that he was actually upset with her.  She enjoyed his touches, and his spankings, but she would never like his punishments.

      “Hmmm.” He leaned down and took her earlobe between his teeth. “Maybe I should put in an intercom system, so you can always hear me call for you.”

      “Mmmhhhmm, that might work.” She said then broke into a full moan when he bit down on her neck.

      “For now, bend over my desk.” With a gentle shove between her shoulder blades, he pushed her into position.

      She placed her forearms on the desk and rose up to her toes, looking over her shoulder to find his eyes. No matter what the situation was, if he was upset with her, or pleased with her, she needed the comfort of his eyes on her.

      “That’s it, good girl.” He said, pealing her white cotton panties down her thighs and leaving them at her knees.

      His hands cupped her ass cheeks, kneading them and pulling them apart until she shifted her position. He released her to unbuckle his belt, making her ass clench in anticipation.

      She didn’t hear the familiar zip of leather running along fabric as he pulled off the belt, so she looked once more over her shoulder. His grin told her everything.

      “I think we should just forget panties all together from now on.” He said, shoving hers down to her ankles. “Step out and spread your legs wider.”

      She moved her feet out of the panties and repositioned herself for him. He wasn’t asking her, he wasn’t going to take his time warming her up for him, he was going to take what was his. There would be no apology for his aggression. No regret for manhandling her. And she wouldn’t want it any other way.

      He poised behind her, the tip of his cock pressed to her entrance.

      “Tell me again, Jaelynn.” He said, pushing the very tip of his dick past her opening.

      “I’ll never leave you.”

      He thrust hard until his balls smacked her pussy. She cried out at the fullness, the sudden intrusion, but she didn’t try to wiggle away. This is who they were.

      “And why is that?” he asked, his voice raw from holding his control.

      “Because I belong here. To you.” She said, throwing her head back when he pulled away slightly, not wanting him to go too far.

      “And?” He slid further inside her, the slow pace would drive her mad, and he knew it. It was his weapon, his way of making her obey him even if she didn’t want to.

      “And you belong to me,” she sucked in a long breath when his hands gripped her hips and he drove into her harder and harder with each stroke.

      There were no more words, no more innuendoes or feelings expressed. Just raw, animalistic actions that echoed throughout his office. He claimed her, the same way he did every day, with every look, every kiss, every touch.  Completely, and without hesitation.

      And they lived mostly happily ever after.
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      “Not again.”

      Ellie Stevens stepped off the bus and into the thick humid air of the city to find a group of people milling around the entrance to The Café, her father’s coffee shop. She pushed her sunglasses up the bridge of her nose and made her way through the crowd.

      “It’s locked again, Ellie,” Jason, their full-time cashier, informed her as she reached for the handle of the door. The lights were still on, and the We’re Open sign hadn’t been turned off.

      Which meant her father was inside.

      And, if the door was locked, he wasn’t alone.

      “It’ll be just a minute.” Ellie pulled her saddlebag forward, unzipped the leather pouch, and dug out her spare key.

      “I’m not sure you should go in there. Those guys work for Ash Titon,” Jason said.

      “Who?” Ellie asked, finding the key among the array of colored pencils littering her purse.

      “Just—maybe wait is all I’m saying.”

      “Jason, the customers aren’t going to wait around.” She slid her key into the lock and turned the bolt, feeling the door give way. “I’ll just go hurry them up. Dad probably just couldn’t fit everyone in his office.”

      More than likely, he was begging for more time. A scene she’d been accustomed to growing up, but one that annoyed her as an adult.

      “I’ll be out in a minute and let everyone in.” She opened the door enough to squeeze through and locked it behind her. If her father shooed the customers out, it meant he was either in dire negotiations for more time to repay a debt, or the goons cornering him wanted privacy.

      She doubted either side would be happy with her presence.

      “I swear, I’ll get the cash. I promise.” Her father’s broken plea tore at her.

      Coffee cups and dessert plates littered the floor where tables had been knocked over. The pastry case was unharmed, but all the countertop displays lay scattered on the floor.

