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Message From Alta Hensley













H
 ello readers!
 Thank you so much for taking the time to read Villains & Vodka. I hope you enjoy this dark and sexy tale. Harley Crow is by far my most favorite hero I have written
 .

I do want to give a small warning, however. There are a few scenes in this book that could be a trigger for some. One scene in particular includes self harm. Although a lot of time and consideration went into this scene, and it was not written without 
great
 care

 .

So with 
that
 said

 …

Sit back and enjoy
 !

Let me introduce you to Harley and Marlowe
 !









To those who like 
my
 fire

 .

To those who understand that I am the type of flame that burns with thick black smoke swirling around it. The kind that burns your lungs and waters 
your
 eyes

 .

Thank you to all who are willing to dance naked around my type of fire with wild abandon
 .

Naked and howling at the moon as you 
do
 so

 .












My life is one long fevered dream, balancing between being killed or killing
 .



The name Harley Crow is one to be feared
 .



I am an assassin
 .



A killer
 .



The villain
 .





I own it. I choose this life. Hell, I crave it. I hunger for it. The smell of fear makes me hard and is the very reason the blood runs through my veins
 .



Until I 
meet
 her

 …



Marlowe Masters
 .



Her darkness matches 
my
 own

 .



In my twisted world of dancing along the jagged edge of the blade
 …



She changes everything
 .



No weapon can protect me from the kind of death she will ultimately deliver
 .



 



*Villains & Vodka is a dark billionaire romance. If you don’t like a splash of shock, a dash of taboo, and a heavy dose of sex, then don’t take a sip of this TOP SHELF cocktail
 .
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Harley
 Crow














M
 y life had been
 one long fevered dream, balancing between being killed or killing
 .

Though I was not afraid 
to
 die

 .

I was already dead, for you cannot live without 
a
 soul

 .

I was the creature you did not want to see in the shadows of an alley
 .

I was death
 .

I 
was
 evil

 .

I was a man who played God, but really was the Devil in disguise
 .

I was an assassin. A killer
 .

The villain in this story
 .





I
 own it.
 I chose this life. Hell, I craved it. I hungered for it. The smell of fear made my dick hard and was the very reason the blood ran through my veins. I would not apologize for what I did or who I was. The time of guilt had long passed many 
deaths
 ago

 .

The name Harley Crow was one to be feared, and I took fucking pride in that fact. The more people who feared me, the more money I made. Fear also kept me safe… or safer. Don’t mess with Harley Crow they say, and my reply was always damn straight

 .

As I stared out a single-pane window, with a gun on my lap ready to kill, I inhaled deeply. I had to absorb the bad. Soak in the fact that I was about to kill a man. It was my job and what I’d been hired to do. One task. Bullet through 
the
 head

 .

I had two guns. One that would shoot far enough to kill, and one to keep near me for protection if someone were to enter the room or try to snag my ass during escape. The guns had names. They all had names with letters and numbers attached, but I didn’t give a fuck what they were called. They were guns. Plain and simple. Metal, black or silver, and could kill. I guess it was safe to say I wasn’t a gun man. Odd for an assassin, and could be downright dangerous not fully knowing the tools of your trade. But all I cared about was how far did it shoot, what kind of bullets did it take, and how much it was to purchase. Black and white. Keep all that AK number bullshit to yourself. I had no time or desire 
to
 care

 .

Not anymore
 .

I wasn’t always like that. Quite opposite, in fact. I used to make my own bullets, knew every single detail about every gun I owned. I once thrived off being involved in the illegal gun trade so that I could get the best of the best and before anyone else had a chance to. My life revolved around weapons, and the weight and smell of one could get me harder quicker than a naked woman could. I spent my every waking hour at the range honing my skills. I wanted to be unsurpassed by anyone, and I had made that fact a reality. I lived and breathed becoming the most lethal killer I could be. There was an art to it. A pride I fucking loved for the skill it required
 .

But not now. Yes, I was still lethal. But I no longer cared if I was the best. At this stage in my life, hand me a fucking gun, point at the guy who needed to be dead, and I was done. Mission accomplished. I had been the vicious predator most of my life and made my billion in doing so. But today, now, I just didn’t give a fuck. I didn’t really give a fuck 
about
 much

 .

It was time to retire I guess you could say. I knew this. I even went into business with others in a gentlemen’s club called Spiked Roses
 . My first legit business venture. But an assassin couldn’t just give his notice and collect his pension. An assassin doesn’t just break away from the darkness—not until you lay him down in the cold ground. My fate had been sealed the day I’d killed my first man for pay. Tired and over it, I still was an assassin. A tattoo forever marked on 
my
 soul

 .

I even used to want to know all about my victim before I pulled the trigger. I wanted to learn what he’d done to deserve a bullet through the back of his skull. I was even the sick fuck who wanted to know what his last meal was before his death. I would stalk my prey for days to try to see a glimpse of evil that gave me cause to end his life. But not anymore. I realized it didn’t matter. A good man would believe no one
 deserved to be assassinated no 
matter
 what

 .

But like I said, I was not a 
good
 man

 .

The truth was that I believed everyone deserved the bullet. Darkness and evil ran in all of us. There were no innocents in this life other than children, and that would soon change. Age made us bad. Maturity 
poisoned
 us

 .

Just like the man across the way who sat at a cheap particleboard desk in his office. He shredded papers with shaking hands and beads of sweat dripping off his brow. He had a secret. They all had secrets. Secrets that got them killed. He needed to stand so I could get a clean shot, which meant I had to wait. Wait while the sweaty bastard worked to destroy whatever evidence—I didn’t give a shit about—was hidden on those papers. All that concerned me was that the man had a huge bounty on his head, and I would be collecting it 
by
 dawn

 .

Cracking my knuckles, I tried to fight off the anxious tension in my hands. I needed a cigarette, but I had given that habit up recently. Ironic that I was worried about my health when the bounty on my own head was higher than any job I’d ever done in the past or that I was likely to do in the future. I was walking dead, but I still didn’t want to die with a breathing tube jammed in my throat. My voice already sounded like I had swallowed a box of jagged glass, and the last thing I needed was to be lugging around an oxygen tank and have plastic sticking out of my nostrils. No thank you. Hard to give off the bad boy, tattoo-covered killer look while wheezing for air. I wasn’t in my young twenties anymore, but I sure as hell wasn’t an old bastard, yet my lungs felt like it at times
 .

But I still wanted a 
cigarette
 . Fuck

 .

Judging by the large stack of papers needing to be destroyed beside my soon-to-be victim’s desk, I knew I could be sitting on this metal folding chair for several hours. My only hope was him needing to stand up and take a piss or stretch his legs. Maybe I would be lucky, and he’d walk over to the window to stare out of it and make my job really easy. But I had done enough of these gigs to know that nothing about them was ever easy. They took patience. A shit load of patience
 .

My need for a cigarette only grew with the ruckus from the room up above. The sounds of shouts, bangs, crying, screaming. I wasn’t in the mood to listen to some dude beat up his old lady in this piece of shit apartment building. It made my skin crawl hearing her plead. And no matter how hard I tried to not pay attention, they grew louder. I had one rule as an assassin. Leave women alone. I’d never killed a single woman, and never would. And I sure as shit wouldn’t beat on one. What the hell was the man doing to her? Motherfucker
 !

Not being able to take it any longer, I stood up, placed the handgun in the waistband against my spine, and charged out the door. This was stupid of me. I knew I didn’t need to be drawing attention to being in the building at all. I’d already had to bribe the landlord a thousand dollars to open the unoccupied apartment’s door, and had thrown in an extra hundred-dollar bill to reward him when he didn’t ask a single question as I carried nothing but a black duffle bag through the entryway. The man even had provided me with a chair. Although, I didn’t think Mr. Landlord would be too pleased if I beat up one of his tenants for being an abusive asshole. He didn’t want the cops beating on his door, and I didn’t blame him. But enough was enough
 .

I knocked on the door of apartment 623. I was half tempted to just kick it in, but I would give the dickhead a chance to apologize and back down with his tail between 
his
 legs

 .

The door opened and a greasy-haired white man dressed in a dirty wrinkled dress shirt and baggy black slacks greeted me in a way that only a fool would, had he known who 
I
 was

 .

“What the fuck do you want?” he asked. Booze permeated his breath, and his pupils were dilated. Drunk and high meant I had to be careful. These types of fuckers don’t scare easily. A look and a warning would not be enough
 .

I didn’t answer his question, but pushed my way inside the apartment
 .

“Who the hell do you think you are? You can’t just barge in here!” He reached for my arm, which was a big mistake. I do not like to be touched by dirty hands. By dirty anything. Who knew where those hands had been, and I didn’t want them 
touching
 me

 .

I spun my body enough to avoid his filthy touch and reached behind me for my gun. Pulling it out and pointing it at his head didn’t make him instantly cower. I didn’t expect it to. He was too fucked up to process that he was about to be killed. I would have to make it very clear to his dumb ass. “Touch me and die,” I warned with a calm and steady voice, still pointing the gun at his forehead. A wise man would know that the calmer your opponent was, the more danger you were in. But this idiot was far 
from
 wise

 .

I took the time it required for the white trash piece of shit to process my words and actions to glance around the room. A beaten and shaken older woman cowered against the wallpaper-torn wall a few feet away from me. By her wide-eyed stare and her frozen stance, I wasn’t sure if she was more afraid of the man beating her, or me. I didn’t really give a fuck either way. Blood dripped from a gash near her eye, and her lip was busted so bad that I knew she would need stitches for both wounds. The woman was definitely used and abused. She appeared weathered and worn—but it could very well be years of living a brutal life deceiving me. Cheeks sunken in, lusterless hair, skin full of pockmarks. She was hard on the surface, though her eyes told a story of a frightened and scared woman. The apartment was shitty—not that I expected anything else in a building like this. The couch looked worse than something you would see for free on the curb right before a Monday morning garbage day. The rest of the furniture wasn’t any better, and the room smelled like stale cigarettes and 
cat
 piss

 .

Finally, the fear set in for the man. He raised his hands and took a few steps back. “I don’t want any problems, dude. I have no beef 
with
 you

 .”

“You do that to her?” I asked, nodding toward the bloodied woman
 .

He swallowed hard and took another half step back. “Listen, man. I don’t know who you are, but I got nothing to offer you. I’m broke. That dirty old whore owes me money for last night’s jobs. Go ahead and get the money from her. It’s yours. Like I said, I want no trouble
 .”

Of course he would say those words. I was the one with the fucking gun pointed at his head. Damn pimp and whore situation. I hated these more than anything. No woman should ever be owned. Especially by a dirty prick like this man nearly shitting himself before me. Pimps were the sickest of all men. I ran with ruthless fuckers. I knew the bad guys and would rarely judge. Monsters among men. But not dirty street pimps. I fucking hated pimps
 .

“You owe him money?” I asked the woman
 .

She shook her head. “I got jumped last night. I didn’t collect. I lost everything.” When she opened her mouth to speak, I could see she was missing most of her teeth, and what remained were stained and crooked
 .

“Lying cunt,” the man snapped
 .

Without hesitation, I struck the side of his head with the weight of my gun. He stumbled back until he fell against the wall, lifting his dirt-encrusted hand to the blood dripping from the wound near his temple
 .

“Don’t ever call a woman that name,” I lectured in the same even toned voice I had been using since entering the apartment. I looked back at the woman. “Are you lying
 ?”

She shook her head as tears cascaded down her bruised face. “No, sir. I swear it.” Her body shook, and when she went to wrap her arms around her skinny frame, I saw the track marks running along her inner arm. Junkie or not, she didn’t deserve a beating
 .

“Did he do this to you?” I asked, using my free hand to motion up and down 
her
 body

 .

She nodded
 .

“Does he do this to you often
 ?”

She nodded again, shame adding to the fear on 
her
 face

 .

“What would you like me to do?” I asked. The pimp asshole remained frozen against the wall. I knew he would. I wasn’t concerned he would try anything. A good pistol whipping had a way of making any man compliant
 .

“Excuse me?” she asked in a frail voice
 .

“I asked you what you wanted me to do. 
To
 him

 .”

She glanced at her attacker, and then back 
at
 me

 .

“Make him leave me alone
 .”

“Forever?” I asked to clarify
 .

She nodded as she looked back at the man I had no doubt caused her great misery. For a few moments I saw courage and dignity wash over her eyes, but it quickly disappeared when the dumb fuck said, “Shut your mouth. If it weren’t for me, you wouldn’t even have a roof over your head, bitch
 .”

I hit him again with the gun—harder this time—causing his head to slam against the wall, knocking off a nearby picture. The sound of breaking glass blended with his own cry. Yeah, that shit hurt. Being hit with a gun was nowhere near like being hit with a fist. I knew this. And now this asshole sure as hell did 
as
 well

 .

“If I left here, would he leave you alone? Tomorrow? The day after that?” I asked, turning my attention back to the woman
 .

She looked down at the stained carpet and shook her head. “He’ll never leave me alone.” I could barely hear the words coming from her 
bloody
 lips

 .

“But you want him to?” I asked
 .

She nodded. “So much 
so
 . But

 …”

I took hold of the cheap polyester-covered arm of the pimp jackass and pushed him into the bathroom a few feet away. He stumbled but didn’t resist. I shoved him up against the chipped bathtub with an ugly plastic floral shower curtain behind him. I pointed my gun to his head again
 .

“Please, man,” he begged. “I’ll leave. I’ll never return. Whatever 
you
 want

 .”

I inhaled deeply. The smell of fear. 
Fuck
 yeah

 .

His eyes narrowed in on the tattoo of the skull that took up the entire front of my throat. Red eyes of death staring back at him. Every man I killed who actually saw me always looked at my tattoo right before I pulled the trigger. It would be the last thing they would see. The skull with the 
red
 eyes

 .

“I’ll leave and never say a word. I’ll never see her again. Never. I swear it,” was his one 
last
 plea

 .

“No, you won’t,” I said as I pulled the trigger and shot the bastard through the eye with the ease of an assassin. No feeling. No care. No remorse
 .

His body fell backward into the tub, pulling the shower curtain down with him. A little trick I had learned along the way on my career path. Kept shit clean. He was all wrapped up with the blood pouring onto the plastic, and if any escaped, the tub would catch the rest. Easy. Clean. No mess. No blood on my shoes
 .

I placed the gun back in my waistband against my spine and went to the rusted bathroom sink to wash my hands and to clean the splattered blood off my face. It wasn’t the blood that bothered me as much as the surroundings I wanted to cleanse myself from. I fucking hated dirt and grime. Germ freak? Maybe. But I fucking hated it. After washing my face and hands and using my own pants to dry them because I didn’t trust the shabby mauve towel hanging nearby, I walked out to where the woman stood. She hadn’t moved 
an
 inch

 .

She was terrified. I could see it in how she cowered against the wall and trembled. I could hear it in her rapid breathing. And fuck… I could smell it. My cock twitched, but not enough to want to do anything 
about
 it

 .

“Done. He’ll leave you alone forever.” I reached into my pocket and pulled out a money clip. After paying off the landlord, I only had a little over two thousand dollars on me, but I knew it would mean the world to this woman. I handed it to her. “Here. Take this. Wait for eight hours before calling the police. Tell them some man stormed in claiming he wanted his drug money and then shot him.” I had used a silencer, so I doubted anyone really had heard the gunshot, and even if they did, I doubted they gave a fuck. It wasn’t their problem. Those who lived in hellholes like this didn’t make other people’s problems theirs
 .

Tentatively, she reached out and took the wad of cash. “Okay. Thank you.” Her voice cracked
 .

Many people would say something to her about not shooting it all into her arm, or to get out of the roach-infested apartment, but I wouldn’t. Why? Who cares? It wasn’t like I would keep track of her. The reality was she would still march down her fucked up and dark path. We all did. Her story was already written, and she already had her ending. I sure as fuck wasn’t the hero in her story. I was the goddamn villain 
in
 it

 .
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Marlowe Masters













W
 hen I was a little girl,
 I wanted to stare the monster in my closet straight in the eye. I was never the child who asked for the light to be left on or the door to be cracked. I wanted it black. As black as it would go in the tiny room I shared with my two younger sisters in hopes he would come. I’d fight to keep my eyes open, staring at the blackness of my open closet… waiting. He never showed himself. Night after night, I waited for a glimpse of his red eyes and pointed teeth I had imagined he’d have. But nothing. I never saw the boogieman no matter how hard I had tried
 .

So maybe that was why I felt the way I felt now. And why I did what 
I
 did

 .

Why I watched him. Why I lusted for the man. Craved him in a way I had craved no other
 .



Harley
 Crow

 .

I didn’t care if he was a killer like they said. A monster, the bad guy, even the Devil himself. In fact, it made me want 
him
 more

 .

One glance, one tiny look, was all I wanted from the man, but unfortunately never got. Night after night, week after week, I worked my waitress shift at Spiked Roses
 in the heart of New Orleans and all but stalked his ass. I studied him, memorized his every move. I actually felt as if I could hear his heartbeat from a distance, smell his deadly essence from afar… deadly, for one smell would surely be my undoing
 .

He drank his vodka chilled. No ice. Nothing mixed with it. Just chilled vodka
 .

He wore black. Always black and nothing more. His hair was black, facial hair too, and though I could never get close enough to see, I had always assumed his eyes were black as well. Black. All black. He blended in with the shadows of 
the
 club

 .

Unlike the other rich fucks who frequented this members-only gentlemen’s club, Spiked Roses
 , he never wore a suit or tie. By his appearance alone, you would have no idea he was a wealthy man. The only giveaway was that he was one of the owners of the club. The men’s club full of billionaires and ruthless power players of the world
 .

He was different than the rest of them. I could see it. I could feel it. And maybe that was why I couldn’t stop my sick infatuation for this man I had never met, no matter how hard I’d tried
 .

Tattoos. He had tattoos on almost every inch of exposed flesh I could see. His hands were inked, including his knuckles. His neck. His neck was what captivated me the most. A tattoo of a skull with red eyes rested against his Adam’s apple. The red eyes, just like the boogieman I had waited my entire childhood to get a 
glimpse
 of

 .



Harley
 Crow

 .

He was the boogieman
 .

He always sat at the same table in the same chair, staring ahead and watching the room—but never 
watching
 me

 .

Although, I watched him. I couldn’t help it. And when I wasn’t watching him, I’d fantasize about what his body would feel like against mine. How his touch would scorch my flesh, only to have the tip of his tongue soothe 
the
 burn

 .

“Girl, you are about two seconds away from me locking your Latina ass up in the loony bin,” a thick southern accented voice said from 
behind
 me

 .

I didn’t jump, but it did snap me out of my Harley Crow trance enough to turn around to see my manager, Tennessee Charles, with his hands on his hips looking at me with his firm stare
 .

I glanced back at Harley longingly. “Why does your cracker ass
 insist on me always wearing the red lace costume? I could rock the black leather, and you 
know
 it

 .”

Tennessee ran a tight ship and was definitely a boss none of the girls would cross, but he did allow sarcastic banter… hell, it was almost a job requirement of his for you to do so. He acted as the house ‘mother’ for all the women who worked the club. And he was the one who decided what the staff wore. There were two choices. Red lace with diamonds, or black leather and a collar with a silver chain. Certain tables of the club were to be served by the red lace girls, and the other tables, ones that had a hook to fasten the chain around the waitress’s neck, were the tables served by the girls in the black leather uniform
 .

Harley Crow unfortunately always sat at the table the black leather girls would serve
 .

Tennessee rolled his eyes. “So you can become crazy psycho girl to that poor man? No thank you.” He ran his gaze down my body. “Besides, chica
 , that Mexican booty of yours fills out that red dress like no other. Hell, you could turn a gay man straight. Not my gay ass, but some other weaker fool.” He chuckled, and it was hard not to smile at his pathetic attempt at speaking any form of Spanish to me. Bless his heart, as his southern self would say. The way he spoke always amused me. He could be a real pain in my ass, but he was, by far, the best supervisor I had 
ever
 had

 .

“One night is all I ask. Then you can commit me to the loony bin. It’d be worth it,” I said, looking back at where Harley sat and sipped out of his crystal tumbler. He seemed broodier than normal tonight, though every time I saw him, he possessed some level of melancholy. “I just want him to notice me. I’ve worked here for almost a year, and I don’t think he even knows I exist
 .”

“And why in the world would I want to give you even one night to make a fool of yourself? Girl, you practically have drool dripping off your chin. You should thank me. I’m saving you from yourself. And you’re just asking for trouble. That man kills people. For money. Can you imagine taking that fella home to dinner to meet your mama? Oh lordy, no. Lordy, lordy, lordy, no.” He flew his hands in the air above him dramatically, looking up at the ceiling in the most theatrical way, which reminded me of an old black woman in a southern Baptist church who had just found Jesus
 .

“Tennessee… 
come
 on

 .”

“Call me a twat or a cock block all you want. But hell to the no. And besides, that long black hair of yours combined with the leather leotard would make you look like a damn vampire. We ain’t no gothic bodice ripper novel here. No, ma’am. You will just have to do your job, serve those damn drinks waiting for you at the bar to the other rich fucks in here, and keep your mind off that bad boy.” He glanced at Harley and then back at me. “Didn’t your mama ever tell you to stay away from the 
bad
 boys

 ?”

I shook my head. “My father was the leader of a Mexican motorcycle gang, so I think it’s fair to say she liked her 
men
 bad

 .”

And she did. I was definitely my mother’s daughter
 .

“You are such a liar,” Tennessee said with a half laugh. “Mexican motorcycle gang—ha! You don’t have that interesting of a past. You’re boring like everyone else who moved to New Orleans in the hopes of some excitement. You probably grew up in the suburbs of Ohio watching reruns of Gilligan’s Island
 like the rest 
of
 us

 .”

I smirked. If he only knew. And knew why I’d really moved to New Orleans. But I had no real desire to convince him otherwise or even go down the path of past memories and family drama. Who wanted 
that
 shit

 ?

I had always liked the rugged, the tattooed, and frankly, in all my history with men… the assholes. I didn’t like the new and shiny cars, but rather the truck with rusted parts. Which made it ironic that I worked in a place that literally reeked of money. The odor of decadence oozed from every single nook and cranny of this joint. Men drank booze out of fancy glasses that cost more than I made in an entire month… unless I did a Tasting
 .

The Tasting Room in Spiked Roses
 and the Tastings that occurred in that room were a different story. I could make a shitload of money at one of those, and I had. Each Tasting in the room would have a different theme for the night revolving around sexual kinks, fantasies or fetishes. Women who worked the Tastings and engaged in the acts made more money than one could imagine. It was all about the contract. Everything that was expected to take place would be contracted out and followed to a tee. Spiked Roses
 had a managing member by the name of Kenneth Saxon, a ball buster attorney, who made damn sure of it. He made sure all the details were laid out in black and white. No questions asked. I 
liked
 that

 .

The rules were simple. Essentially, one of the men would own
 the girl for a night, a weekend, a week, or whatever was negotiated out in the contract and for a hefty price. Completely consensual to both signing parties. Was it prostitution? It could be considered that, I suppose. Though I never allowed sex to be in my contracts. I would do everything else. But no rich dick was entering my pussy. It meant I didn’t make as much money, and often the men would pass on me and choose another woman at the Tasting instead, but I was fine with it. I would suck, just not fuck. It wasn’t like I had some moral standing that prevented me from having sex, but none of the men who attended these Tastings did it for me. They all lacked the asshole bad boy quality I guess I was foolishly attracted to. I actually liked sex, and I wanted to keep it that way. Having sex with some silver spoon-fed mama’s boy would be the quickest way to kill whatever sexual drive I had. But I was usually willing to play whatever kinky game they wanted for a price. Just leave their cock out of my pussy
 .