      She heard a grunt and knew the sound for what it was. Her father taking a fist to his belly. No matter how many times she’d heard him being roughed up by his creditors, it still turned her stomach.

      Ignoring the mess, she ran through the small café to the back room, where she found her father pinned against the wall by two overgrown goons. A third man stood before him, rubbing his knuckles. As though he hadn’t already grown callouses from the previous beatings he dished out.

      “You’ve said that twice before, and yet, no money. Ash is tired of waiting. You’re months behind, and your interest has compiled to the point you won’t be able to repay in the timeline agreed.”

      Her neck tingled, signaling her heart to beat faster. Months behind? How much interest? What the hell had her father gotten himself into this time? And who the hell was Ash?

      Her father usually dealt with a man name Javier, not Ash. Had he started going to two different men to help cover his gambling debts? Borrowing from Peter to pay Paul?

      “Wait. Stop.” Ellie stepped into the scene, grabbing hold of the arm ready to deliver another blow to her father.

      “Ellie? No.” Her father groaned at seeing her, but she ignored him. He didn’t want her involved. She got that. He wouldn’t want her hurt. No matter how many times he’d put them at risk, the café at risk, their home at risk with his gambling, he never wanted her involved. But he also never saw how his actions dragged her into the fray every time.

      Every time she had to sell another piece of her mother’s jewelry to pay off a two-bit loan shark, or had to take a second job on the weekends in order to pay the rent on their apartment, she was involved. How could she not get involved? He was her father. It had been just the two of them for so long, she could hardly remember anyone else there to take care of her. And no matter his faults, his weaknesses, he loved her.

      The goon shook her off his arm and turned to her, licking his lips like some sort of hungry, rabid dog. He was nicely dressed, and clean-shaven. Compared to the usual hired fists who came knocking on their door, he could be considered attractive.

      “Ellie? Is this your daughter?” He jerked a thumb at her, while questioning her father.

      “Ellie, just leave.” Her father struggled, but he was no match for the two apes holding him. At nearly sixty, and after surviving a heart attack, even with a forceful struggle, he presented no real challenge.

      “How much does he owe?” She tugged at her saddlebag, but took a step away from him. He towered her.

      The man laughed, more of a snicker, and it came out forced. “You don’t have it in your little bag, sweetie.”

      “How much?” she demanded.

      “One hundred and fifty thousand.” The man’s eyes narrowed. “Before interest.”

      Before interest? What could her father have needed with that kind of money? She didn’t glance at him, knowing she’d see a pitying expression if she did.

      “Do you have it in your little bag?” he asked, pointing to where she gripped the zipper.

      “N-no. But we’ll get it,” she promised him. The café would be lost. Her mother’s dream gone. “We just need a little time.”

      “He’s out of time.” He nodded to the men holding him, and they dragged her father toward the rear door leading to the alley.

      “No!” She lunged at them, but the big goon with the too-black hair and condescending smile shoved her with one hand.

      “No need for you to come. You don’t need to see this.”

      She fought against him as they hauled her father out. She heard him scream, heard the screen door slam before car doors did the same, but she couldn’t get free. The man stood in the doorway, arms crossed over his chest, not letting her pass. He said something, but she wasn’t listening.

      “No! Leave him alone.”

      “I would suggest you forget him.” Wheels squealed in the alleyway, and a car drove off, leaving only a cloud of dust and dirt to be seen through the open door.

      She stopped fighting, gasping for breath, feeling hot tears welling in her eyes.

      “Forget him. Run your little coffeehouse, and learn from his mistakes.”

      “Where did you take him?” she demanded, stepping away from him.

      He raised his eyebrows but said nothing. After a moment of thick silence, he shot her a wink and started to whistle.

      Once again helpless to stop him, she stood on shaky legs, struggling to breathe as he sauntered out of the café. Another car pulled up just as he pushed the screen door open.

      Taking a deep breath, she yelled to his retreating form, “Where did he go?” But no answer came. He held the screen door as he closed it, keeping it from slamming. “Where are they taking him?” she tried again.

      “Forget about him, Ellie. Just forget.” His eyes met hers briefly before he climbed into the black car and drove off.

      She stood in the silence of their coffeehouse.

      Where did they take him?

      What would they do to him?

      She didn’t know the answers, but she knew one thing.

      She wouldn’t just forget him.
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      “You can’t really think to do this.”

      Ellie swallowed a sob when she stepped out of the cab up in front of the massive estate. Was her father inside? Did dungeons still exist in places such as this?

      Gates surrounded the entire property. The only thing missing from the menacing property were perched gargoyles. And even those would probably lighten the atmosphere. “You can’t think to do this. Don’t do this, Ellie,” Jason pleaded.

      “Jason. Just take care of the café for me, okay?”

      “Ellie. This is Ashland Titon. He doesn’t mess around.”

      A lesson she’d already learned. After her father had been snatched right in front of her, she’d done a little digging. Ashland Titon owned a fair amount of the city’s night life. Between bars, nightclubs, and stripper clubs, he had his hands in almost everything. None of which explained what he would want with her father, until she came across new articles showing him dealing with accusations of sex trafficking and loan sharking. Loan sharking. Bingo. It hadn’t taken much more digging to figure out where Ashland lived.

      “I know, Jason. I’m not attacking him. I’m going to ask him to let Dad go, that’s it.” It sounded naive at best, even to her.

      “Let him go? Are you insane? The only way he’s letting your dad go is if you have the money. And you don’t.” A heavy sigh came through the phone line. “Please. Just don’t go in there.”

      Ellie peered up at the foreboding gates before her. “I have to, Jason. He’s my father.”

      Another sigh. “Fine. I’ll take care of the café. Be careful, and don’t do anything stupid.”

      “Of course not.” She ended the call and took a deep breath. She had passed stupid when she got into the cab.

      Straightening her bag strap on her shoulder, tucking a few loose hairs behind her ear. She rolled her shoulders back and went for it.

      The button made no sound when she pressed it. A bit of static and then a greeting came through the speaker.

      “Uh. Hi. Uh. I’m here to see Mr. Titon.”

      “Your name and business?” came the reply.

      “Ellie Stevens. He-uh-does business with my father.” Mostly true.

      A breeze whipped her hair into her face. The sun had already started setting, making the estate even more ominous and chilling the air.

      She stared at the metal speaker, waiting for a response. A sense of being watched struck her, and she scanned the house, searching the windows for a set of eyes. Nothing.

      She let out a long breath and reached for the button again.

      “Someone will be along to collect you,” a deep voice rang through before she could press the call button.

      Collect her? She wanted to roll her eyes. If they were trying to make her feel intimidated, they were about five hours too late. Seeing her father dragged away with a split lip and bruised face had worked well enough.

      Loose strands continued to blow into her face, and she peeled her hair tie from her wrist and went about working the long locks into a braid. She couldn’t very well be fidgeting with her damn hair while trying to bargain for her father’s life.

      The gates opened, and the man who had hurt her father descended the half-dozen steps of the house and followed the winding path to where she stood. In a hurry to get this over with, she dashed forward, ignoring his offered hand to stomp past him.

      “You probably shouldn’t want to rush this.” He chuckled behind her, catching up and grabbing her elbow to keep her at his side.

      He guided her up the stairs and into the house. The enormity of the beauty inside took her breath away—mysterious and foreboding, much like the outside, but the artwork appealed to her. Baroque. Every painting, every statue they passed came from her favorite era. Everything appealed to her, the music, the architecture, the paintings, so, after getting a taste of it during her coursework for her language arts degree, she’d immediately signed up for a class focusing solely on the Baroque period.

      “I told you to forget about your father.” His grave voice, though soft, interrupted her inspection of the pieces they passed and reminded her she wasn’t in a museum, but in the home of a man willing to kill her father if it would send the right message.