Would my parents be proud of me? No. But I had given up on trying to gain their approval a long time ago, and they had no room to talk. My savings account was larger than my mama or father had accumulated in a lifetime. But I refused to touch it. It was my safety net. My escape card if I were to ever need it. I knew my youth and looks wouldn’t last forever, and I had no real skills other than playing the classic Spanish guitar. A skill that hadn’t served me one ounce of good up to this point of my life. I had learned a long time ago that strumming the strings and barely paying the bills was not a life I wanted 
to
 live

 .

I glanced back at Harley who sat with a sexy slouch in the leather chair just begging for me to straddle him and ride his cock like no woman had ever done before. I would too. I wouldn’t hold back with that man. I just needed him to notice me. He clearly didn’t like señoritas
 in red lace, and it was driving me crazy
 .

Tennessee noticed where I stared, and said, “Oh you poor thing. You are just doomed for never settling down and finding a good man. Take my advice. You need to go flirt with one of those CEOs mingling around here. Or find yourself a nice banker with a stick up his ass. They’ll set you up nice and good, and you can go shop at Pottery Barn
 and get your nails done all purty and shit. Messing around with the bad boys will only get you fucked. Fucked with no lube, and ain’t no one wants any part 
of
 that

 .”

“I carry my own lube, thank you very much. So, I’m safe there,” I said with 
a
 wink

 .

Tennessee laughed, which was rich and full and could dominate an entire room with its volume. “Lordy, you are about to stroke my ass out. This conversation is over. Unless you want your ass fired, get to work. Stop getting your panties all wet over that man, and get it together. Stalker is not a good look 
on
 you

 .”

“Fine,” I said with a pout. “You really are a cock block
 .”

“And a twat,” he added with a 
devilish
 grin

 .

Tennessee seemed pleased when I picked up my serving tray and started walking toward the bar. But then as if a thought had just popped into his head, he added, “Are you doing the Tasting tomorrow night? I don’t have you down on my list of 
sign
 ups

 .”

I shrugged with a slight grimace. “I’m kind of over those for a bit. The last barn theme Tasting weirded me out. I can’t look at a cow the same way now.” I stopped walking and looked over my shoulder at him with a smile. “I have a feeling that theme was 
your
 idea

 .”

He laughed. “Moo, motherfucker. Moo.” He laughed louder, but then he regained his composure as he straightened his silk cravat. “I’m serious though. This Tasting isn’t like 
that
 one

 .”

“What’s the theme
 ?”

I had done too many as it were. Though my bank account was happy, each time I engaged in sexual play with a stranger, I chipped away at my soul. And I worried I didn’t have much more of my soul left to 
chip
 at

 .

“Who’s Afraid of the Dark?
 ” He smiled with a mischievous sparkle in his eye. “I might let you wear a black dress so you can be that vampire gothic chick you are begging 
to
 be

 .”

“Go fuck yourself,” I said playfully. Taking a second to think about it, I finally flicked the good angel who sat on my shoulder off and allowed the Devil to take its place. “Yeah, I’ll do it. Not like I have anything better to do. Who knows, maybe Harley Crow will be at this Tasting
 .”

I knew that wouldn’t be the case. Harley didn’t go to any Tastings. Since working at Spiked Roses
 , I had gone to every single one I thought he would attend, and was always disappointed that he never walked into the room. He didn’t seem to have an interest in any of the women who worked at Spiked Roses
 . And I was pretty sure he wasn’t in a relationship because he spent almost every evening at the club alone. It was always just him and his vodka unless he sat and chatted with the other owners of the place
 .

“Actually,” Tennessee said, “he may. I heard from Kenneth that this is going to be one of their larger parties. It’s a Spiked Roses
 recruitment event for new potential members to test the waters, so to speak. Last I heard, all managing members will be present. Now, whether they all participate or not, is a different story
 .”

My heart skipped, and I nearly dropped the tray I was holding. “He’s going
 ?”

“Girl, don’t make me ban you from the Tasting,” Tennessee warned. “If you embarrass yourself by acting like a pimple popping screaming fan at a boy band 
concert
 —
 ”

“I’ll behave,” I said a little too quickly, trying hard to not act like a giddy schoolgirl. I knew Tennessee really would prevent me from going if he felt I wouldn’t follow Tasting protocol
 .

His eyes narrowed, but then he gave a nod. “Okay, I’ll add you to the list. But if you act like a bubblegum pop groupie and fan girl all over his Diablo
 ass, I’ll pull you from the event. And then I’ll give you a switching like my mama did to me when I acted the fool. 
Ya
 hear

 ?”

It was hard to take Tennessee seriously when his southern twang grew to epic levels, but I kept myself under control. “Understood,” I said with a serious face, knowing that there was a time to show him some respect, and this was it. Anything to not fuck up a chance of maybe being noticed by the man I literally 
hungered
 for

 .

Tennessee shook his head as he turned to walk away from me. “Miss Marlowe Masters, I do not know what I am going to do with your crazy 
Mexican
 ass

 .”

Tennessee Charles was one to talk. Watching him walk to the iron railing staircase to go to the second level, I took in his choice of attire for the evening. It was always a smoking jacket made of the boldest yet classiest material. Tonight was burgundy velvet accentuated with his classic trademark cravat that you would never find him without. He was… dapper
 . Dapper seemed to be the word that fit his style the best. But that man had no room to talk when it came to over the top actions. He lived and breathed the brink of crazy. He was right there with me on the nut case train
 .

Walking back to the bar in red pumps that I wished were black, I resisted the urge to look at Harley again. I needed to focus. Get it together. Tomorrow night in The Tasting Room could be my chance. Maybe. I thought about the theme and what it 
would
 mean

 .


Who’s Afraid of the Dark?
 Clever. Dark and twisted sex acts, no doubt. And I was completely fine with those. I preferred the darker Tastings over most. The kinks always seemed to dip deeper into fantasy rather than reality. I liked to escape under the cloak of darkness. Hiding there kept 
me
 safe

 .

What that said about me, I wasn’t sure. But I had given up trying to analyze the way I was wired
 .

You had to like my fire. I was the type of flame that burned with thick black smoke swirling around it. The kind that burned your lungs and watered your eyes. I was the flame that most wanted to extinguish rather than stoke
 .

But 
Harley
 Crow

 …

I felt he would dance naked around my fire with wild abandon. Naked and howling at the moon as he 
did
 so

 .

I just needed a chance to show him where I burned
 .
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“W
 e need
 everyone sitting in this room to be in The Tasting Room tonight,” Kenneth Saxon said as he started the meeting with the six other managing members lounging around the large conference table. “It’s not your normal Tasting
 .”

The man could be a real pain in my ass at times since I wasn’t one who liked being told what to do, but he was good for the club. His type-A, strict personality helped keep the doors open, and I had to appreciate that fact. Each man brought something of value to the club, but my only contribution was that I brought fear. Enough people feared me, so, therefore, feared messing with Spiked Roses
 . A win in my book. I would use my fucked up notoriety if I needed to. At least my past was good for something
 .

“What’s the theme for tonight?” Victor Drayton asked
 .

Victor enjoyed a good Tasting, so I was pretty sure he didn’t need Kenneth to coax him into attending. He always found new participants for his Dollhouse in The Tasting Room. That fucker had some shadowed kinks I didn’t even want to try to comprehend, and I was a dark motherfucker myself. But even I was no match for what I had heard about Victor and his dolls. His world-renowned art galleries were secret little fuck fests from the tales that were told 
about
 them

 .

“Who’s Afraid of the Dark
 ,” Kenneth answered. “All about the fear, gentlemen. I’m sure this fits with many of your tastes. You don’t have to engage or contract with any of the ladies if you don’t want to. However, since we have invited several new potential members, Matthew believed it would look good to have all the managing members present. I agree. Part of what we sell at this club is the idea of brotherhood. So we want all of us in the same room to show it is present here at Spiked Roses
 and they, too, want to become part 
of
 it

 .”

Matthew Price nodded. Besides Kenneth, Matthew also was crucial to the running of the club. His ruthless CEO experience caused him to run a tight ship. That rich fuck made more money in the first five minutes he was awake than most made in a lifetime. When it came to business advice, we all knew to follow and do exactly as Matthew directed. I sure as hell knew nothing about running a business. I was along for the ride and would follow the marching orders from the experts
 .

“What are the basic terms of the contract?” Alec Sheldon asked in his twangy Georgian accent. “I’m not sure my dirty old ass rolls that way. You gentlemen may have to do this Tasting 
without
 me

 .”

I wasn’t alone in rolling my eyes because we all knew Alec was just as sexually depraved as the rest of us. Having heard him talk in the past over a few drinks of rye—his cocktail of choice—that southern man, rooted in deep country traditions, made him a master
 not to be 
messed
 with

 .

“The weekend or a long weekend tops. Not long term. Knife play, breath play, ropes, cages, chains, etc. This theme is a boundary pusher for sure.” Kenneth looked directly at Alec. “Like I said, you don’t have to contract out, but come and have an aged whiskey, network, and lay on that southern charm of yours. There is a Saudi Arabian oil tycoon attending tonight, and I’m sure he would love to talk business with you. You oil men can talk about money and mud all night for all I care, but show the 
fuck
 up

 .”

“All right. Fair enough. I’ll be there,” Alec agreed while everyone else seemed to be on board with attending 
as
 well

 .

It would be my first Tasting. Not that the idea didn’t fascinate me, and even tempt me at times, but I wasn’t about connecting with a woman to that intense of a level. Engaging in a contract for days, putting rules in place, and interacting more than just a fuck and leave was way more than I was interested in. It was far more intimate than I was comfortable with. I also didn’t believe in shitting where I worked. These women in The Tasting Room were technically my staff. It just felt wrong to even consider one of them for a plaything
 .

But I would follow the marching orders and attend as I had promised Kenneth a couple of nights ago. And the theme of the night did intrigue me. It was exactly the flavor I would want to taste if I were to actually engage in one of the events. So, I had promised Kenneth earlier when he spoke to me before the meeting to keep my mind open, not scare off the members with my moody self, and even consider contracting out with a woman. He believed that maybe I would find a girl who interested me. I doubted it since it really did seem too close to home and far too suffocating for my tastes. I didn’t wake up in the morning with the women I fucked. Cuddles and kisses were definitely not the beats of the drum I 
marched
 to

 .

We continued the meeting discussing the finances, general staffing issues, orders, late shipments, and all the other normal topics a business meeting would cover. I loved it. There was no talk about death, killing, revenge, bounties and all the subjects of my past life. Spiked Roses
 was my normal… or as close to normal as I was going to get. I felt as if I could loosen up and even joke around from time to time. It was a breath of fresh air in the polluted world I 
lived
 in

 .

“Also,” Kenneth said, “I will be leaving next week for the long overdo vacation I’ve been promising Anita I would take her on. We’ll be in Venice first and then take in the rest of Europe from there. She’s never been, and I haven’t been in ages since all I do is fucking work all the time.” He nodded at Matthew. “I have gotten Matthew up to speed on my duties around here, but he isn’t a fucking lawyer. So can you assholes please stay out of legal trouble while I’m gone?” He smiled, though I knew there was some truth in his statement. Spiked Roses
 had managed to not get sued for a while, but we were bound for something to pop up any minute knowing the crew who sat around this table as well as the other members of 
the
 club

 .

“You knock that filly up yet?” Alec asked
 .

“Hell, Kenneth hasn’t even popped the question,” Lennon Wolf said. “We all know I have a reputation for stealing things.” He gave Kenneth a wink. “He better act fast, or I may steal her and take her for 
my
 own

 .”

I’d known Lennon Wolf long before owning Spiked Roses
 . That lying, thieving fuck came damn close to swallowing the barrel of a gun many times, but somehow always mastered his way out of hot water. I hadn’t liked him at first, but the man had grown on me. I realized that he truly was the smartest fuck who sat at this table of formidable men. There was so much beneath the surface, and that was what made me extra cautious when it came to him. Plus, I wouldn’t put it past the shithead to steal my wallet
 .

“Are you all done discussing my personal life that is none of your damn business?” Kenneth asked, trying to hide the smile that lurked in the corners of his mouth. “What goes on between Anita and me is none of any of your damn business. She doesn’t work here anymore
 .”

That fucker was one happy man, though he tried to play it off as if he wasn’t always walking on cloud nine. His new love life with the lovely Anita Kyle had changed him. He was still the uptight prick we all loved running our joint, but we could now see that he was one happy
 uptight prick. I think each one of us who sat around the table envied the man in a way. We wouldn’t admit it, of course. But I do think we 
envied
 him

 .

“Last I checked,” Kenneth continued on, “we have a business to run. I just want to make sure that you all don’t get our asses sued while 
I’m
 gone

 .”

“Ah man, where’s the fun in that?” Prince Roman said with a chuckle. He leaned back in his chair. “It’s been boring around here lately. I think it’s time we mix things up. And what a better time to do so then when the 
cat’s
 away

 .”

I liked Prince Roman Cassian and that was saying a lot. I usually hated royalty, and I had met quite a few. Their world revolved around dark and twisted secrets with candy-coated exteriors. And though Roman had his dark secrets and got whatever he wanted in life, he was, by far, the most stand up man I knew. I would choose him for my side 
any
 day

 .

Kenneth glared his way but didn’t respond. He continued the meeting with, “We have some power players coming tonight. Quite a few.” He looked at me and added, “Harley looked into all their backgrounds when the invites were sent, and though some are a bit shady, they aren’t any shadier than the rest of us. Harley cleared them all in regards to what we will and won’t accept. We did up security, however, just in case. I don’t see there being any issues, but we don’t know these assholes yet.” Kenneth paused, took a sip of his whiskey, and then continued on. “We didn’t have enough staff of our own interested in participating in this Tasting. Not for the number of men coming. So, Victor has been gracious enough to lend us some of his dolls to help. I think we should be staffed enough for all to contract out if they desire. Though my guess is that not all will. I think this night will be more about them seeing what we have to offer and what we are all about rather than bringing someone home to get 
kinky
 with

 .”

“Also, next meeting,” Matthew said, “we need to discuss the upcoming jazz festival coming into town. We normally don’t allow drop-ins, but maybe we want to open up one night for it. Just a thought for you all to think about. The mayor is breathing down my neck on this one. He thinks we need to be a little less mysterious and exclusive and extend our civic duty more. I’m not sure about his angle on this fully, but I did tell him I would bring the topic to the table
 .”

“I know there are some musicians performing whom I plan to bring as my guests,” Lennon said. “But that could be a good idea. That festival blows up New Orleans. Might as well profit off it.” He shrugged. “And keep the mayor happy if that’s what he wants
 .”

“Okay, well if there isn’t anything else,” Kenneth said, pausing as he waited for someone to speak up, “then I’ll adjourn this meeting
 .”

“Actually, yes, one more thing,” Matthew cut in. “Tennessee has had a suspicion for a few weeks that Ivy Adams may be using. Since we enacted the no drug policy, I ordered mandatory drug tests for all the ladies. I didn’t want to single her out in case Tennessee was wrong.” Matthew took a long swig of his drink. “He wasn’t wrong. She tested positive for several substances
 .”

“Then she’s terminated. Simple,” Kenneth announced
 .

“Ah come on, man,” Roman chimed in. “Maybe she just had a good time at a party or something. We can’t just fire her ass and kick her out on the street. She’s a sweet girl, and doesn’t strike me as a junkie. She’s been with us for a while now. I 
like
 her

 .”

“And she’s a hot one,” Lenny added
 .

Kenneth shook his head. “No. We have these rules set for a reason. We break them for her, and then we break them for all. I’m not going to allow us to become a drug den again. We’ve worked hard to keep our place clean, and I plan to keep it that way. I don’t think I have to remind you guys that we had to clean house before, and once we allow one sick person in it, the disease will spread.” Kenneth looked at Roman who had his arms crossed and was glaring. “We aren’t a fucking rehab center
 .”

“She doesn’t appear to be a junkie to me,” Roman argued again
 .

“Yet,” Kenneth retorted. “Rules are rules
 .”

“You and your goddamn rules! Pull that stick out of your ass sometimes, my friend. This is a woman’s life we are talking about. I don’t want to be the hard ass who always fires people
 .”

“You don’t have to. I will,” Kenneth said, looking down at a stack of papers, signaling in his own way that the conversation 
was
 over

 .

“I’ll take her,” Victor chimed in, surprising us all with his words. “I’ll add her to my doll collection. I have a bunch of broken dolls, so even if she is a junkie
 …”

Kenneth shrugged. “Fine by me. That’s your mess if you 
want
 it

 .”

“I have a way of fixing my broken toys,” Victor said with an evil smile
 .

“Go ahead and ask her if she wants to. We’ll present her with her options after the Tasting,” Matthew said. “But I agree that she broke the rules of Spiked Roses,
 so she has 
to
 go

 .”

“Don’t worry, Prince. I take good care of my toys. Ivy will be in good hands.” Victor smirked as he casually sipped from his scotch
 .

“All right. Anything else?” Kenneth asked again. When no one answered, he said, “See you gentlemen later tonight
 .”























* * *




Marlowe









“A
 ll right, ladies,”
 Tennessee began. “The rules of The Tasting Room are like any other. Most of you are familiar with what they are, but for you sweet dolls visiting for the evening, I want you to read them over carefully.” He passed a stack of papers around to each woman standing in the staff room before the event. “Unlike the art shows in Mr. Drayton’s galleries, no, and I repeat no, sexual acts are to be done in The Tasting Room tonight. This is not a sex party. All that dark licking and nipping is to be done back in the gentleman’s place of residence or in one of the hotel rooms we have upstairs if it’s been rented out for the night. The men know the rules, but I want to make sure you all understand that I don’t want to see a hand job, a blowjob, or even a peek of your ready little coochies. Save that shit for later.” When the dolls just stared at Tennessee with their emotionless faces, he added, “Read the rules right now. We aren’t in the safe little dollhouse anymore, ladies
 .”

I didn’t need to take a paper, but still did for show. This wasn’t my first rodeo, and I knew what would be expected of me. So I took the time rather than reading to check out the infamous Drayton’s Dolls whom we had heard rumors of. They belonged to Victor Drayton and worked his art shows at his galleries throughout the world. Not only did they act as the waitresses, the hostesses, and every staff member for the shows, but they also posed for most of the art as well as were part of live exhibits that people traveled around the world to see. And here they were. In this room. About to be my colleagues for Who’s Afraid of 
the
 Dark

 ?


I wondered if they were afraid
 ?

“They’re dressed like dolls,” my friend Ivy leaned over and whispered in my ear. “Like the ones my crazy aunt gave me for Christmas every year when I was 
a
 kid

 .”

“What did you expect?” I asked, though I was fascinated by their attire just as much as 
Ivy
 was

 .

Each woman wore a girlie dress with ruffles at the hem, patent leather shoes with white socks, the lacy cuffs folded down. Some wore little white gloves, while others had ribbons or bows in their hair. They were all flawlessly attired. Everything was pressed to perfection. And the eyelashes… the eyelashes were what amazed me the most. They were massive, thick, and black. They looked like the dolls that would close their eyes if you laid them down, but pop right open when you’d stand them up. And each woman had absolutely perfect stiff posture. They never slouched. Never seemed to relax in the slightest. They were as stiff as 
a
 … doll

 .

“I don’t understand it,” Ivy whispered
 .

“
Understand
 what

 ?”

“Why they would 
do
 it

 ?”

We couldn’t take our eyes off of them as Ivy and I whispered back and forth. “Who knows? Money? People could wonder the same thing about us and why we would do a Tasting,” 
I
 said

 .

“I know. The doll angle just 
seems
 odd

 .”

“Interesting though
 .”

“Oh, interesting as fuck. I agree,” Ivy said. “Do you think Victor has sex with all 
of
 them

 ?”

I raised my shoulders and crinkled my nose. “I don’t know. Seems to be a lot of dolls to have sex with. But I’ve given up on trying to figure out what floats the boat of these Spiked Roses
 rich fucks
 .”

“Unless that rich fuck is Harley Crow,” Ivy teased
 .

“Exactly. I would get on any sick and twisted boat if Harley was the captain at 
the
 helm

 .”

“Maybe tonight is your chance
 .”

“I hope so,” I confessed. “But maybe this isn’t his thing. What if he likes his sex simple and basic
 ?”

“I doubt it. One look at Harley and you can see that there is nothing simple and basic about him,” Ivy countered
 .

“I don’t know. I can’t read him at all. I wish to fucking God I could
 .”

“I heard that Victor Drayton sticks large dildos up the dolls’ asses to help aid them in being so stiff,” Ivy said, changing the subject back to her fascination with a light giggle. “Like really, really large. Right up the poop shoot in front of all the people at the gallery
 .”

“Well, that would certainly make me walk and stand stiffly too.” We both laughed which drew some unwanted attention 
our
 way

 .

Tennessee cleared his throat and glared in our direction. “I’m going to assume that everyone in this room has read the contract before even agreeing to come here tonight. Remember that everything in it is negotiable. I will be working the Tasting tonight, but every managing member will also be present. So unless you want Daddy”—Tennessee pointed to himself with his two thumbs—“to get mad and whip each of your tiny backsides, I advise you to behave,” he said as he straightened his paisley cravat that accentuated his burnt orange smoking jacket. Only Tennessee Charles could pull off such loud and boisterous attire in a room full of black and elegance. “So if you are ready to sign the deal later tonight, signal for me to come over with a contract. But don’t call me over until you have hashed it all out. I don’t have time to be your mediator. Decide what hole is used, whose lube, and what dirty words need to be said. I don’t want any part of your kinky rules. And keep your woohas protected, ladies. Make sure those little wieners stay covered. No one wants the clap.” He clapped his hands together hard to accentuate his choice of word which startled many in the room. I saw that the loud noise even caused a couple of dolls to jump and break their proper stance
 .

Those poor things. They had no idea what a Tasting would be like. I could see on their faces they were downright terrified, and frankly, they should be. Though in all fairness, by some of the stories I had heard about Drayton’s Dollhouse, a Tasting may damn well be tame in comparison
 .

“It’s a three- to four-day contract. Nothing more,” Tennessee continued. “You don’t have to have sex if you don’t want to. If you are okay with giving it up, make sure to note that in the contract. Also, be sure to state any and all hard limits. I mean it. If you don’t want the man to poo on you, say so. If you don’t want the man to shove a baseball bat up your cooter, say so. Hard limits need to be in writing. Hell, you don’t have to do a thing except stand there and look pretty if that’s all you want to do. But you must all have manners and act respectfully to every guest in that room. And remember, ladies, sometimes the ugliest, shortest man has the biggest cock and the largest pocketbook. Keep the judging to yourselves.” He paused and looked around. “Are there any questions?” Tennessee waited, and when no one asked anything, he concluded with, “Well then, put your best southern pageant smiles on and go charm those dark fuckers. And don’t forget, ladies… if you find out that you are indeed afraid of the dark once the lights are turned out, don’t be crying for Daddy to hold your hand. You have to face that boogieman head on once you sign that contract
 .”
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H
 e came.
 Harley Crow actually came. I could almost feel him before I even saw him. I knew Tennessee had said all owners were attending, but I hadn’t wanted to get my hopes up. It almost seemed unreal. Harley Crow and I were in The Tasting Room together. He would see me. I knew he would see me. It was just a matter of time until he’d peruse the women attending Who’s Afraid of the Dark?
 like everyone else did. And maybe if I was lucky enough, he would stop at my assigned table
 .