      She didn’t respond, focused on what she would say when she spoke with Ashland Titon. There hadn’t been many pictures of him in her search, other than a few old ones. He didn’t appear overly threatening in the smiling photographs. A soft, forced smile giving little insight into his true mood. She doubted he’d be as happy to see her.

      The emptiness of the house sank into her as they continued along the corridor. The dark carpeting gave way to deep-maple-stained wood flooring. The clicking of her sandals echoed through the hallway. Although her escort barely held onto her, she could feel him, invading her thoughts with his threatening presence. She held no misgivings about how dangerous these men were.

      They came to a closed door at the end of the hall and he reached around her to open it, shoving it inward and exposing the interior.

      An oversized mahogany desk sat in the center of the room. The décor mirrored what she’d seen of the estate so far: ominous coloring with dominating artistry. Large sconces adorned the spaces between the paintings, holding long white electric candles that lit up the room. The rich purple draperies were drawn back from each window, but the closed blinds didn’t let enough light through to illuminate the area.

      “Go on. You’ve come this far.” The man gave her a little shove, and she stepped into the room. The door slammed shut behind her, signaling the finality of it.

      She swallowed and took in the room where she stood. It was only when he moved from the corner, she saw him. Stepping out of a shadow, he advanced into the light. Her breath hitched, her heart all but stopped as she took in the massiveness of the man before her. He had broad shoulders, larger than she’d ever seen on a man, and stood taller than her by a foot, maybe more. His thick, dirty-blond hair was tied at the nape of his neck, exposing a scar above his left eye and another running from his right ear along his jaw, disappearing beneath his beard.

      He took another step toward her, the muscles in his chest, beneath the black button-down shirt rippling with his movements. The rolled-up sleeves showed off black tattoos running up from his wrists and disappearing into the folds of fabric. Was his entire body covered with ink?

      “Peter told me you’re Dominick’s daughter.” His voice, so deep, shook her from her inspection.

      “Y-yes. He’s my father.” She swallowed and thrust her chin forward. Allowing him to see how terrified she truly was would ruin everything, and having a quivering lip would most definitely give her away. “Your men took him this afternoon. I’m here to take him home.”

      His eyes narrowed, his jaw tensed. When his gaze moved over the length of her, she found herself rolling her shoulders back and swallowing a demand for him to stop. He didn’t seem the sort of man who would listen to any demand she made of him, or one from anyone.

      “You’re going to hurt yourself if you keep twisting your fingers like that.” She dropped her hands to her sides and fisted them. More to keep them from returning to a fidgeting state than out of anger.

      “My father,” she said again when he seemed content to keep staring at her. Her insides shook beneath his scrutiny, but she held herself straight, not wanting him to see how much she wanted to cower from him, how badly she wanted to run from the room.

      “Your father owes me a lot of money,” he said, striding to the desk and leaning against it. He crossed one ankle over the other and pressed his hands against the edge of the desk. How could a man appear so casual and dangerous at the same time?

      “I know. We’ll get it. I just need time. I’ll have to sell the coffeehouse.” It wouldn’t be enough, though. She’d have to let go of the rest of her mother’s jewelry and put their condo on the market.

      “He asked for more time. Three times already. I granted it, but he’s delayed and delayed. No more delay.” He gave his dictate with a hard tone.

      She didn’t come to him a timid mouse, she reminded herself. It was her father she was trying to save, nothing else.

      “He’s not asking. I am. Let me sell the coffeehouse, or maybe you could take it as a down payment on his debt?” The idea seemed logical, an easy transaction for a man who had as many business dealings as he seemed to.

      He laughed, a cheerless, deep-rooted sound that failed to add levity to the room. “What the hell would I do with a coffeehouse?”

      “You could turn it into one of your clubs or keep it a café. We already have staff. All you’d have to do is collect the profits. Maybe Dad could still run it for you–”

      His lips thinned and eyebrows rose. “What do you know about my clubs?” Of all the things she’d just suggested, that was what he wanted to know more about? His clubs?

      “I know you own several.” A dozen, to be accurate.

      “And what type of clubs are they?” he asked, uncrossing his feet.

      She regarded him for a long stretch before licking her bottom lip and answering him. “Nightclubs and a few sex clubs.”

      “Well, strip clubs, to be precise, but yes, sex happens. A lot.” He pushed off the desk and strolled around to the other side, opening a drawer. “Do you think your father would like me to turn his little café into a strip club? Maybe he could manage that? Help the girls with the blow jobs in the back room?” The sneering grin accompanying his crass words sent a tremor through her.

      This was not a man with compassion.

      A door behind him opened. She hadn’t seen it at first; it was masked along the wall. Her father stumbled in and barely caught himself before falling on his face.

      She rushed toward him as he straightened. Peter stepped in front of her father, blocking her attempt to help him.

      “Move.” She tried to get around him, but he thwarted her.

      “It’s fine, Peter. Let her see him,” Ash said.

      Peter moved to the side, and she stepped up to her father. His face was swollen, one eye completely closed. Reddish-brown dried blood creased his puffed lips.

      “You shouldn’t be here.” Her father coughed and grabbed onto her shoulders. “You need to leave.”

      “No.” She shook her head. “I won’t leave you here. We’ll find a way to pay him. There has to be a way.” She kept her voice hushed, not wanting anyone else to hear. “We can sell everything.”

      He grasped her face. Years of hard work left his hands rough against her skin.

      “It’s not enough, Ellie. If it had been, I would have done it. I owe him almost a quarter of a million dollars. The interest compounded too quickly. You have to leave, go home. Please. I can’t risk losing you.”

      She’d heard the regret in his voice before, too many times for it to register as truly authentic. Always on the lookout for the fast buck, the quick way to repay one loan or another. And, every time, she paid the price. She could be angry with him later, once she made sure he was safely out of Ashland’s clutches.

      “You’re so much like your mother. Strong and loyal. Not weak like me, Ellie. Please, you need to go.” He tried to push her away but started coughing again, grimacing. His ribs were probably as bruised as his face.

      He was right.

      She was strong. Much stronger than he. And the strong didn’t let the weak die. The strong protected.

      She turned away from him. Taking long strides, with her chin thrust out, shoulders pinned back, she moved to the desk, facing Ash who hadn’t moved during their exchange. He eyed her with an arched brow.

      “Let my father go. I’ll pay his debt.”

      The corners of his lips curled upward. “And how do you think you’ll do that? You’ve already admitted you don’t have the money, and I’ve already denied your request for more time.”

      “What are you going to do with him? If you kill him, you get nothing.” She waved in her father’s direction, not facing him any longer. Not able to withstand seeing the torment in his eyes for another second.

      “His death would be a message to those who think they can borrow and borrow and never repay.” His sinister tone unsettled her, but she didn’t cower. “I’m not a fucking charity. He owes.”

      “Then take me.” She heard her father’s gasp but didn’t react. She focused on the man who towered over her, even with the desk between them.

      “You?” His voice rumbled with the question.

      “Yes.” She gave a curt nod. “I’ll work off his debt. In your clubs.”

      “No. Ellie, no!” Her father tried to get to her, but Peter grabbed him again.

      “Do you know how long that will take?” Ash asked.

      “I’ll do whatever is needed, but you have to swear to let him go and never bother him again.” Her nails dug into her palms, but she didn’t blink, didn’t turn her gaze away, even when his eyes narrowed.

      He stepped around the desk, coming to stand behind her. His hands closed over her shoulders, and he tugged, turning her to face him. Her eyes came in line with his chest, but he gave a simple command.

      “Look at me.”

      She tilted her head, dragging her gaze over the buttons of his shirt, past the swirl of a tattoo peeking out from where the top buttons were undone, along his thick neck covered in stubble, and across his beard before she came to his eyes. She’d been wrong. They were bright blue with specks of gray.

      “You have no idea what you’re offering me.” The warning sang clear in his tone.