All the available women for contracting stood next to a high black glass table with rose petals scattered along the surface as well as the black marble floor. A single red candle in a black spiked vase sat in the middle of the table meant for two. Black and red were the colors of the room just like the colors of the club. The gothic ambiance was perfect for the event. Large urns of long stem red roses were placed around the room, and the massive chandelier hanging from the ceiling cast an almost eerie light over the male guests dressed in sleek suits and ties that evening
 .

Even Harley Crow wore a suit. I damn near melted as I watched him while he spoke casually with the other gentlemen guests. His colorful tattoos peeked out from the edges of his respectable clothing, giving him an even more mysterious appearance than normal
 .

Regardless of the fact that Tennessee said I would look like a vampire with my long black hair and wearing a black dress, I still wore one. The fabric hugged my curves and flowed long in the back all the way to the open-toed heels I wore, but the dress was also short in the front, showing off my muscled legs I maintained by running at least a couple times a week. The entire back of the dress was cut out, exposing everything but the top of my ass and lower. Maybe Harley wouldn’t like black, but I sure as hell knew my red lace dress uniform hadn’t caught his eye, so maybe something along the lines of how he dressed would
 .

Every single woman in The Tasting Room was beautiful—even the creepy, yet oddly sexy dolls. I knew that my chances of hooking Harley on looks alone would be a challenge. But at least I had a shot. Maybe he would feel the same pull for me that I had for him. Maybe his insides would sizzle like mine did for him, if he only saw me. I just wanted him to 
see
 me

 .

A low hum mastered the room. Light chitchat had begun, blending with the soft music that played in the background. I had to remind myself to breathe when Harley finished his conversation and his eyes scanned the room, stopping on me when our eyes connected. Our eyes connected! It was brief because he broke our stare to walk up to the small mahogany wood bar to get a drink. A vodka as I knew he would
 .

Usually eye contact was enough to at least have the man approach a table. It was our way of silently communicating that we were at least interested in exploring the talk of a possible contract. Everything about The Tasting Room was consensual. The guests knew this, as did all the women. In fact, the women had all the control. We didn’t have to sign on the dotted line. If we weren’t interested and weren’t feeling the vibe, all we would have to do was politely decline and the man could move on to a different table and test his luck with another. I just wanted Harley to come to me before sampling another female. I knew these ladies. I lived with many at Marie’s Boarding House. They were beautiful on the inside and out, and they were sexy as hell. Granted, they all knew how I felt about Harley, so I was pleased to see most were already talking with others, or showing no interest in the man I wanted
 .

After getting his drink, Harley turned and watched the room like he had done every night before in the main room of the club. He studied the people, he glanced at the entrance several times, and even looked out the large floor to ceiling window that took up the entire west side of the room. The streetlights of New Orleans twinkled through the paned glass framed by red velvet curtains that flanked each side, and Harley appeared to be staring at each light individually. Like so many times before, it seemed as if he were off in another world. Not the world I presently occupied
 .

A man walked up to my table, and I panicked. He was a guest for the evening, because I didn’t recognize him as one of the regular patrons. But I didn’t want him to stop in front of me. No. I wanted Harley
 .

I tried to not be rude, but I looked up at him and shook my head. “No, thank you. I’m waiting for someone else.” I gave a warm smile, hoping I didn’t 
offend
 him

 .

The quickest way to be banned from future Tastings was by giving Tennessee the impression you couldn’t conduct yourself in a polite and respectable manner at all times, regardless if the men where total assholes. It was all about being in control. Tennessee wanted us to maintain that control at all times as he had lectured over and over, time and time again. I understood this fact, and actually prided myself on the ability to 
do
 so

 .

Luckily for me, the man nodded and moved on which cleared the path for Harley once again. But I didn’t know how long I would have before someone else approached me. Men had started to watch and wander as they sipped on their cocktails. Some were still chatting with others in the room, not ready to engage in the Tasting fully quite yet, but I could still see that some were getting restless to get the event of contracting with someone started. Would it be possible to turn down every single man who approached me without upsetting Tennessee? As any good housemother would do, he watched us all like a hawk. He would catch on to what I was doing, and he wouldn’t be happy about it in the slightest
 .

And then it happened
 …

Harley Crow looked at me again. But this time it wasn’t a simple glance like moments ago. This time he watched me like he had watched the people of Spiked Roses
 so many nights before. I could practically feel his eyes heating their way to my core. The intensity… but I refused to look away. I wasn’t one for flirting. It made me feel ridiculous every time I tried. I wasn’t good at the lure that some of the girls in this room had mastered. I only could stand there and hope that he would walk my way. I fiddled nervously with a rose petal between my fingers, and finally had the courage to smile 
at
 him

 .

Though I felt cheesy doing so, it seemed to have worked. He started making his way across the room to where I stood. Holy shit. Harley Crow was walking straight 
toward
 me

 !

As he approached the table, there was an awkward silence before I finally 
said
 , “Hi

 .”

With a devilish smile, he nodded his head slowly. “Is this where we have 
small
 talk

 ?”

“I 
guess
 so

 .”

I was so out of my league. I had no idea what to say or do. My legs felt weak, and I now wished that they provided us with chairs rather than having us standing by the tables. I leaned my weight against the table to help, but I still worried I was going to faint and make a fool of myself. The nerves were attacking at full speed
 .

He glanced down to where I had nearly pulverized the petal between my fingers, and asked, “Nervous
 ?”

“Wouldn’t you be?” I placed the destroyed petal on the table, but then wondered what I would do with my 
hands
 now

 .

“Are you afraid of the dark?” he asked with the same devilish smile he’d arrived with. Clearly, he was finding this all amusing. I, on the other hand, was not. My armpits were sweating, and I was forced to transfer my weight from one foot to the other just to make sure I didn’t lose feeling in my legs and collapse
 .

“I’m not afraid. Just nervous,” I countered, trying desperately to get my shit together by taking big and even inhales of air. Man, oh man, Harley had a breathtaking power over me. Just having him so close was like a punch to 
the
 gut

 .

“Nervous 
of
 what

 ?”

“You,” I said too quickly, instantly wishing I hadn’t when the single word escaped 
my
 lips

 .

His eyebrow rose. “Me?” He looked down at my hands again and noticed that I was picking at my cuticles with the same nervous energy that had destroyed the rose petal. He placed his palm on top of my two fists. Though he didn’t take hold, the rough skin, the warmth, and the weight of his hand simply resting on mine seemed to instantly calm the restless energy. “Why do I make you nervous
 ?”

“I don’t know,” I said softly. It was the truth. I wasn’t exactly a smooth operator when it came to men, but I normally didn’t act like a crazy, naïve schoolgirl either
 .

“Do I 
scare
 you

 ?”

“No. Why would you 
scare
 me

 ?”

“Because of who 
I
 am

 .”

“Who 
are
 you

 ?”

The wicked smile returned as he tilted his head slightly as if looking at me from a different angle. “You know. I know 
you
 know

 .”

“Doesn’t mean I’m scared of you. I don’t scare easily,” I said, which was a 
complete
 lie

 .

But I was getting a bit more control over myself and felt as if I could play this game at least a little. I didn’t want to lose him completely because I was nothing but a fumbling mess. I glanced down at his hand that rested on mine and saw a tattoo along the curve of flesh that ran from his index finger and thumb that read, Your Throat Goes Here
 , in thick 
black
 ink

 .

I smirked. “So is that tattoo meant for your victims or the women 
you
 fuck

 ?”

“Some would say they are the same thing,” he answered so quickly and easily that my heart skipped with the dangerous warning, but I wanted do my best to keep that hidden, so I simply smiled as my eyes locked 
with
 his

 .

“Your past doesn’t 
frighten
 me

 .”

He took his palm off of mine, which actually made me feel a sense of loss. I’d enjoyed the weight and heat of it. He took a long sip of his vodka which he held in the other hand before asking, “Is that why you are here tonight at this Tasting? Because you can’t be scared
 ?”

“I’m not scared of dark tastes in the bedroom, if that’s what you are asking,” I said, focusing on not picking at my cuticle even though without Harley’s palm, the nervous energy had returned. He, however, seemed completely cool and collected as he stood before me with his vodka 
in
 hand

 .

“And you feel you know what all those dark tastes would be? What they would be with me?” His voice seemed to deepen slightly as he asked the question. It was subtle, but I felt the energy shift between us. There wasn’t as much nervous energy, but more sizzle coursing through the space 
between
 us

 .

“I think I have a pretty 
good
 idea

 .”

“And you are experienced in these dark tastes
 ?”

I couldn’t read him. He seemed amused and curious. But there was something more going on behind those veiled eyes 
of
 his

 .

As for his question on experience… I wasn’t. Not really. I knew about dark tastes. I had heard about, seen videos, and had even spoken to other staff of Spiked Roses
 about what dark desires really could mean. I knew I liked the bite of pain. Because of past Tastings, I had played with being spanked like a naughty girl, flogged, and paddled. I had been tied with rope before. But was I really experienced in truly dark 
tastes
 ? No

 .

“I don’t have to be experienced to not be afraid.” I tried to divert rather than answer clearly. I didn’t want to lie to him. Something about the way he watched me with such intensity told me lying to a man such as Harley Crow was a 
bad
 idea

 .

“Why are you here tonight?” he asked, as he finished the last sip of his drink
 .

Tennessee had told all the staff time and time again to never answer that type of question with “for the money”. Never. It was a big no no in The Tasting Room because he said it made Spiked Roses
 sound like a whorehouse in the Wild West. And though I’d attended every Tasting for the one purpose of making money only, tonight really was different
 .

“To meet you,” I answered truthfully. Why I was being so blunt and bold, I had no idea. But again, it was almost as if Harley demanded my complete honesty. Like he had some type of spell cast 
upon
 me

 .

His eyes narrowed, and that impish smile that had been on his face for most of our conversation straightened. It was as if the clouds from the storm blew in. “To meet me? Why would you want to 
meet
 me

 ?”

“Why not?” I wanted another rose petal to crush between my fingertips
 .

“What’s your name?” he asked, still looking serious and pensive
 .

“Marlowe Masters
 .”

“What’s your real
 name?” he asked. “That clearly isn’t your 
real
 name

 .”

I had never had anyone call me out on that fact before. The question almost felt like a smack to the face. “How do you know Marlowe isn’t my 
real
 name

 ?”

He didn’t reply but raised one dark eyebrow and leaned his body against the table top 
between
 us

 .

“And what’s your real
 name? Is Harley Crow really the name you were 
born
 with

 ?”

I succeeded in breaking the dark energy that had washed over him when he smirked and that devilish grin returned. “If I told you my real name, I would have to kill you. And I think we both know that I am capable of doing such a thing
 .”

“Fair enough,” I said with a smile as well. “I, too, would have to kill you if I told you. And you don’t know what I am capable of,” I added with a 
playful
 wink

 .

“Well then,” he said as he extended his hand. “Nice to meet you, Marlowe Masters

 .”

I took his hand in mine and shook it, trying hard not to focus on how his simplest touch sent tingles through me as they swirled around each bone in my spine. “Nice to meet you, 

Harley
 Crow


 .”

Harley leaned in toward me, pressing his upper body weight against his forearms resting on the table. “I will let you in on a little secret, however
 .”

“Oh?” I leaned in as well, now being able to smell the rich earthy smell of the sexiest man alive. I’d always known he would smell this good. Inhaling deeply, I tried not to moan in satisfaction on how my first fantasy—how good the man would smell—did not disappoint
 .

“I’ve never been to one of these Tastings before,” he confessed
 .

I didn’t want to reveal the fact that I already knew this, so I remained silent and just showed interest by leaning a little closer and tilting my head to appear as if I was listening
 .

“So what happens next?” he asked
 .

“Depends on what you want,” 
I
 said

 .

“What if I 
want
 you

 ?”

I tried to not explode right then and there and bit my lower lip to try to keep myself grounded in reality. “Well then,” I said as calmly and coolly as I could, “we negotiate
 .”

“Then let’s negotiate,” he said in the smoothest, richest voice I had ever heard
 .

With butterflies beating against my sternum, I looked over at Tennessee who sat in a large leather chair in a far off corner. I signaled for him to come over which meant we were ready for one of the standard contracts for the night to arrive
 .

“Did you already read the contract for this evening?” I asked
 .

“I did. 
Did
 you

 ?”

I nodded. “
I
 did

 .”

“Do you agree with everything in it?” he asked
 .

I nodded again. “
I
 do

 .”

“Any hard limits
 ?”

I paused, wondering if he would take it to a point I was not comfortable with. Maybe I was dumb, but I really didn’t get the weird kink vibe from Harley. I didn’t think I had to tell him not to piss or shit on me. I didn’t think I had to tell him what I would or wouldn’t enjoy. I had a feeling he knew exactly what I would like and exactly how to 
deliver
 it

 .

“I can always say the safe word if there is,” I said softly. “But like I said, I’m not afraid
 .”

The terms of the contract were simple. One weekend with the ‘buyer’ at his location of choice. Sexual play could include but was not limited to: knife play, breath play, bondage, anal play, corporal punishment, kidnap and rape fantasy, Master/slave and any other play that could push the boundaries of fear. All play could be terminated with the single word ‘RED’. At which time participants could part ways and money would be returned to the ‘buyer’. The standard price was $25,000 for the weekend, but most girls negotiated it up from there. I had no intention of doing so. The truth of the matter was that I would have done it for free. Hell, I would pay the $25,000 myself for one weekend with the man I had been lusting after for 
so
 long

 .

I had seen this contract in some variation many times. It was fairly black and white. This contract also had a box that could be marked upon negotiation. It was agreeing whether sexual intercourse was permissible or not. I had never marked the box before. I’d always wanted to keep the play non-sexual. I had lost many contracts due to that fact, but I was not going to give up my pussy for anyone. But when Tennessee laid the contract in front of us, and had both of us initial the spots we were supposed to, he paused at the box for sex and looked at me and then Harley
 .

Harley read the words and then looked up at me. “Sex. 
Yes
 ? No

 ?”

I got the feeling he didn’t care either way, which slightly disappointed me. I wanted to scream “Hell yes!” but also wasn’t sure how desperate that would make me look to be willing to have sex with a man I’d just met. I was trying so hard to play 
it
 cool

 .

Rather than answering or overthinking it any further, I went ahead and marked the box with a ‘yes’, and turned the page as if it were something as simple as that. I didn’t look up to see what expression Harley had on his face, but since he said nothing more, Tennessee continued on with getting the rest of our initials and then finally our signatures. He then pulled out a dagger that was used to pierce both of our fingers so we could seal the contract with a drop of each of our blood. Spiked Roses
 liked a little bit of theatrics with the Tastings, and this little element of sealing the deal with blood did 
just
 that

 .

Harley pushed the dagger away and pulled out his own knife. It had a deep burgundy handle that reminded me of the richest wine. “I prefer to use my own,” he said as he ran it along the edge of his thumb, drawing his own blood. When he stamped his thumb on the contract, he reached out for my hand and handed the knife to Tennessee so he could wipe the knife off with disinfectant
 .

I placed my hand in his and felt a sense of warmth and security wash over me. A complete polar opposite of what I should have been feeling at a Tasting called Who’s Afraid of the Dark?
 When Tennessee handed the knife back to Harley, he took the blade and sliced my thumb as softly and gently as he could. I could barely feel the sting. He then placed my bleeding thumb to the contract himself. It was so fucking hot. I have no idea why. But I was so incredibly turned on with the way he handled my hand. If this was even the slightest peek at how he would handle my body… I would be ruined and forever be under the spell of 
Harley
 Crow

 .

“Shall we leave?” he asked as he handed Tennessee the contract. “Or would you like to stay for a drink
 ?”

Not in the mood to stay in The Tasting Room any longer, I said, “Let me get my stuff for the weekend out of the staff room. I’ll meet you up front
 .”

He nodded as he took my hand he was still holding to his lips and kissed it softly. “All you have to do is say RED. I will stop immediately. But if I don’t hear that word this weekend, then whatever I do, however I do it, is fair game. Understood
 ?”

I nodded and swallowed hard. His lips were so soft. His eyes were so hard. The combination of the two almost stole my rapid breath from 
me
 . “Deal

 .”

“Let’s see, Miss Masters, if you truly are not
 afraid of 
the
 dark

 .”
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W
 e sat
 in the back of a town car in near silence. Harley hadn’t said much other than that we were heading to the docks. He had a boat waiting there to get us to his house. He said the only way to get to his home was via boat through the swampy channels of the bayou. The idea of living out in the swamps of New Orleans intrigued me, though it also seemed like a long way to commute every day 
for
 work

 .

And 
the
 bugs

 .

I bet there was a shitload 
of
 bugs

 .

Oh and the alligators
 .

Yeah… on second thought, maybe living in the bayou wasn’t as intriguing as I’d first thought
 .

Staring out the window into the blackness of New Orleans scattered with city lights, I tried to calm my nerves. I had played with other partners before, done a few Tastings, but this time was different. It felt different. The energy between Harley and me seemed unlike all the others. In the past, I was in control. Yes, the man technically ‘owned’ me for whatever period we had agreed upon, but I was truly the one in the driver’s seat. We could only do what I agreed to, and I could stop the play at any time. The man was at my
 mercy
 .

But with Harley, I felt like the rules had changed. He was in control. I couldn’t exactly pinpoint why I felt that way, but I was now at his
 mercy
 .

When the car stopped at the docks, Harley got out, walked around the car, and opened the door for me. The driver was already getting my bag and carrying it down 
the
 dock

 .

Harley placed his hand on my lower back and guided me down the wooden planks. His touch against my spine reminded me of a branding iron. I could focus on very little other than the heat of his large fingers splayed against my exposed flesh. We were connected… touching
 .

The night was warm, but not terribly muggy like it had been over the past few days. It was clear and the stars, as well as the nearly full moon, shone brightly. Though the walkway leading to the boats was illuminated by tiny lights, we would have been able to see just fine 
without
 them

 .

This was the time that warning bells should have been pealing crazily inside my very being. I walked toward the unknown. I had no idea where I was going, and knew very little about the man I was walking with. In fact, all I knew about this man was that he killed people for a living. He was the bad guy. The criminal. The one I was supposed to be afraid of. But I heard nothing. No warning bells. No inner voice screaming at me for being a stupid girl. Did I not possess the voice of reason? The voice of sanity? Why was nothing but excitement knocking on 
my
 door

 ?

I saw Harley’s driver place my bag in a speedboat up ahead. It was a simple boat. There was nothing flashy or anything that screamed a billionaire owned it. It was like many of the other boats at the dock. Plain. It was silver with a white stripe down the side. The interior leather was white, and it could maybe seat five people comfortably. It wasn’t like I was expecting to be taken to his house in the thick of the bayou on a yacht or anything, but I was surprised by the average mode of transportation Harley had chosen. The boat was something that I could have owned
 .

Like the gentleman I was finding Harley to be, he helped me onto the boat by holding my hands and practically lifting me down. He didn’t let go of me until I was seated in the chair next to the driver’s seat. He then pulled out a wad of cash from his pocket and handed it to the driver with a handshake
 .

“Have a nice evening, Mr. Crow,” the driver said as he turned and walked back toward 
the
 car

 .

We were alone
 .

We were finally alone
 .

“You ready?” Harley asked after he prepared the boat to leave
 .

I nodded, not really sure if I truly was. I swallowed hard as I watched Harley’s tattooed hand turn the key in the ignition to start the boat. The low rumble as the engine revved up vibrated beneath me, only adding to the building nerves attacking 
my
 body

 .

Was I scared
 ?


No
 .



But
 what

 ?

I think it was the silence. We were too quiet
 .

“How far do we have to go?” I asked
 .

“A couple of miles. Not too far, but far enough
 .”

“Far enough
 ?”

Harley stared ahead, standing with his feet spread apart and his broad shoulders held back as he drove the boat away from the dock. The water splashed up behind us, leaving a small wake of waves as we slowly drove away. There was a seat behind him, but it appeared he was more comfortable towering over the steering wheel instead
 .

“Far enough from… everything
 .”

I hadn’t pictured Harley as a hermit, but considering his closed, introverted behavior at Spiked Roses
 , I guess it did make some sense
 .

After we’d motored far enough away from the dock and the other boats, Harley stopped and removed his jacket, revealing a long sleeve shirt beneath it. I could still only see the tattoos on his hands and the ones peeking out from his collar. I couldn’t wait to see more. I was curious to see what painted each inch of 
his
 skin

 .

Placing his coat over my shoulders, he said, “It gets a little chilly on the water with the wind whipping 
past
 us

 .”

I wasn’t cold, and didn’t really believe I would need his jacket, but I wasn’t going to argue. I liked seeing that, though Harley Crow was anything but soft, he had been taught manners and how to treat 
a
 lady

 .

“Thank you,” I said, noticing that he took the time to make sure it was secured around me. He even delicately swooped my long hair out from underneath it. As he walked over to the steering wheel and started the boat again, I asked, “Do you like living out here? In the bayou
 ?”

“I wouldn’t live here otherwise,” he answered, still staring ahead. “I don’t do things I 
don’t
 like

 .”

“Seems like a lot of effort to go home every night
 .”

He shrugged. “I enjoy the boat ride. It settles 
my
 mind

 .”

I looked around and saw how that could happen. The only sounds were those of nature and the low rumble of the boat as it sliced through the calm waters
 .

“Do you always drive the boat 
this
 slow

 ?”

“I’m carrying precious cargo,” he quipped
 .

I liked how simply he had answered my question. He cared about my comfort and safety, and a warm rush filled my belly as I couldn’t help but smile
 .

“Have you always lived in Louisiana?” I asked
 .

“No.” He continued to stare ahead
 .

Jesus, small talk with this man was near impossible
 .

He glanced over at me and watched as I pulled my hair to one side to try to keep it from flying around all over the place. “Do you want me to slow down 
even
 more

 ?”

I shook my head. “It’s okay. My hair just has a mind of its own sometimes
 .”

“I like your hair,” he complimented as he looked back ahead of him. “So many women don’t allow their hair to grow long and flow like it’s meant to be. They restrict it from its natural beauty. You don’t. I 
like
 that

 .”

I may have melted right there in the white leather seat of that boat with his words. Harley Crow was giving me praise. He liked my hair. He was 
complimenting
 me

 !

“You can thank my mother for that,” I somehow managed to say between all the giddy feelings flooding over me. “She had long black hair that flowed to her waist. It wasn’t straight like mine, but had curls. She used to tell me that a good Mexican woman never cuts her hair. Her grandmother had told her that. It was a belief passed down to me, and though I don’t embrace everything about my heritage, that one seemed to stick
 .”

“Mexican huh?” Harley looked at me quickly. “I didn’t guess that about you. I would have said Italian or something. Your skin 
is
 fair

 .”

“I know. I was the only one in my family without rich caramel-colored skin. But everyone in my family tree was full Mexican as far as I know. Both my parents were born in Mexico City.” I pulled the coat up around my shoulders as it started to fall off. Harley had been right; it was a little chilly riding the boat through the bayou. “Who knows? Maybe I was the 
milkman’s
 baby

 .”

“Do you speak Spanish
 ?”

“I haven’t in a very long time. Not since I left home. But, yes, I can. My mother never really learned to speak English. I guess she didn’t feel she had to. She would watch hours of those Spanish telenovelas that were on television. She also had a small parrot with a missing eye that spoke Spanish as well. My home was not your typical American 
type
 home

 .”

“Where 
was
 home

 ?”

“Oregon. The drier, 
boring
 part

 .”

“Not a fan, huh?” he asked
 .

“Not a fan at all,” I replied. “I left at seventeen. I had graduated early with the one intent of leaving as fast as I could
 .”

“Why
 ?”

“Big dreams, shitty past. Isn’t that why everyone leaves everything they 
ever
 knew

 ?”

It dawned on me that Harley had successfully changed the direction of the conversation to where it concentrated fully 
on
 me

 .

“What about you?” I asked, trying again. “You never said where you lived before moving to New Orleans
 .”

“No, I didn’t
 .”

“Not one to talk?” I asked as I watched the way his eyes studied the landscape before us. There was always so much focus on how he watched things. His eyes were like magnets, drawing everything into their depths. So serious, 
so
 dark

 .

“I talk. I just like to talk about things that matter. My past doesn’t matter
 .”

“What types of things matter 
to
 you

 ?”

He paused for a couple of minutes, looked at me briefly, and then straight ahead again. “Things that make us who we are. Who we are right now, this very minute. Like the tattoo on your back,” he said. “That is not a small piece of ink. It took a huge commitment. It clearly means something. It matters. So tell me the story of your tattoo
 .”

It was funny how I often forgot I even had the tattoo on my back. Maybe because I never saw it, or maybe because when I’d gotten it done, it was my closure for a time I never wanted to relive again. No one had really asked me why I’d gotten the tattoo or what it really meant. I got compliments or questions about if it hurt getting it, especially since it covered most of my back. But I was never asked about it in the manner that Harley 
just
 did

 .

I shrugged. “It’s just 
a
 tree

 .”

“A large tree. And it’s dead. Why do you have a large dead tree on 
your
 back

 ?”

“It’s not really dead. Just dying
 .”

“It’s black and white. Is there a reason you chose no color
 ?”

I shrugged again. “Seemed right
 .”

Harley looked at me and smirked. “Not one 
to
 talk

 ?”

“Like you said, I talk. Just about things that matter
 .”

“Well, I like it,” he said simply as he turned the boat to the right, going down a different channel of the bayou. “I’ve seen a lot of tattoos, and yours is captivating. I can tell there is a deep story behind it. Even if you don’t want to tell me what that 
story
 is

 .”

“Do all your tattoos tell a story
 ?”

“Yes. Some stories are better than others. Maybe I’ll tell you someday. The day you feel comfortable enough to tell me your story
 .”

I already knew that day would never come, but I did like the idea that Harley actually thought there would be a time when he and I may be close enough to share past cobwebs. A butterfly fluttering in my stomach sent a shiver down my spine. I liked this man. I mean, yeah, I knew I already lusted after him, but I actually liked how easy it was to simply banter. It wasn’t cheesy or forced. And it didn’t feel fake. In fact, even though we both were avoiding going down paths we were uncomfortable trekking, it was, by far, one of the most genuine conversations I remembered having
 .

We sat in silence for a while, taking in the song of the swamp with the undertone of the boat announcing its presence. It truly was beautiful in an eerie, almost haunting way. There was not much civilization other than a few shacks or fishing huts along the banks, and we hadn’t crossed another boat during our voyage to Harley’s isolated house
 .

“Do you live in one of these shacks?” I asked
 .

He chuckled. “Not quite
 .”

“How did you find a house out here in the middle of nowhere
 ?”

“It used to be an old fishing house that I built onto and turned into my home. I like the security 
of
 it

 .”

“Security
 ?”

“The only way you can get to my house is by boat. I can hear the boats coming far better than I could hear a car or somebody on foot. No surprise attacks that way.” He smiled. “And the gators are my free security
 .”

“I thought you were the one who did the killing. Why are you worried about being attacked
 ?”

“The need for revenge is one of the most powerful emotions one can possess. Vengeance places a huge bounty on my head. Larger than any bounty I’ve ever collected for assassinating someone
 .”

“Do you have a lot of enemies
 ?”

He nodded slowly. “I would say that is a fair assumption
 .”

“And they all want you dead?” The thought of someone killing Harley made my heart skip. I had never considered the fact that his life was ever in danger
 .

“At the very least,” he answered with that roguish smile I had seen earlier in the night. “Death would be too merciful. They would want me to pay first. Pay in ways that would have me eventually begging to be killed
 .”

“Jesus,” I barely said as my mouth suddenly felt dry. “I had no idea. Does that 
scare
 you

 ?”

He looked at me with the most serious expression I had yet to see on 
his
 face

 .

“There are things that scare me. But death is not one of them. I’ve come to terms with the fact that my day will come. Being afraid of when that day arrives, does me no good. It only weakens me. In my profession, weakness is not an option
 .”

“Your profession. Why?” Maybe I was being too bold, but it seemed like it was okay to ask. Hopefully I hadn’t misjudged, but something in my gut told me that Harley would actually answer that question
 .

“Because the first time I pulled the trigger of the gun and stole the life from someone else, I opened the door of Hell and walked through. Once you step over that threshold, there is no way to exit. You are there. You have no choice from that point on to take it back. So rather than standing by the door like so many others have done and allow darkness to consume you, I decided to charge all the way in. I don’t do anything half-assed, I guess you could say. I’m a perfectionist. So if I do something, I am going to do everything I can to be 
the
 best

 .”

“Did everyone you kill deserve it? Were they all bad people
 ?”

He glanced at me again for a moment. Not as long as the times before, but I could see a look of sorrow on his face when he did. It was for the briefest second, but I was positive that I had 
seen
 it

 .

“Does anyone deserve to be killed
 ?”

“Well… I mean…” I didn’t mean it like that, or did I? “Bad people. Like people who kill people
 .”

“Like me. I’m the bad guy in this story. Do you think I deserve to be killed
 ?”

“Maybe you do,” I answered honestly
 .

Harley didn’t look at me, nor appear insulted by my words. He simply nodded slowly. “Maybe 
I
 do

 .”

“Is it something you would ever consider not doing anymore? Stop being an assassin? I mean… you own Spiked Roses
 , and it doesn’t seem like money is an issue.” I didn’t really know that Harley was a billionaire like the rest since he definitely never flaunted that fact, but I also knew that all the members were, or at least were on their way to that level. “Only wealthy men are part of the club right
 ?”

“It’s no longer about the money now. That’s true,” he said as he decelerated the boat even slower than he was already going. “But being a hired killer isn’t something you can just walk away from. I can’t wake up one morning and simply say 
I
 quit

 .”

“
Why
 not

 ?”

“I told you. I already crossed the threshold into Hell. No turning back. I don’t get to retire with a nice little pension and a retirement home in Florida. I said goodbye to that possibility of an outcome a long 
time
 ago

 .”

“So what is your 
outcome
 then

 ?”

“I retire when I’m buried six feet under
 .”

“That’s an awfully morbid future
 .”

He smirked with a half laugh. “Trust me. Morbid ending is fitting for the morbid past I’ve 
also
 had

 .”

“Then why did you become a managing member of Spiked Roses

 ?”

“It seemed fun. Different, and I needed something different at the time. It’s not my gig to be a businessman, but the others are, so I felt comfortable investing. I’ve never felt as if I truly belonged to anything before or anyone. This was my first opportunity to connect with something other than isolation. It felt right. And when I heard the history of the location… I was hooked
 .”

“Oh, the serial killer who massacred all those women and buried all the bodies with rose petals
 ?”

I remembered the story from when I was hired. As part of the hiring orientation, all the girls were told the name of the club came from the building’s gruesome past. A serial killer in 1892 had killed 22 women with a spike through the heart and then buried them in a shallow grave in a black bag covered in rose petals to disguise the odor of their rotting corpses. It was the type of tale to give you nightmares, and I was always scared to go down to the cellar to collect bottles of wine or booze because I was terrified I would run into a ghost. It smelled haunted down there. I swore I could smell death. Tennessee thought I was just trying to get out of work when I would practically beg for him to do it for me, but I really was scared of going down the long dark stairway
 .

“Why did you decide to work at Spiked Roses

 ?”

“I had moved into Marie St. Claire’s Boarding House, and another woman who lived there told me about the place. It’s funny because almost every young woman who moves to Marie’s place with stars in their eyes of a better life in New Orleans seems to get a job at the club. But I had heard about it and how much money you could make. I didn’t apply right off the bat though. I really thought I had a chance of making it as a musician as so many other fools do. But I soon realized that making money for tips was not going to put a roof over my head no matter how cheap Marie’s boarding house was. And when I saw that other women were making more money in a night than I could scrape together in a month, I knew Spiked Roses
 was calling 
my
 name

 .”

“A musician?” Harley asked as he looked at me with raised eyebrows. “A singer
 ?”

“Oh, God no,” I said shaking my head and giggling. “Not even close. I play the guitar. Classical Spanish guitar is my training and what I 
do
 best

 .”

“Classical Spanish? I’m not sure I know what that is. Will you play it for me sometime
 ?”

I shrugged my shoulders, and wished I hadn’t revealed that side of me to him. I hadn’t exactly decided to give up playing, but I had pushed the passion aside. “I haven’t played in a 
long
 time

 .”

He pointed to a house in the distance. “There 
it
 is

 .”

I peered through the darkness at a long dock that led to a two-story house that reminded me of so many historical houses in the Garden District of NOLA, though Harley’s house was on thick stilts to keep the foundation high off the swampy ground, much like other houses in the bayou. It was a far cry from all the shacks we had passed and what I had envisioned when you think of a house in the swamp. The iron railing that ran along the second story, large windows and green shutters screamed classic Cajun charm. Immense white columns lined the bottom half of the house with a wrap around front porch that was accentuated by hanging ferns and offered oversized rocking chairs to sit in and look out over the yard. There was even a three tiered fountain right before you reached the porch stairs required to reach the raised house. I appreciated the fact that Harley had rebuilt the shack but held on to the heritage of its surroundings. You could see he had taken the time to make it not only a southern palace, but a safe compound to fight off the vicious Louisiana storms that often ravaged the area when Mother Nature unleashed her wrath. It was lit from the inside, as well as had outside garden lights illuminating the grounds. It was like a beacon, welcoming us. Large swampy trees flanked each side, but the house dominated in presence. Much like its owner
 .

“Wow,” I said, surprised to see Harley lived in such a large house, and something so grand and elegant. “It’s lovely. Not what I pictured in my head 
at
 all

 .”

“Did you expect to see a shack?” His face lit up with pride as he motored slowly toward his personal dock. There were two other boats of similar style to the one we were on tied to the dock as well. I guess he had his choice between average modes of transportation and average modes of transportation
 .

“No, but wow. You 
built
 this

 ?”

He nodded. “I had help. Construction workers and shit, but yeah. This was my labor 
of
 love

 .”

Harley pulled the boat to the side of the dock, shut off the ignition, and quickly jumped out, tying it off. He then reached down to assist me out of the boat. Once again, as I took his hand, we were touching—connecting. Such a simple touch and yet my insides burst into a full inferno of sensations
 .

Our trip had been interesting. I had learned so much about Harley Crow. Much more than I had known before. But now the man was even more of a mystery. He was a closed book, and I desperately wanted to read every torn and 
bent
 page

 .

“Welcome to my home,” he said as he placed his hand on my lower back and guided me toward the house with my bag packed for the weekend slung over his shoulder
 .

“Thank you,” I said softly
 .

One step, two. Two step, three. It had begun
 .

I was about to cross the threshold of Harley Crow’s kingdom. What that meant… I would soon 
find
 out

 .
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I
 remembered
 when I was a little girl and an older cousin of mine tried to force me to go with her into a fun house at a local carnival. I didn’t want to. I was terrified. The only way to enter was through a gigantic clown’s mouth that had demonic eyes. My cousin dragged me kicking and screaming, and I’d truly thought I would die if I entered. I’d had no idea what was inside, but it certainly wasn’t going to be fun like it claimed. I’d actually puked. That is what finally stopped my cousin in her tracks. I had gotten so frightened, and the sense of dread had been so powerful in my gut, that I had vomited all over her brand new leather boots
 .

My stomach felt like that now. I don’t know if it was necessarily dread this time, but I was stepping into the unknown, and the idea of what could come did terrify me. It wasn’t so much the thought of sexual play that had me on edge. For some reason, the idea of that actually excited me more than anything. It was more about how Harley and I would get to the point of actually having the play and potential sex. How? Did we keep talking like we had on the boat? Do we just cut to the chase and get busy? But even then, who makes that step? It was awkward in a way. Like a first date. A really fucked up 
first
 date

 .

The entryway of the house was large, but not overwhelming. There wasn’t a big foyer like most houses of this style had. The entire inside of the house was set up more like a large studio you would find in Manhattan. The entry and living room were combined into one huge open floor plan. It was massive, made to look even larger with the lack of walls breaking the space into tiny rooms. The staircase to go upstairs was to the left, but you barely noticed it was there. The stairs were not the focus of the house. What was the focus the minute you walked in was that the entire back wall of the room was all glass. It looked out onto a large pool, a tiny cottage-style pool house and the expanse of swamp behind it. Large trees were visible for as far as the eye could see. It almost made you feel as if you were standing outside even though you were in the living area of the house
 .

The furniture was masculine. Brown and burgundy leather chairs that looked worn and comfy beckoned one to curl up in them with a good book. There was also a large tan leather couch that was shaped like a U with tables and Tiffany lamps on each end. Large oriental rugs covered the gray tiled floor. Every bit of furniture was modern yet classic, classy but comfortable. Bookshelves from floor to ceiling were on the right side of the room, surrounding a fireplace that appeared like it had been stolen from an old southern plantation home. The antique charm of the hearth mixed with the modern architecture of the house blended perfectly. And the art… the art on the walls was what had me standing in place, tongue-tied and in awe. Large framed paintings of what appeared to be demons, spirits, angels and other gothic elements took up every ounce of wall space. They didn’t appear religious in nature, but simply magnificent pieces of work that were beautiful. I couldn’t help but feel like staring into the intricacies of the art would be like looking into the small details of Harley 
Crow’s
 soul

 .

My gawking at his house came to a stop when Harley bent down and removed his shoes by the door. There was a small rug next to the coat closet, that I assumed he wanted guests to place their shoes on. I waited until he removed his first shoe and placed it on the rug just to be sure, and then I kicked off my black pumps and placed them as nicely as I could next to his. Something told me that Harley would appreciate the effort. Taking another peek at his house, I also noticed it was immaculate. So clean in every nook and cranny. Nothing seemed out of place. Nothing scattered, no mail piled up on a table anywhere, and no useless knick-knacks filling up space. Everything in the house seemed to have a purpose
 .

“Clean freak?” I teased
 .

“Yes,” he said as he placed his second shoe nicely beside his first. He had no shame in the way he answered me. It was matter of fact, and he clearly accepted and owned that simple truth about himself
 .

“Oh good, you’re back,” came a female’s voice
 .

I turned to see a young woman who appeared to be in her early twenties entering the room through an archway that was lined with worn brick. She had auburn hair that rested on her shoulders, tiny in frame—almost childlike, and I instantly hated her. Okay, maybe not hated her, but definitely was jealous of her. She was the pure and innocent type of pretty that had grown men eating out of her palm. She was barefoot and wearing nothing more than a white tank top with her perky breasts and nipples pressing against the material on display, and cut off jean shorts. Casual and stunning. Bitch
 .

“I was going to turn out all the lights and lock up for the night,” she continued as she walked up to where we stood. As she got closer, I could see she had freckles. Of course she had freckles just to add to her cute factor. She stopped and looked at me with a warm smile and extended her hand. “I’m Layla. Welcome. I know it’s quite the trip getting out here, but it definitely is worth it once you arrive
 .”

I wasn’t sure why she was welcoming me. Did she live here? Was this her home? She definitely gave off the vibe that she lived here, and she didn’t appear like she was a servant or anything
 .

Not wanting Harley to think I was rude, I extended my hand and shook hers. “I’m Marlowe. 
Thank
 you

 .”

“The house should always stay locked, Layla,” Harley chastised which was rewarded with an eye roll of Layla’s long-lashed green eyes. “I mean it. You know better than that, 
young
 lady

 .”

Layla smirked as she looked back at me. “I hope you know what you are getting yourself into with this man,” she said playfully. “He can be an overbearing, overprotective ass sometimes.” She walked up to Harley and stood on tiptoe as she kissed his cheek. “I’m off to bed. You guys have a good night
 .”

Harley patted the side of her arm. “Goodnight
 .”

“Goodnight,” I said as well as I watched her open the sliding glass door and followed her movements as she descended the stairs and walked toward the small cottage by 
the
 pool

 .

“That’s Layla,” Harley said as he dropped my bag by a chair and walked toward a wet bar that had decanter sets filled to the rim with different colored booze. He stood behind the rich wood of the bar, grabbed two glasses, and looked up at me. “What can I get you to drink
 ?”

I wasn’t really a hard liquor type of gal, and I much preferred wine, but I didn’t want him opening a bottle special for just me. “Whatever you are having.” I felt silly standing in the same place I had been since entering the house, so I took a few steps closer to him and 
the
 bar

 .

“Vodka? By itself? Are you sure?” His eyebrow rose, and he watched me in only the way that this man had the power 
to
 do

 .

It sounded awful. Who would drink vodka all by itself? It would burn all the way down my esophagus and then sizzle in my belly 
like
 acid

 .

He must have been able to read my feelings on my face because he asked, “Do you like wine? Cabernet? I have a great bottle I could open 
for
 you

 .”

Oh thank fucking God. I wouldn’t have to sip on a drink I hated all while pretending I enjoyed the flavor
 .

“Yes, please. That sounds perfect
 .”

I really did need a drink to settle my nerves, and red wine was my drink of choice
 .

He pulled out a bottle from underneath the bar and began opening it with a regular corkscrew. Nothing fancy or electric to ease in the opening. Old school. I 
liked
 it

 .

“Who is Layla?” I asked, trying not to sound jealous even though I really was. I hadn’t known that Harley had a woman living with him, and it pissed me off now that 
I
 did

 .

He smiled as he poured the wine into a lovely glass that had ivy etched into the crystal. “You’ll be fucking her tonight. I like two women in my bed at all times.” He extended the glass of wine to me with an even larger smile
 .

I couldn’t take the glass in fear that I would drop it. “Wait. What? I… we didn’t discuss… I don’t
 …”

“Oh yes. I plan on whipping one of you while the other sucks me off. And I expect to watch you both lick each other’s pussies while I recover enough to do it all over again
 .”

What the hell? I hadn’t even considered that another player would be involved, and I hated the idea. I didn’t swing that way, and I didn’t want to fucking share Harley with anyone. He was mine! Well, at least for the weekend. But fuck. I hadn’t listed this as one of my hard 
limits
 . Fuck

 .

“I umm… I don’t really
 …”

He chuckled and motioned for me to take the wine glass, which I did. “Relax. I’m kidding. Layla is just a friend. More like a daughter to me. She came to live with me a couple of years ago because she had nowhere else to go. Her father was killed, and he was a good friend 
of
 mine

 .”

“Oh, that’s awful. He was killed? Assassinated?” I don’t know why my thoughts went to the extreme rather than thinking that Layla’s father could have simply died in a car crash or by cancer, but this was Harley Crow and his past 
after
 all

 .

Harley nodded as he poured vodka from a crystal decanter into a tumbler. “One of the largest bounties I had ever seen was on her father’s head. Hell, I was tempted to take the job myself. Layla had one on her head as well. I guess you could say that friendship took over, and I felt that, though, I couldn’t save her father, I owed it to the man to at least save his daughter. So 
I
 did

 .”

“Why couldn’t you save her father
 ?”

Wiping down the counter, he said, “There’s no changing a hit once it is set in stone. Nothing can be done. You can’t prevent the fates. I maybe could have stopped one attempt, perhaps even two. But eventually it would have caught up 
to
 him

 .”

“But you saved Layla? Will the fates catch up 
with
 her

 ?”

He nodded. “Most likely. We both know that. All I can do is try my best to 
fight
 them

 .”

“But there is nothing between you guys?” I tried to ask as casually as I could, hoping he couldn’t hear the jealousy still laced within my words. I sipped my wine to try to hide the tension on my face as I waited for the answer
 .

He sipped his drink and walked over to the couch and motioned for me to follow as we both sat down. “There are some lines you just don’t cross. She’s a little too young for my tastes,” he said with a wink. “And vanilla. I tend to like things a lot darker than Layla is or at least I assume she is.” His eyes darkened and so much mystery seemed to lurk in the depths of them. “She lives in the pool house and is about as close to family as I have. So, no, I wouldn’t fuck a family member
 .”

Relief washed over me. I felt bad and even a bit ashamed for instantly hating a girl I had never met. The green-eyed monster had always been a weakness of mine, and I just hoped I had somehow managed to hide my feelings from Harley
 .

“You don’t have any family?” I asked as I settled against the leather that was almost as soft as butter
 .

“Assassins and family 
don’t
 mix

 .”

“Why
 ?”

He chuckled. “Do I really need to 
answer
 that

 ?”

My face heated. “I guess not. Good point
 .”

“So… Carla Alvarez,” he said calmly, “where do we go 
from
 here

 ?”

His words were like a splash of cold water. I nearly choked on the wine that I had just sipped. “How do you know my real name?” I asked, stunned to hear that name that I hadn’t heard in so many years. I hated it. Carla Alvarez was dead. I’d killed her the minute I’d moved to New Orleans, and Harley was digging up her grave
 .

“I own Spiked Roses
 , remember. I have access to personnel records
 .”

I hadn’t seen smug on Harley Crow before, and it was about as sexy as the rest of his facial expressions
 .

“I don’t go by that name anymore,” I said softly
 .

“I 
understand
 that

 .”

“Just like you don’t go by the name you were born with,” I countered, feeling a bit violated that he knew this secret 
of
 mine

 .

“True,” he said with a nod as he crossed his leg casually over the other. “I’ll tell you what. I’ll make a deal with you. I promise to never call you by that name or ever mention it to anyone if you tell me why you chose to change it to Marlowe Masters
 .”

I hadn’t told anyone about my name change before, and wasn’t sure I 
wanted
 to

 .

Picking up on my hesitation, Harley said, “Who’s Afraid of the Dark?
 I get to choose anything I want that could scare you, remember? As long as it isn’t on your list of hard limits. Asking about your past is not on your hard limits
 .”

“This has nothing to do with fear,” I defended
 .

“I disagree
 .”