      “I’ll work off his debt. Take my life for his.” She may not understand the workings of his mind, but she knew what giving up her freedom meant.

      He studied her for a long moment. “You would give up yourself for him? Why?”

      “He’s my father.”

      After a prolonged moment, he gave a brief nod. But she doubted he understood. Men like him only understood loyalty to themselves. Only to him.

      Releasing her shoulder, he ran his knuckle across her jaw until he reached her mouth. He ran the tip of one finger over her bottom lip then her chin, her neck, until reaching her chest. He didn’t stop, and she made no move to make him, either. She sensed a test, and how well she performed would determine his willingness to accept her offer.

      Her father yelled again for Ashland to leave her alone, but no one acknowledged him.

      Ashland’s finger trailed along her breastbone, into the dip of her T-shirt and the valley between her breasts. Her breath picked up, her lips parted—to beg him to stop?

      He moved from her chest to the elastic band of her skirt. Instinct took over, and she put her hands on his, stilling him. It only took a raised brow to make her release him. If she stopped him now, he wouldn’t consider her offer.

      Unchallenged once more, he continued his descent, slipping inside the band then beneath the cotton of her panties and lower still until he tickled the narrow trail of hair there.

      “Spread your legs,” he whispered. She scooted her feet apart, just enough to give him room to continue. Her face heated, and tears welled, but she wouldn’t tug away, she wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. She had to make this deal in order to keep her father safe and alive. Ash could touch her body, but he wouldn’t get gratification of seeing her unease.

      “You’re wet,” he accused softly. His lips curled. “Danger turns you on.” He kept his gaze locked with hers and pushed a digit into her entrance. She gasped, not having expected him to go so far. Her body stretching around him was only slightly uncomfortable. He pumped in and out half a dozen times before he withdrew and rested his finger against her clit. Humiliation over what he’d just done washed over her, stealing her breath and heating her face.

      Keeping the tears back took more strength than she could have ever imagined possessing. Managing to stay upright and conceal the shaking of her insides, a damn miracle.

      “You have no idea what you’re getting yourself into.” Fatality resounded in the words he spoke, amplified by his solemn tone.

      “He’ll be safe?”

      Ashland jerked back as though her skin suddenly hurt him. Steadfast gaze locked with hers, he pushed his finger into his mouth, licking it clean of her juices. Oh God, she’d been so wet. He gave his attention to Peter. “Let him go. Put him in a car and take him home.”

      “No!”

      “If you so much as dial her cell number, your debt will be reinstated. Thank your baby girl, old man. Her tight little pussy just saved your fucking life.”

      Ellie tried to reach her father, to hug him, to promise she’d find a way to see him, but Ashland grabbed her arm and held her at his side.

      “No! Ellie. Don’t do this!” Her father continued to struggle against Peter, but he couldn’t overpower him any more than he could in the café.

      “I’ll find a way. I promise.” Tears rolled down her cheeks.

      The door slammed, and her father’s cries became only a muffled sound fading away. Ellie wrapped her arms around her middle, trying to suck in air. Wiping her cheeks, she settled a glare on him.

      “You are a beast.” Her voice shook with rage.

      His lips curled again, exposing his perfectly white teeth, and he grabbed her chin, forcing her to hold still as he brought his mouth down on hers. She didn’t struggle, but she refused to respond. It didn’t matter. He pressed hard, biting her lower lip before straightening and chuckling softly.

      “I am. And you are quite the beauty. But don’t think for one fucking second this has a happily ever after.” He gripped her face tighter. “Because this is no fucking fairy tale.” He released her with a jerk and called his men.

      The masked door opened, and the two men she’d seen earlier entered.

      “Take her upstairs. Make sure everything’s locked,” Ashland ordered, and before she could argue, could ask him what he was going to do with her, they had her in their clutches and dragged her from the room.

      She’d saved her father.

      But what would become of her?

      

      
        
        BEAST is available for purchase at Amazon and is also included in Kindle Unlimited.
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