I sighed deeply. I wanted to make sure he knew I was not pleased with the way the conversation was going. “I told you. Big dreams, shitty past. I didn’t want to be the daughter of a Mexican motorcycle gang leader any longer. I wanted a new start. I didn’t want to be the girl who grew up in a piece of shit town ruled by the gun trade and drugs. And you know what else?” I said as I paused to take a drink of wine. “I didn’t want to be Mexican anymore. I didn’t want to become my mother, or my sisters, or my other family members. I wanted to escape it all. My past, my heritage, my family. All of it. Marlowe Masters was as far away from Carla Alvarez as you 
could
 get

 .”

Harley appeared stunned by my confession. A little too stunned. From the way his eyes narrowed and the tilt of his head, he almost seemed as if he didn’t believe what I was 
telling
 him

 .

“Did someone tell you to tell me that? Your story?” His voice was even and steady, but all the casual and playful banter almost seemed to disappear. He stood up from the couch, walked toward the window, and turned to face me. “The motorcycle gang. 
What
 gang

 ?”

“What are you talking about?” I didn’t understand why he was asking me this question. Why did he care? “Why would someone tell me to tell you this? My past? I didn’t want to tell you about my past. You 
made
 me

 .”

He shook his head, and a small smile seemed to be forced on his face. “Never mind. It just seems like an unbelievable story. Mexican motorcycle gang? Really
 ?”

“Really,” I said, feeling a little defensive and still confused with the way he acted and the questions he asked
 .

“Your past world blends with mine. I just didn’t expect that to happen 
is
 all

 .”

“I work at Spiked Roses
 . Did you really expect for me to have some naïve, bright-eyed, normal past with a blue-collared father and a suburban housewife of a mother? The girls who work there have dark and checkered pasts. Not one of us have to make something up just to be interesting. 
Trust
 me

 .”

Walking back to the couch, he sat down and ran his hand over the side of my head, keeping it cupped in a warm and protective way. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have made you tell me that story if you didn’t 
want
 to

 .”

His eyes were staring deeply into mine, and his face was so close that I could feel his breath against my skin. He was so close. So close that if I moved in just a little bit, we would be kissing
 .

“I promise that I will never call you that name, nor bring it up again
 .”

And just like that, I was jelly in his hands once again. One touch. One kind word. Melted goo on his butter soft couch
 .

“I just want to change the subject. If that’s all right with you,” I said, hoping he wouldn’t take his hand off my head. It felt possessive, and I fantasized at that moment that I was his. I wanted the feeling 
to
 last

 .

“Fair enough,” he said, finally breaking his contact and sitting back as he sipped from his vodka. He was still close to me, but not nearly as close as I wanted him to be. “Let’s discuss this contract we signed
 .”

Heat radiated from my toes all the way to the top of my head. I knew my cheeks had to be a blazing red by how hot they felt. “Okay, the contract.” My words came out stronger than I truly felt inside which I at least was happy about
 .

“Are you really not afraid of the dark?” he asked, his eyes locking 
with
 mine

 .

“I guess we will soon find out.” Breathing seemed to become a struggle as my chest felt like it weighed a million pounds
 .

“RED,” he said. “All you have to do is say RED. But if I don’t hear that word, I won’t stop. I have to warn you, Marlowe
 .”

“Warn me 
about
 what

 ?”

“I love the smell of fear. I get off on it. It makes my dick hard, and the more afraid you are, the more I will want to continue on. I plan to test you. Take you right to the edge of insanity. I want you to be so afraid, yet have me there with you while you are. What I have in mind this weekend, you will hate me for it afterwards
 .”

“I don’t scare easily,” I said, placing my empty wine glass on the nearby table. “And how can I hate you for doing what we both agreed to? I told you at Spiked Roses
 that I’m not afraid of 
the
 dark

 .”

“Oh, I have no doubt that you believe
 that to be true. But I also think I will succeed in scaring you shitless. We have all weekend. Tonight will just be a taste of what’s 
to
 come

 .”

“Yes, we have all weekend.” I took hold of his glass and placed it next to mine. “Then shall we begin?” I asked, not being able to take it any longer. “Let’s see if you can 
break
 me

 .”

“Break you?” His eyes darkened and an almost snarl formed on his lips. “Did I just hear you 
say
 that

 ?”

“Break me,” I repeated. “
Can
 you

 ?”

“Oh, trust me… 
I
 can

 .”

I could smell him so close. I’d had a small taste of how good his touches could be. But I wanted more. So 
much
 more

 .

Standing up, Harley lifted me from my seated position with more force than all his other tender touches before. Taking me by the hand, he silently led me to a door. It didn’t take long for me to see that it was his room when I saw the large four-poster master bed that dominated the center of the space
 .

I needed Harley Crow now. I had waited for this time for so long. I had lusted, I had hungered, and I had craved. It was time to finally stare that boogiemonster straight in the eye. I was not afraid of the dark one little bit. It was the opposite. He was the dark, and I wanted to be engulfed in it. Surrounded in it. Conquered 
by
 it

 .
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Y
 ou can’t rattle
 the cage of the animal and not expect to unleash 
the
 fury

 .

Marlowe claimed she didn’t scare easily, which only further fueled my desire to prove her wrong. Her exterior was hardened, protected—but I saw something else. I saw it in the way she swallowed hard, and the way her breathing hitched. There was fear there. Fear beneath the weak shield she held up. I could break her. I would fucking break her. She didn’t think so, but oh, how she was wrong. When I was done with her this weekend, she would see. She would see where dancing with the monster would 
lead
 her

 .

As we walked into my bedroom, I took her by the upper arms and slammed her against the wall without warning. The purpose wasn’t to hurt her, but to set the energy. No more small talk. No more peeking into our pasts. Now it was time to dive into the depths of what both of us kept locked inside
 .

Her brown eyes were wide, but not frightened. Startled. But startled didn’t fuel my fire. I wanted her to be afraid. She should be. If she knew. If she had any idea, she would have never signed that contract to be with me. She had no idea what I was capable of doing. What I could… and would… do 
to
 her

 .

There was a fine, jagged line between consensual and taking. It was a line I walked. I took. I demanded. But at the same time, the women of my past begged for more. They hungered for me as I did for them. A taste of the darkness addicted all who sampled
 .

“Remove your dress,” I ordered in a low and even tone. Calm. Always calm. The calmest waters were always the scariest. You never knew what creature lurked beneath
 .

I released her arms so she was no longer restricted. This is where I would see if she was truly what I craved. If I had read her correctly. Did the submissive nature that I longed to devour exist behind those dark eyes 
of
 hers

 ?

The answer was yes. Without hesitation, and without shame, she reached for the black strap of her dress and lowered it down her shoulder and arm. She never broke eye contact as she repeated the step with the other strap. Lowering the fabric over her bare breasts, she held her gaze steady on mine. I didn’t want to break the stare, but I had no choice. I needed to see what was revealed as the black dress was peeled off her creamy skin. She took hold of the dress with both hands when it bunched at her hips and lowered it over the curve of her ass, exposing a black lace G-string. Allowing the dress to drop to the floor where it pooled at her bare feet, she took one step, then two out of it, kicking it to 
the
 side

 .

Fuck. Fucking beautiful. The most fucking stunning woman stood before me. Her firm breasts screamed out to me, demanding to be touched, licked, bit, and claimed as mine. And the soft swell of her stomach that blended with the hourglass shape of her hips. She was not stick and bones like so many women foolishly strived to be, and the luscious womanly curves she possessed turned me on more than any woman I had 
ever
 seen

 .

The pressure built at the base of my spine and jolted straight to my cock. She wasn’t afraid. She was in control. But I was not. I was fucking losing control as my lust and desire to be balls deep in her sweet pussy increased to an almost suffocating level
 .

I had to gain control. I had to take it back. I had no choice or she would eat me alive
 .

I placed my hand at her throat and squeezed. Not enough to cut off her air completely, but enough to restrict it. Her eyes widened again, and her lips parted with a soft strangled gasp, but she still showed 
no
 fear

 .

Fuck, why was there 
no
 fear

 ?

I tightened my grip as I made sure her head was pressed firmly against the wall behind her. Looking down at her body in nothing but a thin G-string, I used my other hand to cup one breast, enjoying how it filled my hand. Marlowe remained motionless, which pleased me. She was waiting. Waiting for my command as what to do next; she understood 
her
 role

 .

I was the predator and she was 
the
 prey

 .

“Go sit on the bed,” I said in the same calm voice as before
 .

She waited until I released my hold on her throat and breast, and slowly walked over to the bed draped in a black and gray damask bedspread
 .

I unbuttoned my shirt slowly, staring at her as she walked to the bed. Her long black hair cascaded down her back over the tattoo that I was dying to know the story behind. The branches of the tree delicately curved around her shoulder blades, while the trunk of the tree ran down the entire length of her spine. The branches were nearly bare, with dead leaves dropping to where her ass met her back. It was a dead tree, yet so full of life. It screamed of a dark tale. A tale I wanted to be told. It wasn’t just a tattoo, but rather art. True and unbelievably 
talented
 art

 .

She sat at the edge of the bed and placed her hands in her lap as she watched me shed my clothing with hunger in her eyes. After I cast my shirt to the side, I walked over to a row of blood red candles I had on the nightstand and lit them. The moonlight shone through the large window in the room, but the moon alone without the candle’s blaze wouldn’t be enough light for my tastes. I wanted to see every delicious inch of her body. I wanted to see the spark of fear the minute it entered her 
brave
 eyes

 .

Marlowe said nothing as the wicks crackled beneath the flame. She remained still. So still
 .

The only thing she moved were her eyes as she watched my every move. And when the candlelight illuminated the room, I turned to find her studying my tattoos as I had studied hers. Tattoos are like body paint that warriors put on before battle. Marlowe and I were both warriors engaged in our own type 
of
 war

 .

I walked back toward her as I unbuckled my belt, slipping it from the loops of my pants in a swish. The action and sound drew Marlowe’s eyes to the belt, and then to my eyes in question as I took hold of the black leather and wrapped it around 
her
 neck

 .

And there 
it
 was

 …

The first flicker of fear as I fastened the belt and tightened it around her delicate throat. Again, it wasn’t enough to prevent her from breathing, but enough to force her to have to part her lips and inhale deeply, searching for whatever air she could. I held onto the belt and tugged it hard, snapping her head back so she had no choice but to look up at me. I needed to hear her voice. I needed to hear the submissive softness that I knew would be present. I needed to hear the quiver in her words that I knew the building fear inside of her would cause
 .

“Do you like pain, Marlowe
 ?”

“Yes,” she said so low that had I not read the word on her lips, I wouldn’t have 
heard
 it

 .

I tugged the belt more, hoping she’d read my action and the stern look I gave her as a warning
 .

“Yes, sir,” she said more clearly which instantly 
pleased
 me

 .

Yes, that was all it would take. The look. She understood 
the
 look

 .

Her eyes glassed over as I ran my fingers through her hair and cupped the back of her head possessively. “I know you do. Or at least you think you do. But you have no idea the type of pain I could deliver. I wouldn’t scar your body, but I would scar every inch of your insides. There would be nothing inside of you left untouched
 .”

A soft mewl escaped her lips and my cock surged in need. Jesus Christ, so submissive. She was so fucking submissive. I knew… but I didn’t know. Not like this. Not this intense. It shouldn’t be this intense. I was walking along a dangerous cliff. If I fell off, I would be undone. Marlowe Masters had the power to shove me off that cliff if I wasn’t careful
 .

She placed her fingertips at my waistband and looked up at me with questioning eyes. Yes, she was asking permission. Marlowe and I had already mastered the language of silence. We knew the looks, the way to speak without the words. She wanted to lower my pants but was waiting for my dictate to say it could happen first. Oh, she had the skill of an aged submissive, and we had the connection that a Dom and submissive spend years to develop. So fast, so powerful… but so fucking dangerous. The cliff. I had to remember I balanced precariously on the precipice
 .

I nodded my approval which was all it took for her tiny fingers to busily unbutton, unzip and shed me of my pants and underwear in effortless motions. I still held the belt firmly around her neck. It acted as the appetizer of what was still to come this night. A very small sampling of the main course
 .

When my pants came down and my cock popped out, free to stand hard against the still air of the room, I could feel her small puffs of breath upon it. She was so close. Her face so close. One thrust is all it would take to shove my dick past her pouty lips and rest against her wet tongue. This was an act I never insisted on. I never commanded it to happen. If they chose of their own free will, and their own desires to suck me off, then I gladly allowed it. But that was on them. I would not fuck their face without consent, just as I would not fuck their pussy 
without
 it

 .

But Marlowe clearly consented. Not asking. Not waiting to see what I would demand of her next, she took hold of my cock at the base and ran the tip of her tongue in a circle along 
the
 tip

 .

“Careful,” I warned. “I don’t allow teasing
 .”

“I don’t tease,” she said as she lowered her mouth over my cock in one long movement
 .

I groaned as her lips tightened around me as she practically swallowed me whole. My dick pressed deep against the back of her throat. I was not a small man, so the fact that she could almost take all of me showed her true desire to please. Up and down, she bobbed her head as she sucked my dick like she hungered for it. Like she needed it as much as I did. She wanted to do this. She wanted to hear my groans, my sounds of pleasure. A true submissive. She wanted to please me, and worship my cock. And fuck, did she ever. I could cum so easily. I could fill her mouth and she would swallow every last drop, or I could pull out and spray my completion all over her perky breasts, and she would no doubt moan in surrendered delight as I did so. I knew this about her. I could read it in how she moaned and hummed around my cock as she ran her tongue in delightful circles while pushing and pulling the cum right out 
of
 me

 .

But it was too soon. Too soon to cross over to that level of the dynamic
 .

No, first she had to take hold of my hand and enter the darkness. She was distracting. It was her way of running away, but I wouldn’t allow it. I would 
catch
 her

 .

I tightened the belt and pulled back, causing her to gasp around my cock that rested heavily in her mouth. I tugged again, and she whimpered as she pulled her lips away from their seductive hold. She wasn’t done. She didn’t want to end. But I had to. I had to stay focused. I almost went over that damn cliff
 .

“Not yet,” I said as I picked her up underneath her arms and brought her toward the top of 
the
 bed

 .

Her raven hair splayed out across the gray pillows as the candlelight danced shadows over her milky skin. It reminded me of a storm brewing with the grays and blacks and just a touch of light peeking through the clouds
 .

Fucking stunning
 .

I unfastened the belt around her neck, ready to move on to what I had in store next. I moved to the nightstand that the candles burned on and opened the drawer. I knew the tools I required for tonight’s play in the dark. They were all in that drawer
 .

“Roll over onto your belly,” I directed as I pulled each item I needed out and lined it all up for easy reach. “Face in the pillow. I don’t want you to see what 
comes
 next

 .”

I could hear her compliance by the sounds of her movements. I loved that she didn’t question or resist in any way. She really was making it easier than I had expected. Though I loved the hunt, I appreciated this so much more. I understood and valued what a true submissive could give. It was a gift she was offering to me, and I would gladly 
accept
 it

 .

My cock still demanded attention, but I ignored it the best I could as I positioned my body next to hers, admiring the roundness of her bare ass with nothing but the thin strap of her panties showing before me. Taking hold of an antique dagger I had pulled out of the drawer, I lifted the strap of her panties and sliced them right off her with the sharp edge of the knife
 .

She gasped, but said nothing
 .

I loved her silence, but she would only be able to remain silent for so long. She would be pleading soon. Begging. Making my cock grow with the smell of her fear. This was just the beginning. Only the beginning
 .

I tossed the knife to the side, knowing damn well that I would be using it again… soon. Snapping the lid open of the bottle of lube I reached for next, I coated my fingers in generous amounts. I saw the cheeks of her ass constrict as she no doubt recognized the sound of lube being opened and knew what that would mean. Marlowe may have been breathing easy again since the belt had been removed, but I was about to steal her breath even more than before
 .

Without warning, I brought my slick index finger to the puckered entrance of her anus and pressed in. She tightened around my finger and her entire body tensed, but she did not resist. She whimpered and clenched the bedspread, but allowed me to move my finger in and out as I coated her hole with the lube. Adding a second finger, she cried out, but I continued on with coating every inch and stretching her tight little hole. She tried to wiggle free from my invasion which I rewarded with a swift spank to her helpless ass. She was 
mine
 . Mine

 .

Her gasp, followed by a deep moan, revealed that she did indeed like the bite of pain with her pleasure. What a true gem 
she
 was

 .

“You’re going to thank me for the time I’m taking to prepare this ass of yours,” I said, rubbing the pink mark I had just caused with the slap, which had her moaning 
even
 more

 .

I didn’t need any further proof that she was enjoying the preparation and even the quick discipline warning, but I still wanted to see for myself. As I pumped my two fingers into her anus, I used my other hand to rub along the silken folds of her pussy. She was wet. So fucking wet. But I’d already known she 
would
 be

 .

“Harley,” she said on a whisper as I rubbed my finger along her pussy, petting her for good behavior. I liked my women wet and desperate for my touch, and for my dick to be shoved inside of them in whichever way I chose
 .

I was strict, but I rewarded 
as
 well

 .

She parted her thighs, silently begging for more. I reached down a little further under the weight of her hips and found her clit. The minute I did, she bucked against my hand, driving my fingers even deeper into her ass. She cried out, as I clearly stretched her even more, but she only bucked again, driving my fingers even further inside. Her arousal helped aid me in preparing her ass for what was to come, so I rewarded her again by circling her clit in sensuous movements again and again
 .

Moan after moan, her juices coated my hand. This vixen was mine. I had her. The balance of control had 
been
 set

 .

Pulling my fingers out of her ass, as well as off her clit, I was pleased to hear a sigh of disappointment escape Marlowe’s lips. But her short reprieve would be just that—short
 .

I reached for the nightstand and pulled off my next tool for the night. An anal hook. By appearance, this tool would make anyone afraid, and that was exactly the point
 .

“Open your eyes,” I said, when I noticed Marlowe had her eyes closed. There was a sweet look of contentment and satisfaction on her face, but I was ready to 
change
 that

 .

She followed my command and gasped with wide eyes when she saw what I held 
before
 her

 .

“What is that?” she asked with a squeak to her voice
 .

“Never seen an anal hook before
 ?”

She licked her lips and swallowed hard. The steel, the size, the shape, and the large ball at the end, meant to be rooted in her ass, was definitely ominous. I didn’t blame her for her fear. An oversized fishing hook tool in the hand of a Dom would frighten any woman wise enough to know what that 
would
 mean

 .

I took a chain and attached it to a leather collar I planned on placing around her neck. The leather was wide, almost as wide as my hand. Much thicker and firmer than the belt I had choked her with before. Too tight with this collar, and she wouldn’t be able to breathe. But that control would be completely in her hands. Completely
 .

“I don’t understand,” she said softly. “What is the purpose of that? What do you plan on doing
 ?”

I inhaled deeply. Fuck yeah. She was afraid. Nervous, but definitely afraid
 .

“You’ll soon see,” I answered as I coated the end of the hook with the lubrication
 .

Not waiting for permission, because that was not the type of man I was, I placed the tip of the hook with the rounded ball at her anus and pushed in. It slid in as a loud husky moan filled the air of the room. Marlowe instantly tensed, but relaxed the minute the hook was fully seated into the depths of her ass. She clearly knew. Resistance would only make it worse
 .

I then grabbed the collar and leaned up toward her neck. Such an elegant neck it was. I suddenly wanted to kiss a trail along the angles of her shoulder, her collarbone, her earlobe… the cliff. The fucking cliff. Kissing was for couples. We were not a fucking couple. I had to once again focus on not falling off that damn cliff
 .

Taking a handful of her hair instead, I leaned down and whispered, “Ready to say 
RED
 yet

 ?”

“Never,” she squeaked
 .

Releasing her hair, I fastened the leather collar around her neck, securing it snugly. I took the silver chain that hung loosely from a ring in the leather and fastened it to the anal hook. In doing so, it forced Marlowe’s head back. She had no choice but to arch her back and bend backwards
 .

She had two choices
 .

Lean forward to ease up on the choking
 .

Lean back to ease up on the pressure of the hook in 
her
 ass

 .

It truly was a lose-lose situation
 .

And if she struggled, if she fought, if she didn’t focus on finding the perfect balance where she could still breathe, and still bear the pain of the hook in her stretched bottom hole, she would definitely be 
screaming
 RED

 .

But not Marlowe Masters
 .



Not
 her

 .

I could see how she rocked and moved her body ever so slightly to find that balance. She calmly searched for a position to be comfortable. She took long even breaths when she could. She adjusted her hips to help with the pressure of the hook. She never cried out for help. She didn’t panic. She 
didn’t
 beg

 .


No
 .

She adapted. She met the darkness 
head
 on

 .

I’d underestimated her. Marlowe Masters—unlike any woman I had ever met—clearly understood how to dance in the darkness
 .
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Marlowe













A
 vision so dark,
 I watched myself 
drift
 away

 .

To 
the
 edge

 …

I couldn’t breathe, yet I could
 .

I panicked, yet I 
remained
 calm

 .

I ran from the monster of fear, yet I faced him 
head
 on

 .

To 
the
 edge

 …

Harley Crow guided me to 
the
 edge

 .

I rested my head on his shoulder of black and accepted
 .

He was my dark. He was my light
 .

He can’t see me, but I 
see
 him

 .

I hear him, I smell him, I taste him, I 
feel
 him

 .

The senses 
of
 sin

 .

To 
the
 edge

 .





“B
 reathe,”
 I heard him say, pulling me away from the dark abyss
 .

Inhaling, I did as he commanded. The light returned
 .

“Can you breathe?” he asked as he traced his fingertips along the design of my tattoo
 .

I wasn’t sure if I had enough air to speak. I could breathe, but the struggle to do so was ever present as the leather of the collar constricted my ability to fill my lungs as I normally would
 .

Harley pressed my head forward which tugged at the hook in my ass. Doing so, however, gave me all the air I needed to say, “Yes.” I took a long, refreshing breath that soothed my burning lungs. “
Yes
 , sir

 .”

“If you allow that hook to stretch that tight little hole of yours more, then you can breathe so much easier. It’s a balance of control. A wicked game of give 
and
 take

 .”

His fingertips left my back and traced their way along the curve of my ass, and dipped to 
my
 sex

 .

A bolt of electricity surged through me when he went even further and thrust his finger into my pussy that so desperately wanted any type of invasion whatsoever. It hungered for the attention
 .

“Fear makes you wet,” he said as he thrust his finger in and out 
of
 me

 .

“No
 .”

“Your body disagrees
 .”

“You
 make me wet,” I unashamedly admitted
 .

He added a second finger and continued with his thrusting. It was no longer the collar or the anal hook stealing my breath. Harley had the power all by himself
 .

“Do I scare you?” he asked as he reached for a candle and brought it 
toward
 me

 .

“No,” I whispered, focusing on trying to remain as still as possible. As long as I didn’t move too far in one direction or the other, I could breathe, and I didn’t cause too much discomfort to my 
penetrated
 ass

 .

I looked at him out of the corner of my eye and saw that same devilish smirk that always sent a delightful shiver 
through
 me

 .

“Not yet,” he said as he held the candle over my shoulder, “
but
 soon

 .”

Tilting the burning flame slightly, Harley dripped the red wax onto my shoulder. Tiny droplets of red wax ran along my skin and dripped down my back and over my collarbone. He continued to pour the wax along my back, swiping from side to side across my body, leaving a stream of hot liquid behind. The candle wax burned for an instant as it connected with my skin, but then quickly dissipated as it hardened. I couldn’t flinch, because the slightest move restricted my breathing or applied pressure in my asshole that would restrict my breathing in its own 
torturous
 way

 .

“Red to add to the black ink of your tree,” Harley said as I felt wax drip along the outline of the tattoo
 .

My body ached from the intense arch I was forced to hold, as well as the agonizing need to feel another part of me filled. My pussy pulsated in hunger. I had never craved as badly as I did right now. There was absolutely nothing I wouldn’t do for this man. I was at his mercy in every 
possible
 way

 .

Placing the candle on the table, Harley reached for a knife. I assumed it was the same one he’d used to cut my panties off of me earlier. He brought the tip of the blade to where he’d first poured the wax on my shoulder, and slowly scraped the red from my flesh
 .

So sharp
 .

So deadly
 .

So close
 .

A killer. Harley Crow was a known killer, and he held a blade inches from my throat
 .

“Are you afraid?” he asked as he scraped the metal along my flesh, removing the wax from my sensitive skin as he 
did
 so

 .

“Yes,” I admitted
 .

I was fucking terrified. Knives, death, killing, torture. I couldn’t breathe. I 
couldn’t
 move

 .

“RED
 ?”

“No.” Why?
 Why wouldn’t I 
stop
 this

 ?

The blade dipped down along my collarbone, forcing me to stay as still as I could. The tip of the dagger edged its way along the path of the wax, scratching off the candle drippings, but leaving a trail of sensory overload in 
its
 wake

 .

“No?” he asked as he continued to drag the blade over my back, side to side, down my spine, along my ribs, like he had just done with 
the
 wax

 .

Every time the tip of the knife ran over a bump of my spine, chills blended with the heat of my growing need. I pictured red lines of barely-there cuts as well as remnants of wax crisscrossing my back as if I had been whipped for my indiscretions. Marks of my darkness, signs of my need for exactly this kind of sex. This was everything I needed and wanted. Harley knew exactly how to make my body sing a forbidden melody
 .

So wrong
 .

So right
 .

So 
perfectly
 us

 .

I screamed when he hit the blade of the knife against the steel of the anal hook. The vibrating impact rippled through me. It lit every nerve inside my core. It hurt so good. Being the sadist I knew he could be, he did it again and again. My scream turned to moans of delightful agony. Agony to have my torture end by Harley fucking me as hard as he could in whatever hole of my body he chose
 .

“RED?” he asked again as if teasing me to scream the word as loudly as I could against the restricting collar that squeezed all the spare breath I possessed
 .

He was pushing my limits. He wanted to see how far I would go. I would go as far as he 
took
 me

 .

“No,” I repeated
 .

“Do you want me 
to
 stop

 ?”

“Yes, but only so 
you
 
will
 —

 ”

He tapped the hook again, causing me to cry out in 
intoxicating
 pain

 .

“So I will? What? 
Fuck
 you

 ?”

“Yes
 .”

He chuckled in the sexiest, yet most maniacal of ways. “You’ve done so well,” he praised as he tapped the hook one last time before slowly removing it from where it had held me captive. “But there is still time for me to have you screaming out the word RED. And I will. I promise you, 
I
 will

 .”

I sighed as I allowed my head to collapse to the pillow beneath me. My neck burned from the stretch, as did my tiny bottom hole. I heard the heavy clank of metal hit the floor as Harley took hold of the chain and then the collar. Effortlessly, he unfastened the constricting collar and flipped me over so I was lying flat on my back. He towered over me with eyes so dark, so cryptic
 .

Harley wasn’t done. I could see that. His thirst was far from quenched
 .



* * *




Harley









H
 er smell.
 Intoxicating
 .

Fear, arousal, and need dripped from her pussy, and she conquered my senses. I wanted to feast from her. I needed it like I 
needed
 air

 .

I placed my fingers on her inner thighs and spread her wide. I noticed scars. Thin and faint, but obviously painful scars. Lines of a blade over and over. Old cuts from deep wounds
 .

Tracing my fingers over the remnants of the pain, I asked, “You cut yourself
 ?”

“I did,” she said softly, trying to close her legs in shame, which I refused to let happen by holding her open to examine each inch of her damaged skin. “Not anymore
 .”

“Do you have scars on your heart 
as
 well

 ?”

“
Not
 yet

 .”

Feeling the uncontrollable need to touch, to taste the remnants of a deep pain of hers, I ran the tip of my tongue along each jagged line of a sad tale. Marlowe tensed, but didn’t try to fight me. Her breaths grew deep as if I were soothing a part of her soul with each 
gentle
 lick

 .

Not being able to resist the need to feast on her any longer, I lowered my face closer to her cunt, which glistened back at me, and inhaled as deeply as I could. Her thighs tried to snap shut, but I held them in place, breathing in again before I licked at the moisture I could see lining her pink lips. Her body tensed, but the sexual whimper I heard above me revealed I was giving her exactly what she wanted. But I didn’t care what she wanted. It was about what I
 wanted. And I wanted her. I wanted to taste every inch of this wet pussy. I wanted it all. It 
was
 mine

 .

I licked
 .

I lapped
 .

I devoured
 .

I ate that pussy of hers like a ravenous animal


But the warning bells returned. The cliff. I was falling off the cliff
 .

Taking hold of my knife again, I placed the weight of it on her bare mound. She froze and her breathing hitched
 .

“I advise you to stay very still,” I warned
 .

She said nothing, and did exactly that. Even her breathing seemed to cease
 .

But as I ran the tip of the blade along her delicate sweet folds, I watched as the juices 
escaped
 her

 .

“Dirty girl,” I said, as I pressed a little harder. “Dark and 
filthy
 girl

 .”

The harder I pressed, the wetter 
she
 got

 .

“Yes. Yes,” she moaned
 .

I lowered the blade to her taint and pressed against it enough to hear her cry out, yet she continued to remain completely still. Such a good submissive she was. Or had we crossed over, and she was now my captive—too scared 
to
 move

 ?

Moving the blade back up her pussy, I ran a trail up over her mound, to her belly, her breasts, and to her throat. I followed the blade to where I was lying on top of her, bearing most of my weight on my arm not holding the knife
 .

I pressed the tip of metal to her jugular and asked, “Do you want me to fuck you?” Placing the knife down, I reached for my last tool for the night, and opened the condom with my teeth
 .

Her eyes were wide as she widened her legs further, wrapping them around me, pulling me down to her. Tentatively she placed her hands on my back, connecting us further
 .

“Say the words,” I commanded as I placed the condom on 
my
 dick

 .

“Fuck me,” she said. “Please
 .”

Falling off the fucking cliff, I shoved into her in one swift movement. I didn’t ease in. I didn’t allow her to adjust to my size. I fucking loved the sound of her cries as I stretched that tight little pussy 
of
 hers

 .

Her nails dug into my back, which I allowed. I would take pain as I gave. I would grant permission for her to claw in desperation as I tore her to shreds with my girth as I fucked in and out of her in aggressive and dominating thrusts. Not 
gentle
 . Hard

 .

She had rattled the cage. She had unleashed the beast
 .

I took in her scent as I bit her neck, nibbling against her silky flesh. Rather than fighting, she bent her neck more, giving me better access. Her black hair lay wildly around us, and I could smell her shampoo
 .

“Harley,” she moaned, which made me fuck her even harder
 .

Yes, she would remember that name. She would remember that name as someone to fear. Be afraid. Be afraid of 
the
 dark

 .

And as her cries blended with moans, I mastered her completely. I felt her orgasm tighten around me and heard her screams of pleasure
 .

But I didn’t care. I was falling, plummeting from the edge with nothing to cling to. And with one final thrust and a primal groan of my own, I came crashing down on the jagged rocks below
 .

Whether I wanted to or not, I fell. Marlowe Masters had shoved me off that damn cliff
 .











9





Marlowe













W
 hen I exited the bathroom,
 I wasn’t exactly surprised to not
 find Harley lying tangled in the crumpled sheets waiting for my return so we could have post sex cuddling. I didn’t expect him to be the type, and it wasn’t like I ever cuddled after sex play from a Tasting anyway. Cuddling was for couples, and we were far from a couple. Though if I were honest with myself, I would have gladly curled up against his hard body and laid my head on his ink-covered chest if he had been there in that empty bed waiting 
for
 me

 .

Expecting to find him in the living room sipping on vodka, I was surprised to see an empty and dimly lit room. Not seeing any other part of the house, I was hesitant to walk around an unknown place in search of him. Who knew what secrets I could unveil by opening a door, and knowing Harley, it was a safe bet there would be many secrets in his hidden swamp estate
 .

Padding barefoot in nothing but a black negligee that I had packed in the hopes that it would appeal to Harley’s tastes, I walked down a small hallway that led to the kitchen. It was too dark to really make out the details of the room fully, but like the rest of the house, I could see granite counters completely void of any clutter. Copper pots hung over the stove and either they were scrubbed by an expert dishwasher or had never been used because they gleamed and sparkled against the moonlight that shone through the large windows over 
the
 sink

 .

Not seeing Harley, I continued on until I saw a swinging door that opened to a screened porch. Large pillowed chairs and tables were scattered along the porch, but in the far corner, Harley stood with his back toward me. His firm bare ass and muscled back were all I saw, and a renewed desire formed inside of me. Completely naked, he seemed oblivious to the fact that I was there as he stared out upon a large cypress tree with Spanish moss drooping over the calm waters of the bayou. The cool air from earlier during the boat ride had dissipated to a heavy thickness. Humid like most Louisiana nights, I still got a shiver as he gazed over his shoulder at me with intense eyes and a slight smirk from lips I craved to feel 
against
 mine

 .

“Nice view,” I said as I walked 
toward
 him

 .

He returned his stare to the scenery and nodded. “I’ve traveled a large part of the world, but there is something about the bayou that calls to me. I knew I had to make this 
place
 home

 .”

“I wasn’t talking about that view,” I admitted huskily as I ran my palm along the curve of his ass, surprising myself with my boldness
 .

Harley spun around and took hold of my hips, pulling me to him. His hardness pressed up against my frame, and I couldn’t conceal the smile of victory of being able to elicit a reaction so quickly and from just a simple caress
 .

Raising the black satin of my negligee up, he exposed my bare bottom half, and I moaned in anticipation of what was to come. My nipples hardened against the nightie, revealing my painful need for more than just a touch on 
the
 hips

 .

“Do I really not scare you at all?” he growled into my ear as he followed it with a nip to my lobe. “Not 
at
 all

 ?”

“Why would I be scared 
of
 you

 ?”

“I kill people for a living. That usually scares people
 .”

“Do you plan on killing me?” I asked as I arched my head to the side as he kissed a trail of electric touches along the length of my 
outstretched
 neck

 .

“Is it smart to trust me if I 
say
 no

 ?”

Lifting the satin fabric even higher, he positioned his thick cock to where it pressed against my pussy, still sore in the most delightful of ways from earlier, but even hungrier than before. His hand moved from where it firmly held my hip and slid to the crux of my ass and squeezed. I stood up on tiptoe, hoping to get his cock closer to my needy hole. I wanted him inside of me again, and I had no shame in feeling so. When the tip of his cock brushed against my clit, I gasped while I thrust my hands into the thickness of 
his
 hair

 .

The man had mercy on me because he dipped his fingers between the folds of my sex and pressed his finger inside of me with enough force that I nearly felt as if I would be completely lifted from the ground. Like a puppet master, he controlled my body with every thrusting move of his finger, adding a second one before I could even process the full impact of the 
first
 one

 .

“This cunt’s wet for me,” he said as he drove his finger in as far as he could 
possibly
 go

 .

I nodded my head as my eyes rolled back and my mouth opened on a moan that remained locked inside. I liked being this wet. I wanted him to feel how much he turned me on. I wanted my juices to coat his entire hand so there would be no doubt how much I wanted 
this
 man

 .

Pulling out of my pussy, he wrapped his arm around my body and pressed up against my anus with his coated finger from behind. I hissed as his finger pushed into my hole that was still extremely sensitive from the anal hook that had pulled my flesh to near agonizing yet tantalizing levels
 .

“Does it hurt?” he asked as he drove his finger into my tight channel. “Still sore from 
the
 hook

 ?”

“Yes,” I purred, driving my pussy back against his cock, hoping he would replace the fingers that had been in my pussy with 
his
 dick

 .

“But you like pain.” He added the second wet finger inside my tight hole and scissored them enough to stretch my punished puckered entrance to where I couldn’t help but tense and press my face to his chest
 .

“Yes! Yes!” My cries were muffled against the warmth of his chest as he continued to press and manipulate his fingers in my ass. The biting sting forced the moan of desire from 
my
 lips

 .

“Can you cum from my fingers fucking 
your
 ass

 ?”


No, of course not
 . But my body disagreed. A building sensation from deep in my ass worked its way to the surface. Was it possible to orgasm from anal play? I certainly hadn’t experienced anything of the sort, but as the most taboo explosion bubbled to the surface with every movement of Harley’s fingers, I knew that I was about to experience just that. Harley rubbed the head of his dick all around my clit only heightening the sensation in my 
body
 more

 .

Delving his fingers deeper into my ass and then pressing just the tip of his cock into my pussy, I shuddered around his digits and mewled in foreign rapture as my body nearly collapsed 
against
 his

 .

“My dirty girl,” he growled into my ear as he removed his cock even though I wanted its entire length buried inside of me. He also removed his fingers, which had me moaning 
even
 more

 .

I could barely stand as my legs wobbled beneath me. I was relieved when Harley took hold of my shoulders and pushed me down to kneel on the ground. I knew what he wanted, and knew what was expected of me the minute my eyes stared directly at his hardened cock. Not needing any prodding or dominant command, I took hold of his shaft, brought its large girth to my mouth, and took one long lick from the base to the head. The coolness of the tile beneath my knees helped ground me to the heated desire that still pulsated inside my pussy and ass. It was my turn to give this man the same pleasure he’d just given me. I liked sucking a man off. There was a certain power it gave me. I loved the sound of a man moaning and gasping from a swipe of my tongue. But with Mr. Harley Crow, I wanted to make the man howl like the beast I knew him 
to
 be

 .

I liked the feeling of having him tower over me, but I wanted full control to be able to suck and lick at whatever angle I chose. So without asking, I stood and pressed against his shoulders until he took the few steps backwards to the corner of the porch where a wicker chair meant for reading in the warm days while listening to the frogs croak and cranes call out to their mates sat waiting. Tonight, however, that worn chair would be used as Harley’s throne while I knelt at his feet and became his servant. It pleased me to see that Harley offered no resistance, though, as I glanced down at his dick standing at attention, I knew not to push my limits by making the man wait any longer
 .

Positioning my body—kneeling between his legs—I took hold of his cock and guided it to my lips. Looking up into his hooded eyes, I lowered my mouth all the way down, licking a delicious trail as I did so. The first moan of many to come escaped his lips as his eyes closed and his head tilted back in sexual gratification. Up and down, I worked my mouth on his huge mass, driving him deeper into the back of my throat each time I did so. The lower I went, the more he moaned. Yes, my king liked the tightness and pressure of my throat as I masterfully controlled the urge to gag or choke as I deep throated his cock. I was a good servant, and he would see that as I continued to swirl my tongue around the vein that ran along the back of his shaft. Glancing up to his face to make sure I saw nothing but pure bliss, I pulled his cock out of my mouth so that I could lick and blow lightly along the slickened surface. His breath hitched and his abs tightened as I ran my tongue up and down his entire length, pausing every so often to exhale my hot breath against his flesh
 .

“Fuck,” he hissed as his dick involuntarily jerked. “So 
fucking
 good

 .”

I smiled in satisfaction as I lowered my mouth back over his cock and moaned. The vibration of my deep deliverance against his hardness caused him to join me with a low and guttural moan of his own. I had him. The control was mine. And as I began to raise and lower my head at a quicker rate, I knew I’d taste his seed in mere moments. Taking a hold of the base of his shaft, I bobbed my head up and down in a rhythmic and increasing speed as his body tensed
 .

With a roar that filled the screened-in porch and blended with the sounds of the wild outside, Harley came in my mouth. The salty thickness as his dick flexed heavily against my tongue, filled me with my own satisfaction. And as I swallowed every last drop, Harley’s fingers laced in my hair, lightly massaging my scalp. I rested my cheek on the inside of his thigh, inhaling deeply as the intoxicating scent of Harley’s pleasure filled 
my
 soul

 .
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I
 often wake
 up in different environments like a hotel or another man’s bedroom with a start. A bolt of fright surges through me for a split second as I come to the realization of where I am. I’ve always hated the unease of waking in a foreign bed, and especially if I woke up next to a man I barely knew. But this morning was different. There was no jolt of anything but contentment. I’d actually had an amazing sleep and woke with a sense of peace that I couldn’t remember feeling in a long time, if ever. The sunlight cast its early morning rays through the large bay window that overlooked the bayou. The abundant trees, lush ferns, pussy willows, and Spanish moss draped over most of Mother Nature in a protective embrace, painting the perfect picture. One could lie in bed in these soft cotton sheets all day staring out the window at the swampy beauty. So much light in Harley’s airy room for such a 
dark
 man

 .

Rolling over onto my back as slowly as I could in order not to wake Harley, that familiar bolt of fright attacked when I discovered him not lying in the bed beside me. It went away, however, when I saw a handwritten note on the pillow where he had once slept
 .






I
 left
 to pick up some beignets for breakfast. Coffee is in the kitchen. Help yourself to anything while I’m gone. I’ll 
hurry
 back

 .



~Harley







I
 must have been exhausted
 to have slept through him sneaking out of bed and starting the boat to leave. I normally woke at the tiniest noise. I looked at the note again. I liked his handwriting. And I liked the fact that he was worried about feeding me and giving me caffeine in the morning. It made him more human. Not the big bad boogiemonster one would think when hearing the name Harley Crow. And what would that same one
 think of me knowing what I’d done with the man last night
 ?

Wild. Insane. Hot as fuck. Everything was so new, so wrong, but so incredibly right
 .


Who’s Afraid of 
the
 Dark

 ?


Not me. Definitely 
not
 me

 .

We still had two more days per the contract, and I had no idea how Harley could top last night, but I was pretty sure he would. That man… now that I’d had my fix, I was sure I would become a full-fledged junkie. I wanted more. I wanted so 
much
 more

 .

Deciding that I should try to clean up and be presentable by the time he returned with breakfast, I slowly climbed out of bed. My body still hummed in fading pleasure, though I ached in places as well. Yet, the dull throb only made me crave for it to intensify again
 .

But first, it was time to start the day. I needed coffee before hopping in the shower and realized my sexy black nightie wasn’t exactly appropriate for anyone’s eyes but Harley’s. There was a possibility of running into Layla. Maybe she didn’t have a kitchen of her own in the guesthouse. I wasn’t exactly ashamed of my body or what I’m sure Layla knew we had done last night, but I still wanted to be more respectful in the morning light. I also didn’t want to be that girl who just assumed I could take a shirt out of Harley’s closet to wear, but I didn’t really have a choice. He had said to help myself to anything
 .

Padding barefoot against the cool tiled floor to the double door walk-in closet, I decided I wouldn’t poke around too much. Find a simple tee shirt and close it up. I refused to snoop even though Harley had practically handed the opportunity to do so over to me. I wondered what was inside all those drawers of his. More toys and implements like he had used last night? Did he have an arsenal of weapons he would use on women, just like I’m sure he had an arsenal of weapons stashed away all over his home 
to
 kill

 ?

When I opened the closet, I smiled widely. For some reason, I had actually expected to see what I saw before me. Black. I would have the choice of a black shirt, or a black shirt to wear. And if I didn’t like the black shirt, I could pick another black shirt. Every item of clothing was also perfectly ironed. Not a single wrinkle in the fabric. Each shirt hung in a nice little organized row on wooden hangers. Even his shoes—black shoes—were lined up in a perfect uniform row. Nothing was messy. Not a speck of dust in the far corners of the closet. Not a cobweb to be found. This man kept an impeccable closet. Who in the hell kept an impeccable closet
 ?

Trying to not overanalyze why Harley was clearly such a clean freak, I pulled one of the shirts over my head and walked out of his room. A steaming mug of coffee was calling my name, though I practically felt high on life. I hadn’t been this content and happy in 
so
 
long
 —




Oh my 
fucking
 God

 !


Stepping into the living room was like being punched in the gut. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t scream. I couldn’t do anything but stare in disbelief
 .

Layla was lying face down in a pool of blood. Her blood! Oh my God! Oh God. She was dead! She was fucking dead! I couldn’t see her face. I didn’t want to see her face. Thank God I couldn’t see 
her
 face

 .

Panic set in, though I still stood frozen in place. I couldn’t stop looking at her. Layla! Layla! She was dead in Harley Crow’s house
 !

What was I going 
to
 do

 ?

“Harley!” I managed to scream, though my voice didn’t match the intense ringing in my ears. My vision tunneled and my heart thumped so hard against my chest it actually hurt. “Harley!” I screamed louder 
this
 time

 .

Wait, he was gone. 
He’d
 left

 !

Who did this? Who killed Layla? Oh that poor woman
 !

Do I call the police? Do 
I
 run

 ?

I took a cautious step toward Layla’s bloody, limp body and examined it for any signs of life. There was so much blood. So much blood! I couldn’t see anything or where her wound even started. Was her head bashed in? Was her throat sliced open? I couldn’t tell because of all the blood
 .

I glanced at the front door but remembered that the only way to leave was by boat. Harley had the boat. There were other boats but where were the keys? His house was safe, he had said. Only one way on and off the property. It was safe! No! It wasn’t safe! Layla 
was
 dead

 !

“Harley!” I screamed again, though I had no reason why. He wasn’t there. He wasn’t there
 …

Hysteria washed over me like an ocean wave tossing my nearly drowned body to shore, but not before dragging me along the coral studded reefs, shredding my flesh to pieces
 .

“Harley’s not here, bitch,” came a deep man’s voice from my right
 .

Before I could comprehend what was going on, two masked men in all black rushed toward me. The bigger of the two grabbed me by the neck and threw me back against 
the
 wall

 .

“Where is he?” the man asked. His breath smelled of cigarettes and coffee. He had blue eyes. That was all I saw other than black. A black mask inches from 
my
 face

 .

I tried to shake my head, but his grip only squeezed more. “I don’t know,” I 
squeaked
 out

 .

“Don’t lie to me,” the man said, pressing me harder against 
the
 wall

 .

“He left to get breakfast. I woke and found 
a
 note

 .”

It hurt to talk. It hurt to breathe. He was going to kill me. I would suffocate and be left for dead right beside Layla
 .

The man didn’t say anything to me, but waited as if I would have something more 
to
 say

 .

“Fuck it,” the other man said from behind my attacker. “Let’s get out of here. We’ll get Harley Crow 
another
 time

 .”

The grip around my neck weakened, and a shred of hope filled my core that I may actually get out of this situation alive. They had masks on. I wouldn’t be able to identify them. Maybe they would allow me 
to
 live

 .

“Take her with us,” the man from behind added. “Nothing will piss off Harley more than kidnapping his woman
 .”


No, no, no, 
no
 , no

 .


“I’m not his girl,” I said quickly, only being rewarded with the grip of my neck tightening once again
 .

“Shut up, bitch,” the blue-eyed man demanded
 .

He was angry. I didn’t want him to be angry. But they had to know I wasn’t Harley’s girlfriend
 .

“We’ve been watching you since last night. We followed you here. We saw what you did. Don’t fucking lie 
to
 us

 .”

“I’m nobody to him,” I wheezed out. “It was only last night. One night
 .”

The man took me by the throat and banged my head against the wall in warning. It wasn’t hard enough to knock me out, but it certainly got my attention. “I said shut the 
fuck
 up

 .”

“Here, use this rope and tie 
her
 up

 .”

The man spun me around and pulled my arms forcibly behind my back. The rope scraped against my skin as he weaved and looped it around my hands
 .

“Please,” I begged. “I swear I’m not Harley’s girlfriend. We just had sex once last night. He won’t care about me. Just let me go, and I won’t say a word. I’ll leave. I didn’t see you. All I see are masks.” I said the words so fast, like rapid gunfire, in the hopes that I could get them out before he would force me to be silent again
 .

A metal gun was placed at my temple. “Say another word, bitch, and I will add your body to the pretty young thing over there on the floor.” When the rope was knotted and securely fastened around my wrists, I was spun around to face both men. “Harley fucked with the wrong men this time, and he’s going 
to
 pay

 .”

I didn’t say anything even though I wanted to somehow make them see reason. I wasn’t Harley’s girlfriend. I had nothing to do with him or what he did to others. I was only a woman who lusted over a bad boy. A bad boy who was about to get me killed
 .

They guided me toward the front door, not avoiding the pool of Layla’s blood as they did so. I had no choice but to walk through it. The sticky wetness oozed between my toes, and nausea took hold. I couldn’t swallow the lump in my throat, and though the man’s hand was no longer around my throat, I couldn’t breathe. My legs threatened to buckle, but the thought of falling scared me. I didn’t think the men would have any patience for my weakness
 .

“We’re leaving bloody footprints all over the entryway,” one 
man
 said

 .

“Good. Let that asshole come home to find we killed one of his women and kidnapped the other. It will be our welcome 
home
 sign

 .”

Harley’s clean house. They’d ruined his perfectly clean floor. The funny thing out of all this, is that the bloody footprints may upset him more than me being kidnapped. How could I get that through to these men? I was not Harley’s woman. I wasn’t the right person to be used as a bargaining chip. They’d fucked up when they’d killed Layla—poor Layla. She would have worked, but not me. 
Not
 me

 !

The bright morning sunrays forced me to squint as the men pushed me out the front door and down the stairs. The wooden planks of the dock heated the bottoms of my feet even though I shook from head 
to
 toe

 .

In desperation, I listened for the sound of a boat engine approaching
 .

Please come. Please have Harley pull up with those beignets
 .

I squinted in the direction I remembered we had come from last night
 .


Nothing
 .


Nothing
 .

As the men forced me into a speedboat of their own, I knew I was doomed
 .

I remembered when I was a little girl, my father had told me to never get in a car with a man if someone was trying to kidnap me. He’d told me to scream “rape” and to fight with everything I had. He’d told me to not fear being killed right there, because if I got in that car, I would be dead anyway. But only after they raped and tortured me. My chances would always be better fighting rather than getting into 
the
 car

 .

So here I was… not listening to my father and climbing into the boat without a fight. But even if I screamed “rape”, who would hear me? Plus, my hands were tied behind my back, and one of the men had a gun still pointed 
at
 me

 .

What advice would my father give 
me
 now

 ?

The man pushed me down to the floorboards of the boat out of sight from anyone who would pass us on the waters. When I sat balled up against the dirty metal hull, he reached for a long black scarf and tied it around my eyes. As he tied the knot too tight behind my head, I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. There was nothing I could do. I had to just allow the darkness from the scarf to calm my panicked thoughts. My only hope was that my captors wouldn’t do what my father had said bad guys would do. I had to pray they wouldn’t rape and 
torture
 me

 .

And maybe
 …

Just maybe
 …

When they soon realized that Harley had no intention of coming after me to seek revenge, they would see that I am not Harley’s woman. I am not his woman
 !

I had to hope. I had to hope that these men, hell-bent on hurting the notorious Harley Crow, would soon realize I was not a player in this twisted game. Although, I now had to play the game. I had to play along and be a good girl. Do not make them angry. Do not make them angry
 .

“Drink this,” one of the men ordered as he pushed a plastic bottle to my lips forcing 
them
 open

 .

I did as he commanded and swallowed the water that I knew was mixed with something. It tasted tangy and chalky. I didn’t think it was poison. That would be too easy. I knew my death would not be as easy as drinking poisoned water. When I was done, I heard him toss the empty container to the side. I then felt him pull something over 
my
 head

 .

“I don’t need to wear this anymore,” he said. “My mask will help keep that blindfold on your face. We don’t want you peeking, now 
do
 we

 ?”

There was silence, and I only sat as still as I could. I couldn’t see anything, and the mask was so thick that it made it hard to breathe in the muggy bayou air. I could smell the man on the fabric. Revolting. Stale, musky, dirty, and damp with his sweat
 .

“What’s your name?” he asked
 .

“Marlowe,” I answered softly. Yes, I would be that good girl. I had to convince them not to 
hurt
 me

 .

As the engine started and vibrated beneath where I sat curled in a scared tiny ball, I did wonder what Harley would do when he walked into his house to find Layla dead and bloody footprints all over his 
living
 room

 .

Would he call the police? Most likely no. His kind did not involve authorities
 .

Would he come after me? Maybe he would—out of pride alone—but there was no way he would even know where to look for me. He’d said himself last night that he had a lot of enemies. How would he know which enemy had 
kidnapped
 me

 ?

My body grew weary and my mind fogged over. I needed sleep. Sleep
 …

My father had warned me. He’d always said to never get into the car with the bad guys. And that is what I’d done. I’d gotten into the car last night outside of Spiked Roses
 with Harley Crow—the baddest guy of all—and now I would die because 
of
 it

 .
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“A
 re you
 
scared

 ?”


Those were the first words I heard as I regained consciousness. I couldn’t see. I was in the dark as a thick and suffocating fabric covered my eyes and face. I remembered the man’s mask being put on me while in the boat. I couldn’t move. My hands were still tied behind my back, and my feet secured to the legs of the chair I sat on. I had been kidnapped, and now strapped to a chair like I was in the middle of a horror movie
 .

“Marlowe? I know you can hear me, Marlowe.” The voice was deep, calm, yet the evil laced throughout sent a small shiver up my spine. “I asked you if you were scared
 .”

The voice chuckled. Maniacal. Depraved. I pulled against my restraints to no avail. I couldn’t feel my fingertips, and my feet were losing 
feeling
 fast

 .

“Did Harley Crow teach you how to play possum? He teaches all his women to play possum, but I have always been able to break them. Each and every single one of those weak women. And you, my dear Marlowe, will break 
as
 well

 .”

I swallowed back my terror. Who was this man? What the hell was he talking about? Breaking other women? He knew my name. His voice was different than the men who had kidnapped me. There was an underlying accent that I couldn’t quite pinpoint—maybe Russian
 ?

I couldn’t see the man. Was he in front of me? My head was still foggy, but I knew I was someplace else besides the floor of a dirty boat, and now I was no longer just kidnapped by two killers; I was a hostage. This man would use me. He had what he thought was one of Harley’s women, and with that, came power
 .

“You don’t have to say anything, my dear Marlowe. I don’t need a solitary word out of you to get what I want. I won’t need your words. I will simply need your screams
 .”

I heard footsteps walk up behind me, and the mask over my head was removed, pulling off the blindfold at the same time. I blinked against the harsh fluorescent lights as I attempted to take in my surroundings. It was a white room—white walls, and white tile floors. Nothing was in the room except for a large mirror that took up most of the wall in front of where I sat. A large metal door was to my right and nothing else. No windows, no furniture other than the chair I sat on. Staring at my reflection, I saw a man standing behind me with the mask and blindfold in his hand. He stared ahead, emotionless, at attention like the most stoic of military soldiers. He wore black pants, black boots, a black shirt that revealed tattoos covering every inch of his arms. Black, thick ink of some ancient tribal design ran from his biceps to the tops of his hands. He seemed robotic, so still I couldn’t tell if he was even breathing. His eyes did not stare at me, but rather he stared straight ahead into the large mirror as if he could see right through it. He towered over me, over my tiny frame tied helplessly to a metal chair
 .

“Welcome to your new home, Marlowe,” the voice said from a speaker I could not see. It appeared to be coming from behind the mirror. The man behind me was not the voice. No, the voice was hidden behind the mirror like a coward
 .

I took a deep breath, trying hard to conceal my fear. I did not want them to see my growing panic. I think it was what they wanted to see. They wanted me to scream and cry. Something deep inside of me whispered to stay calm. 
Stay
 calm

 .


Stay 
fucking
 calm

 !


“Let’s begin with introductions, shall we?” the voice began. “My name is Lukas Knox, enemy to your lover Harley Crow, but I assume you already know that. And that monster standing behind you is Sadist
 .”

I stole another quick glance at the man who still remained frozen. It was as if he could not hear that he had just been called a monster. Maybe he didn’t care. Or maybe he was indeed a monster. Was his name really Sadist? Why would he call himself that? Fuck! Where the fuck was I? Fuck! Where was Harley? Where the fuck was Harley
 ?

I stared back into the mirror, noticing that there was a different sort of glare coming from the reflection. Though I could not see Lukas behind the glass, the radiance of a dull light told me he was there
 .

“Go ahead and look at him. I know you want to. Look at those hands that could snap your neck at my command
 .”

Not being able to resist the urge, I moved my eyes ever so slightly to more clearly see how the man looked. I saw no reaction from the man called Sadist. Lukas’s words did not impact him at all. He remained in position. He stared. He stood ready for command
 .

“Sadist will be your guard. He will be your Master. He will be your everything until we decide what to do with you. But are you curious about what happens to you while we decide 
your
 fate

 ?”

I remained silent, continuing to stare ahead. I will not break. I will not break. I will not break.
 If I chanted the words enough in my head, I could make them true. This is what I was praying would help. I would not break
 !

“Oh, Marlowe. You are a willful one. Though Sadist here will eventually beat that stubborn pride right out of you. But for now, I will go ahead and tell you. If you look on top of the mirror, you will see a video camera
 .”

I glanced up and saw a camera pointed at me. The red light was on. I looked toward the corner of the room to my right, then my left, and saw two other cameras which also appeared to 
be
 on

 .

“You are on video for all to see—or at least for who we want to see you. But more importantly for Harley Crow to see. I will have demands of Mr. Crow. If he chooses not to acquiesce to my demands, his poor woman will suffer the consequences before his very eyes. And if he meets all my demands, and you don’t provoke Sadist here to kill you with his bare hands, then you may be returned to the outside world alive. Maybe.” Lukas released another wicked laugh. “But most likely not. Though I promise you, that if Harley is as stubborn as I think he is, and you have suffered the hand of Sadist because of his foolish actions, you will beg me to kill you. I will simply be giving you mercy
 .”

My heart thumped against my chest as the reality of his words sunk in. I shouldn’t have allowed them to take me alive. I should have fought to the very death. I should have listened to the childhood warnings of my father. He’d told me I would be tortured. He’d warned me. Why did I not listen to him? I never listened to him! Now I 
would
 pay

 !

“You are being recorded, Marlowe. Just know that right now, Harley is watching your big brown eyes so full of terror. He is seeing you sitting there with your raven hair matted, you wearing nothing but your lover’s shirt. Yes, he can see you are trying to be brave. You are trying to be stoic. You are doing everything he would do in your position. But that asshole who killed my brother will watch as Sadist strips you bare, tortures you, violates you, and even gives you pleasure when I’m feeling particularly generous and command him to do so. Because don’t forget for one second that I have all the control. And that sick fucker, Harley Crow, will watch helplessly one moment, and then also watch while jacking off to what is being done to you in morbid fascination.” Lukas laughed loudly, the shrill sound bouncing off the walls of the room. “Harley Crow will finally be at my mercy just as you will be at Sadist’s
 .”

Sadist had not moved an inch. His black hair and black eyes only added to the appearance that he was death himself. His hands were clenched by his sides, his broad shoulders held back, and his head held high like he was a proud man. Yet, he stood and did nothing as some sick bastard spoke of him like he was a captive slave at Lukas’s mercy. Could he not hear what I did? Did he not want to shatter the two-sided mirror to reach the man who spoke the way he did? Did he then not want to grab a shard of glass and tear Lukas’s jugular out as I so desperately wanted 
to
 do

 ?

“I will avenge my brother’s death. I’m sure you know what Harley did to him. How he tortured him. Cut off his fingers and toes one by one. Were you there, Marlowe? Do you get off on watching Harley kill his victims
 ?”

I shook my head. “I don’t know anything about that. I wasn’t there. I didn’t know your brother at all.” I swallowed hard as bile rose in my throat at the thought of this voice belonging to some vengeful man who believed I had anything to do with the torture and killing of a man. “I’m not the person you think I am. I’m just a waitress at a gentlemen’s club in New Orleans. 
Nothing
 more

 .”

“So, let’s begin, shall we?” Lukas continued as if he hadn’t heard a single word I’d said. “There is no need for anyone to have to watch you sit in that dirty tee shirt. No man really wants to see a woman tied up and dirty. I mean… we like our women dirty, but not on the surface. No, we want you clean and lickable
 .”

I clenched my jaw, fighting the rage that threatened to surface as well as the hot tears that begged to be allowed to course down my face. I stared straight ahead and hoped he would listen to my plea if I could deliver it just right. “I understand you have reason to want to hurt Harley Crow. I 
understand
 that

 .”

“Do you?” he asked. “Did he kill your brother
 ?”

I shook my head, trying desperately to appear calm and collected. “I know you think that I am the perfect revenge on Harley, but you’re wrong. I don’t know him. I only came to his house last night. We only had sex once. I’m just a waitress he didn’t even know existed before yesterday at”—I paused and swallowed back the words Spiked Roses
 . I didn’t want to risk putting anyone else in danger—“the gentlemen’s club I work at. I came to his house one time and that’s it. I’m not his girlfriend, and he doesn’t care about me. This plan of yours won’t work, because I’m the wrong woman. I don’t think he will think twice about sacrificing me if he had to. I don’t hold his heart. I don’t
 .”

“Come now, Marlowe. Lying and pleading is so unattractive. Harley Crow would be so disappointed in you. I would have thought he would have trained his woman better
 .”

The tears I was trying so hard to hold back broke past their barrier. “Please, you have to believe me. I’m not lying. I swear it. I don’t know what Harley did to your brother or anyone else. I don’t know him. I’m a stranger to him.” I choked on a sob but continued on as tears ran down my face. “Please let me go. Please
 .”


I would not break. I would not break. I would not break
 .



Fuck that. I was breaking
 .


“Your tears do nothing but make my dick hard,” was his sharp reply
 .


Bastard. Fucking bastard

 .

I swallowed back the next plea that demanded to pour past my lips. I wouldn’t cry anymore. No fucking way. I would not
 make this asshole’s dick hard. Motherfucker
 .

“Sadist, strip 
her
 bare

 .”

As if a button had been pressed, Sadist dropped the mask and blindfold he was holding and removed a switchblade from his pocket. My heart skipped, fearing what he would do with it. Were they going to cut off my fingers and toes like Harley had done to Lukas’s brother? Would they do to me exactly what Harley had done to his victim? I’m sure it seemed fair in their eyes. A finger for a finger. A toe for a toe. A life for 
a
 life

 .

Moving mechanically like a robot, he took hold of my shirt and sliced it right down the front. Not once did he look me in the eye, or show the slightest bit of emotion. I wanted to struggle and try to fight against his actions as he carved through the fabric of my shirt—Harley’s shirt—but I knew it was pointless. I sat naked on a chair with the cool air of the room washing over my flesh, but I would not show my feelings of terror and desperation any longer. I would not give Lukas the satisfaction of seeing my shame, my humiliation, and my fear of what would come next. I also tried to block out the fact that the red light still flashed on all the cameras. I could not allow my thoughts to go there—imagining Harley staring at my complete nudity as I was about to be tortured because of a belief there was something more 
between
 us

 .

When Sadist had completed his task, he once again stood at attention 
beside
 me

 .

“Ah, you are quite lovely, my Marlowe. Quite lovely indeed,” Lukas said. The words sounded as if they slithered off his tongue. “Oh, we are going to have some fun with you. That body… oh, 
that
 body

 .”

I swallowed the bulge of disgust in the back of my throat, wanting so badly to beg for mercy. I could almost feel his lecherous eyes staring at my breasts as my nipples hardened against the cool air. I tried to close my knees as best I could, knowing that Lukas—and Harley—stared upon my sex on full display
 .

“Let me ask you something, lovely Marlowe. Is Harley Crow a strict lover? Does he punish you when you are a naughty girl? I bet he’s going to be so mad at you for allowing yourself to be captured. Would he punish you for not being safer and more aware? From what I have heard from my men, the house was unlocked and taking you was a cakewalk. They said you didn’t even put up a fight. A scared little bird were you. Naughty, naughty. Harley must have taught you better. You couldn’t possibly be the woman of a lethal killer and not know how to defend yourself
 .”

I didn’t say anything. No matter what I said, this man was clearly not listening 
to
 me

 .

“Sadist, I think we should do Mr. Crow a favor. I think we should punish this little scared bird as he would if he were here to do so. At least he will be able to watch
 .”

I heard a wicked chuckle seethe from the speaker as Sadist came closer, clearly understanding exactly what Lukas had in mind when he spoke of punishment. Using the same switchblade he had used to disrobe me, he cut the ropes around my wrists and ankles that held me captive
 .

Before I could process that I was free from my bonds, Sadist lifted me effortlessly off the chair, and upturned me over his lap as he sat where I once had. My stomach came slamming down upon his thighs, and I stared down at the concrete floor, realizing I was being put over his knee like an errant child 
would
 be

 .

Without saying a word, or giving me any warning, Sadist spanked my bare ass with his large palm. The sting took the breath right out of me, more out of surprise rather than pain. But that soon changed as he continued firing off swat after swat, spanking every square inch of my upturned bottom. I wasn’t sure if I should lie there, be stoic, and just accept this humiliating act, trying to block out everything until he finally stopped the spanking, or beg for him to stop. Although the burn on my backside made that decision 
for
 me

 .

“Stop!” I demanded, trying to throw myself off Sadist’s lap. The effort was futile, because he only held me firmer 
against
 him

 .

“Continue on,” Lukas commanded from the other side of the window
 .

Sadist did as he was asked and continued on with the spanking, slapping harder every time I tried to wiggle from his grasp. Swat after swat, the shameful act seemed to go on forever, but I would not cry. I would not give these assholes the satisfaction of giving them what they wanted. I knew they wanted to hear my cries. 
Fuck
 them

 .

I actually liked being spanked normally—it turned me on more than many sexual acts would—but this was not normal. I didn’t want this. I didn’t want Sadist. There was nothing sexual about this discipline, and all I felt was pure and absolute rage. The fire in my soul far exceeded the fire on my ass. And the fact that Lukas watched like a damn coward made me want to kill the fucker
 .

“Stand her up,” Lukas commanded evenly
 .

Without even skipping a beat, Sadist stopped the corporal punishment and stood me up on wobbly knees. If he hadn’t had a strong hold of my right arm, I surely would have crumpled to the ground as the blood rushed back to 
my
 head

 .

“Slap her breast
 .”

Sadist slapped my breast robotically
 .

“Slap her other breast
 .”

He followed the order again, while I could do nothing more than stand before the mirror accepting the punishment
 .

“Slap her pussy
 .”

Positioning his body slightly to get a better angle, Sadist swatted my pussy, sending a tantalizing bite through my core. It made me feel filthy. Fucking filthy
 .

“Again,” Lukas ordered
 .

He did so with no emotion in his eyes. Did he not feel anything 
at
 all

 ?

“That is enough for now,” Lukas’s voice boomed throughout the room. “I think that is just enough to show Mr. Crow what is in store for his lovely Latina beauty
 .”

I could do nothing but stand, and there was nothing more for me 
to
 say

 .

“Welcome to your new room, Marlowe. You will only leave this room to use the bathroom facilities. You are not an animal—at least not yet. So, if you need to use the restroom, knock on the door and Sadist will escort you. I will be back to continue our fun little game later. Until then, make yourself comfortable
 .”

Sadist gathered all the shreds of fabric from the tee shirt I once wore, as well as the mask, blindfold, and ropes that had held me and exited the room, not once looking my way. The red lights of the cameras turned off, and the glare of the mirror faded. Lukas was gone. Sadist was gone. Even Harley Crow was gone, unable to see me anymore as I was held captive
 .

I was alone
 .

Shit, I was all alone
 .
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Marlowe













I
 sat
 in the corner of my white cell with my knees pulled up to my chest. Curled up in this position was the only way I could feel some sense of control. I was able to conceal some of my nudity in case the red lights on the cameras returned. Though if what Lukas had said was true, then Harley and God knows who else had already seen my breasts, my sex, my naked helpless body on display
 .

I struggled to remain calm as panic beat against every ounce of control I had left. I tried to think of a solution—any solution at all. There was nothing in the room but the metal chair. It was bolted to the ground, so picking the chair up and using it as a weapon was not an option. Charging Sadist and trying to attack him with my bare hands was also not an option. It would be the same as me punching a brick wall. The man was solid and even more ominous than Harley was. I wouldn’t have a chance, and the only thing I would do was upset 
him
 more

 .

I had no options. At least not on my own. I had to hope that Harley would take pity on me and indeed meet the demands of Lukas regardless of what they were. Maybe Harley would care. Maybe he wouldn’t want to see an innocent woman die. I truly believed that beneath the tattoos of skulls and death, and hidden behind his dark eyes, there was a decent and kind man. The man who’d taken off his coat so that I would remain warm on his boat. The man who’d gently helped me in and out of it. The man who’d asked me questions because I could see he genuinely wanted to know the answers
 .

Maybe Harley would get the other managing members of Spiked Roses
 involved in rescuing me. The idea of that actually gave me some hope. They were all powerful men in their own right. I knew they had connections in the dark underworld. Maybe if they all worked together… Even if Harley didn’t care, the others would. Wouldn’t it send a bad message to the other girls at Spiked Roses
 if they allowed me to be kidnapped, tortured and killed while on a Tasting? And I knew Tennessee would care. He would demand my safe return. That man cared about me. He wasn’t just my boss. He was my friend. I knew this. But would Harley 
tell
 them

 ?

I had no idea the rules of a criminal. How does one act? Would Harley meeting the demands of Lukas make him weak? Would it ruin his reputation? Would he have to choose me over his legacy
 ?

Rocking back and forth in a ball, I tried to breathe as evenly as I could. Terror consumed my bones, and they ached. Chills ran down my spine, and I shivered uncontrollably. And what made it worse… the red lights turned 
back
 on

 .

They were watching
 .

They were watching me and probably getting hard off 
my
 fear

 .

I was fucking afraid
 .

I was terrified and that fucker Lukas had a hard dick because 
of
 it

 .

I examined the mirror, wondering if he was on the other side watching me. He didn’t say anything, but I wondered if he was there. I balled myself up even more, trying to hide every part of me which would make that fucker want to jack off 
to
 me

 .

Was Harley watching me now? I wondered what Lukas was doing. Was he sending the video through email? Was there some link? Shit, was I on some site where others could see me too? I bet there were sites out there for sick fucks to see girls like me scared shitless awaiting their fates… whatever that fate 
would
 be

 .

I wanted to be Layla right now. At least in death, I would find peace. She’d gone quickly—or at least I hoped she had. But she wasn’t held captive fearing what torture would come next. My fate would be worse than death, and I had to somehow wrap my head around what would happen. But the unknown was the worst part of it. Did they want me dead eventually? Or would they just use and abuse me for a lifetime
 ?

But the torture had already begun. Time. Time was the beginning of the agony. I sat in that cold room for what felt like an eternity. Hours? Was it nighttime? Still day? Was it still Saturday
 ?

I just sat there and rocked, staring at the red light. But as time passed on, my fear turned to anger. I was tired of being the fucking victim. So goddamn tired
 .

Stupid or not, I stood up and charged to the corner of the room and stared up into the camera. “You stupid fucks. Get me the fuck out of here. You hear me? Get me the fuck out! I have nothing to do with Harley Crow! Nothing! You are making a mistake. Do you know who I am? Do you want to really know who the fuck I am? My father will kill you all. He will hunt you down and make you pay for what you are doing to me. His vengeance will be like nothing you can imagine. You hurt me, you kill me, you even touch me again, and he will slice your goddamn cocks off. You 
hear
 me

 ?”

I paused as if I could hear them thinking. Balling up my fists, and straightening my spine even more, ignoring the fact that I was completely naked as I demanded my freedom, I glared straight into 
the
 lens

 .

“I am the daughter of Juan Alvarez. He is the president of a Mexican MC in Oregon called The Quarrymen. And though you may not know who he is, or even what their club is all about and the mayhem that they cause, you should fear them. They are ruthless and deadly. Killing his daughter would bring down the wrath of every member of that group
 .”

I licked my lips and took a deep breath. I hated saying those words. Despised it. I’d left that all behind. Ran away so I would never have to think of that world again. But I had no choice. I had to use the only cards I had, and those were my father and 
his
 club

 .

“You may think you’ll get away with this,” I continued. “You may think that you are only going to piss off Harley Crow and feel you can handle his
 fury. But you have no idea what my father will unleash. He will find out. He will hunt you down. He will make you pay. So, let me the fuck out! Let me go, and we will all just forget this disgusting shit happened. I will go back to my job, and you can seek your revenge in some other way. You fucked up by kidnapping me. You have no fucking idea how much you did. Turn off this damn camera, and let me out of this fucking cell. 
Or
 else

 !”

I stood there and waited. Waited to see the lights turn off. I waited to hear the 
door
 open

 .

Nothing. Nothing
 .

Fury bubbling to the surface and exploding over, I stormed over to the glass window and began to pound my fists on it. I knew I wouldn’t be able to break the glass, but I sure as hell would get their attention. Over and over, I pounded as I screamed in rage. Not 
fear
 . Rage

 .

“You stupid motherfucker. You will pay for this. You will 
fucking
 pay

 !”

I had no idea how long I pounded and screamed, but eventually exhaustion took over. Returning to where I’d once sat, balled up, I resumed the familiar position. I’d tried. I’d prayed that dropping my father’s name would be enough. But apparently, these men did not fear an angry motorcycle club. They should. They definitely should
 .

It bothered me that Harley knew of my past if he was watching this video, even though it really didn’t matter at this point. I hadn’t told a soul in New Orleans of my roots back home. I’d never wanted people to know what I was escaping. My past was a demon I was locking away in my closet with the boogieman I never saw growing up. I was fleeing from the violence, the crime, and the death. I never wanted to see it again. I didn’t want to become my mother who was just an old lady and had learned to keep her mouth shut and do what she was told which usually meant looking the other way. I would never be an old lady, as they liked to call their women. No fucking way. So I’d left. Left it all behind. Or so I’d thought
 .

Here I was though. Violence. Crime. Death. I’d left it all behind only to only walk right into it with someone else and worse. The minute I’d seen Harley Crow, I should have run the other way. I knew better. I fucking should have known better than to lust after a bad boy. He was my history repeating itself, and I’d strolled right into it. Hell, I’d signed in blood to enter into it. What a fucking fool I was. I was worse than my mother. I had not only become her, but so much worse. I hated how she was at the mercy of a man—my father. But I, too, was at the mercy of a man—Harley Crow and all that came with him. God, I was a fucking idiot
 .

Resting my head on my knees, I closed my eyes. Maybe I could sleep. Maybe I could just disappear and get lost in my dream, never to wake up to the nightmare I was living
 .

I wasn’t sure how long I had sat there, wallowing in my own misery when the door finally opened. Looking up, I tried not to cry out when I saw Sadist enter the room. He stared at me, yet it seemed as if he looked right through me. Emotionless. Eyes of a killer. I assumed that if he didn’t care or get attached to the victim, it made it easier for him to do whatever was necessary. Oh, God. What would be necessary
 ?

Bending down, he took me by one of my arms and lifted me to standing
 .

“Please,” I whispered. “You have this all wrong. Please help me. Get me out of here. I 
beg
 you

 .”

I knew deep down that pleading with this man—a soldier of Lukas’s—would be futile, but I still tried anyway
 .

He said nothing, but dragged me toward the doorway, with his hand gripped firmly on my upper arm. I don’t know why, but the idea of being taken from the room scared me even more than being locked inside. It was the unknown
 .

“Where are you taking me?” I asked, trying to keep up with his long strides as he walked me down a hallway. Everything was concrete and gray with no windows anywhere. It seemed we were in some bunker or industrial warehouse someplace. There were no signs of life other than Sadist 
and
 me

 .

He didn’t answer, though I didn’t expect him to. He hadn’t said a single word since I’d first laid eyes on his monster self. He kept dragging me down the hallway until we reached another metal door. He placed his big palm on the door and pushed it open, shoving me inside. He didn’t follow, and with a quick glance around, I saw why. It was a restroom. There was one toilet, one sink with a small mirror over it, and a tiny window with bars near the ceiling. There was no way to escape, but I was positive that Sadist had made sure of that fact, or he wouldn’t have left me in there by myself
 .

Realizing that I had been in the white room for quite some time, I squatted over the dirty toilet seat. Then while washing my hands, I stared into the mirror and cringed. Black mascara ran down my cheeks, and my hair laid limply around my face in wisps of tangles. Using the water from the sink, I washed off the makeup, and tried to tame my black strands to the best of my ability. I had no idea why I was allowing vanity to even come into play at a time like this, but it was the only thing I could control at the moment
 .

I glanced at the door and wondered how long I could remain in here before Sadist would enter to retrieve me. Would that anger him? Did I care? Taking a weary step toward the door, I froze when I heard the sound of a gunshot. The sound vibrated off the walls and resonated in my soul. Why was there gunfire? Was Lukas killing someone? Surely, that wasn’t Sadist killing anyone. I was pretty positive that Sadist hadn’t left his post from outside 
my
 door

 .

Or was it Harley Crow? Had he 
found
 me

 ?

Was he rescuing me like some knight in shining armor
 ?

Not being able to take the unknown any longer, I ran toward the door and peeked out. Sadist wasn’t there. No one was there. The hallway was completely empty. Sadist must have run off to see what the gunfire was all about
 .

And then there was another in the distance. And then another
 .

Loud metallic booms echoed all around me, screaming at me. Demanding that I run for safety. This may be my only chance of survival. Regardless what the gunfire meant, it gave me an 
opening
 . Run

 !


Run
 !

Not caring that I was naked or had no shoes on, I charged down the hallway faster than I had ever run in my life. I had no idea where it would lead me, and for all I knew, it could land me right back in the waiting arms of Lukas. But I had to try. I had to take my destiny into my own hands. And even if I were to be captured again, at least I would die fighting
 .

Reaching the end of the corridor, I took a sharp right, hoping I would eventually see an exit of some sort. Reaching another hallway that gave me a choice of turning right or left, I 
chose
 left

 .

I chose poorly
 .

Before I could even see it coming, I was snatched from behind and thrown up against a hard body. A hand came crashing down on my mouth as I was held captive in two extremely strong arms. I couldn’t struggle. I couldn’t move. My back pressed against a chest, and I knew it was 
over
 . Over

 .

My escape had come to 
an
 end

 .
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Harley













“D
 on’t say a word,”
 I whispered in 
Marlowe’s
 ear

 .

Her tense body relaxed some at the sound of my voice
 .

“I’m going to take my hand away from your mouth now,” I said in a calm and even voice, knowing how close to the edge of insanity she teetered on. Spinning her around, I took her into my arms in an embrace. “It’s going to be okay. I’m 
here
 now

 .”

“Oh God,” she mumbled, her face pressed securely near my heart as she gripped the fabric of my shirt in her tiny fists. Pulling away enough to look up at me with absolute horror in her brown eyes, she whispered, “There are two men. Lukas and Sadist
 .”

I nodded. “It’s over. You won’t see them again
 .”

The look of relief washed over her delicate features, and an odd sensation attacked my core. The way her eyes shone under the fluorescent lights, the way her breath hitched and how her entire body softened in my arms, gave me a sense of satisfaction I had never felt before. Tears ran down her face, and I couldn’t help but use my thumb to wipe 
them
 away

 .

“It’s over?” she asked softly as her body trembled 
against
 mine

 .

I nodded, tightening my grip 
around
 her

 .

“You came. You saved me.” She continued to cry, her soft sobs shaking her small frame still locked in my arms. “Those gunshots were yours. You saved me. You cared
 .”

Had I? Saved her? No. I didn’t save people. It wasn’t who I was. I caused pain. Just as I’d caused 
this
 pain

 .

“I’m sorry,” I said. And I was. I was so very sorry
 .

This too was a new sensation for me. Regret, remorse, guilt, repentance were not words that I lived by or felt. Ever. You couldn’t in my line of work and survive
 .

But with Marlowe, and that very minute I held her shaking, terrified body close to me, those were all the words I felt. I was so sorry. All I wanted to do was take her pain and fright away. To go back in time and make sure that I never allowed for this to all happen. She didn’t deserve this. No one did. My demons and fucked up past should not have done this 
to
 her

 .

Normally I loved the smell of fear. But not today. Not 
with
 her

 .

Today I loved the smell of 
protection
 more

 .

I had never seen the look of relief in someone’s eyes before. The look of complete and total trust. And peering down into Marlowe’s tear-filled eyes, I could see she trusted me. I didn’t deserve that trust, yet 
she
 did

 .

“I was so scared. They said they kidnapped me because of revenge. Because you killed Lukas’s brother. They thought by kidnapping me and killing…” Her eyes went wide. “Oh God, Harley. Do you know about Layla
 ?”

I placed my finger on her trembling bottom lip. “I know about 
it
 all

 .”

Removing my jacket, I wrapped it around her, covering her naked body with the heavy, black fabric. I fastened it in front of her and then pulled out her long black hair, allowing it to cascade over her shoulders. Even now in her absolute most broken state, the woman captured my heart with her beauty. How was this possible? How could 
this
 be

 ?

“It was awful. Two men in masks killed her and then took me. I didn’t hear anything. She was already lying in a pool of blood when I came into the room. There was nothing I could do. I’m so sorry,” she said softly as sobs shook her shoulders up 
and
 down

 .

“Never say those words. It’s me who is sorry
 .”

“But she was your friend. I can only imagine how terrible it must have been to find her 
like
 that

 .”

“No more talk. Let’s get you out of here and back to my place.” I scooped her up and cradled her in my arms. There was no way I was going to allow her to take one more step barefoot
 .

“Will they find us there? Are we safe?” she asked as she wrapped her arms around 
my
 neck

 .

“I told you it’s over. You are safe. I swear this 
to
 you

 .”

“But what if they have more people helping them? What if the men who took me come back and try again? Maybe we should go someplace else. What about the police? What about Layla? She was murdered, Harley. We can’t just not call the police
 .”

I shook my head. “No. It’s taken care of. I ended it all, and it’s over. You’re safe, Marlowe,” I reassured as I looked down into her eyes. I was taking long strides to get the hell out of this shithole. “Once we get to my place, I’ll never leave your side. I will do whatever I have to do to make sure you never feel that afraid again. I promise you that I will never ever see the look of fear in your eyes again. I’ll earn your forgiveness by protecting you for the rest of my life if that’s what you want. But I swear to you, that I will never allow you to feel afraid again
 .”

“I don’t blame you, Harley. I know you think I do. But I don’t. I know the type of life you lived… or live. I know you did what Lukas said you did to his brother, and you have done that to many others. But I don’t blame you for what your enemies did to me. I know you didn’t know this would happen. I know you didn’t for one minute think I was in danger or you wouldn’t have left.” She rested her head against my shoulder and sighed deeply. “Thank you. Thank you for coming to get me. I am not your woman so… it means a lot to me that you came to get 
me
 back

 .”

“You should have never been here to begin with. I’m so sorry
 .”

Her arms tightened around my neck. “I just want it to all 
be
 over

 .”

“
It
 is

 .”

“I 
trust
 you

 .”

Fuck. She should never trust a man 
like
 me

 .

I continued to march in a half daze, not being able to process how someone could be so forgiving and compassionate even as they stared fear straight in the eye. She should be screaming at me. Demanding answers. Hating me for what I had just put her through, and the dangerous position my actions had put her in. She should be livid and so fucking afraid of me and the life I live that she demanded to be taken to safety which is as far away from me as one 
could
 get

 .

But not Marlowe
 .

“Please take me home… your home,” she said softly. “Tell me this was all a bad dream and 
I’m
 safe

 .”

Yes, it was a bad dream. I was the fucking bad dream
 .

I just wasn’t sure how I was going to wake her up 
from
 it

 .
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Harley













I
 ’ve lived
 my life in a cell, the metal bars being the ghosts of all I killed. I’d accepted many years ago that my sins would forever cast me in a place much worse than Hell. Even Hell was too good for the man I became with each pull of the trigger or stab of the knife
 .

But nothing, nothing attacked my being like seeing the shattered woman before me. It was because of my sickness that she cried. It was because of the sadistic Devil who sat on my shoulder making me do all that I did that had her shaking in my arms. I was the one who killed. I was the one so full of hate and rage. I was the one who deserved to suffer the agony of terror. Not her. 
Not
 her

 .

I couldn’t fix the sins of my past. I couldn’t be the man who did no wrong. I fucking did wrong. I always did wrong. But not with Marlowe. I had to fix her. I had to pick up every single broken piece that was caused by me, and make an attempt to put her back together again. It would be my personal mission to protect her, comfort her, and make damn sure that she never felt what she had today. Never again. Never fucking again
 .

As I carried Marlowe across the threshold of my house, the full moon illuminated the swampy landscape through the large living room window. A single lamp was on, casting shadows throughout the room. Shadows deep and plentiful like the ones that covered my heart. But as I glanced down at Marlowe, who’d released a sigh of relief the minute we’d entered the warm house, I realized that this woman had somehow learned how to navigate the maze through the cracks of light I had left on in my beating heart
 .

It had been 24 hours since we had sat in this room. Playfully bantering about who was or was not afraid of the dark. It was the pre sex talk. The talk that meant nothing more than to set the stage for a night of incredible fucking. That was all it was supposed to be. I would have never signed on for anything else, had I known
 .

Had I known
 .

Known that Marlowe Masters would capture my heart. That my foolish ways and fucked up world would hand over something I never wanted to give to anyone. Pulling her into my world. Into who I was. I never wanted her to leave my nightmare. I wanted her to hold my hand and guide me through it like a lighthouse would guide a ghost ship through a storm
 .

Just as I was about to place her down on the tile floor, she tensed and fresh tears escaped her eyes. “Oh poor Layla.” Her eyes were cast down to the spot where Layla had lain in a pool of blood. Nothing remained there but the awful memory. She looked at me and ran her fingertips along my jawline. “I’m so sorry, Harley
 .”

Her compassion. Her kind heart. Even while her own situation had been fucked, she still cared about Layla and about me. She cared about me. I didn’t deserve the good. Not when I was the 
fucking
 evil

 .

“Let’s get you in the bath,” I said as I walked toward the master bathroom. I had to get her away from the visions of death I knew she had. I had to protect her, even though it was because of me that those visions existed
 .

She nodded and laid her head against my shoulder. So tender. 
So
 soft

 .

The only way I would survive this night from my own madness was by focusing on Marlowe. I couldn’t think. I couldn’t feel. I couldn’t allow any other thoughts to exist except the protection of this woman. I was helpless to change my past, but I could control this very minute. And right now, it was about stealing the negative thoughts from her mind—not adding to them. One goal only: To make sure that she never was afraid of the dark again
 .

Placing her on the edge of the tub, I turned on the water. “I’m sorry that I don’t have any bubble bath or salts
 .”

She smiled and released a giggle. “I wouldn’t expect you to. In fact, I think it would have 
concerned
 me

 .”

I could have stared at that smile on her face forever. It was a much better sight than the look of misery and torment that I had seen before
 .

Testing the water to make sure it was perfect, I said, “I’ll be waiting in the living room for you. Take your time.” I reached under the sink for a fresh towel perfectly folded and placed it next to 
her
 feet

 .

She reached for my hand and squeezed hard. “Please stay. I don’t want to be left alone
 .”

“I’ll be right 
outside
 —
 ”

“Please,” she interrupted with another squeeze of 
her
 hand

 .

I nodded as I reached for the buttons on the jacket and helped her with undoing them. Lowering the jacket off her shoulders and shedding her of the covering, I helped her into the large bath as the steam of the hot water circled around her soft skin. She didn’t appear embarrassed or shy about being naked in front of me, though I suppose that there really was no reason to be. I had already worshipped every inch of her mesmerizing body, and wished I would someday have that opportunity again
 .

But I didn’t 
deserve
 her

 .

Being with me would only hurt her like what had happened today
 .

It was because of me that she was broken, and I didn’t ever want to do it again
 .

Easing her body against the back of the tub, she closed her eyes and said, “This 
feels
 nice

 .”

Her look of contentment gave me that same feeling as seeing the smile on her face when she’d first giggled
 .

“Harley?” she said softly as her eyes remained closed. “Do you have a lot of guns? Like a gun room or something
 ?”

“No. I have a gun or two in the house, but that’s it. Why? Just because I don’t, doesn’t mean you 
aren’t
 safe

 .”

“So if those men come back, you’ll 
shoot
 them

 ?”

“If anyone tried to hurt you or take you away from me, then, yes, I would definitely shoot them. I have guns, just not a 
gun
 room

 .”

“I just pictured this house differently when I watched you at Spiked Roses
 . I thought you would live in some ultra modern loft and have a secret room with guns and bombs and stuff. Like those action movies 
you
 see

 .”

“I’m nothing like those movies
 .”

“But you are
 an assassin. Don’t all assassins have hundreds of guns? What about knives? A knife collection
 ?”

“No. Not me. I actually couldn’t give a fuck less about guns and knives. I don’t know how to make bombs or booby traps and shit like that. I just get a gun. They serve as a reminder, and I don’t fucking need any more reminding. My life is a constant reminder
 .”

Opening her eyes, she stared at me and slowly sorrow engulfed any sign of pleasure she’d had for that split second
 .

“What happened with Layla’s body? Did you have to call the police? Will there be a funeral?” Fresh tears fell from her eyes again. “I’ll help you with all that. You shouldn’t have to do it alone. I know you are used to death and killing, but she was someone special to you. No matter how desensitized you are to death, I’m sure you are devastated. I’m here. I want you to know I’m here to help you. Just tell me what you need me 
to
 do

 .”

I shook my head. “Please, Marlowe. Not now. I can’t. Not now.” I wasn’t ready to face this nightmare head-on. I needed tonight. One night to just focus on this incredible woman who fascinated me in more ways than I’d thought possible before I dove head first into the darkness I was so familiar with. “Tomorrow. All I ask is that we wait until tomorrow to go down 
that
 path

 .”

She swallowed and wiped away her tears. “I understand,” she said with a nod. “Yes. Let’s just have tonight
 .”

“That’s all I ask. I don’t deserve to ask a thing, but I 
beg
 you

 .”

“Of course,” she said as she leaned up and took hold of my hand. The warm water from her palm sent a chill down my spine. Or maybe it was the way she looked at me that caused it because there was so much sympathy and understanding present. “Just know that I won’t leave you to deal with this all by yourself. I won’t 
leave
 you

 .”

“I wish that 
were
 true

 .”

“It is. You didn’t leave me, so I won’t 
leave
 you

 .”

“You’ll have to leave me for self preservation,” I mumbled. “I only hurt the ones who believe that I can be anything else but the beast I’ve become
 .”

“I don’t believe that,” she said, still holding onto me. “I think you want to believe that, but it isn’t true. You want to be bad because then you have an excuse to focus on all the feelings of darkness rather than the good. The good is scarier because you are always at risk of losing it. The feeling of loss is far worse than living in a constant state of a black void. You might have done bad things in your life, but I can see, and I can feel that you are not a bad man. You just pretend to be. I’ve seen bad men, Harley, and you are not one 
of
 them

 .”

“Like your dad?” I asked, reaching for a washcloth that sat folded on the corner of the tub. I motioned for Marlowe to turn around so I could wash her back, which she did without saying a word. “Was your dad a 
bad
 man

 ?”

“You saw me on the video? Heard what 
I
 said

 ?”

“I saw you,” I answered honestly. Trying to erase the picture of her tiny, naked, and frightened self screaming into the camera
 .

“I don’t like to talk 
about
 him

 .”

“Why?” I ran the wet cloth along the edges of her tattoo, wondering if I would ever truly have the pleasure of knowing the depths of this woman. Maybe it would help me figure out what exactly it was about her that had me feeling like I couldn’t go another minute without her by 
my
 side

 .

“That tattoo is because 
of
 him

 .”

I paused the cloth and studied the tree that curled around the enticing curves of her body again. “
How
 so

 ?”

“There was an old oak tree in our backyard growing up. It was huge and had been there long before us. It truly was part of the house. You could see it from the window as you washed the dishes. I couldn’t imagine the yard without it. But every single day since my earliest memory, my father would wake up from a drunken night and stumble his way out to the tree and puke right at its base, and then when he was done with that, he would pull out his dick and piss on it. Others in the MC would do it too if they crashed at the house, or if there was a party at our place—which was often. Some even joked that it was the puke and piss tree, but to my mother and me it wasn’t. It was the tree with its big bold leaves that we stared at every single day as we worked in the kitchen. It was our beauty. It was our piece of the world that was simple. It was just a tree and possessed nothing bad and wasn’t filled with lies and betrayal like everything else in our lives
 .

“But that tree began to die. Each season, the leaves became fewer and fewer. Dead branches scattered throughout the thin foliage that would come crashing to the ground with the slightest windstorm. My mother and sisters loved that tree. I loved that tree. My father destroyed
 that tree just as he was slowly destroying us with his life of running an MC and feeling as if he were God. Rules did not apply to him in his fucked up world. Love, compassion, family values, and kindness were not present in his land of booze, whores, killing, and the thirst for power. Every year, the tree got worse. Every year, so did my mother, my sisters, and I. We lived in a Mexican gang hell… a prison. And those assholes on bikes were our gatekeepers. I couldn’t date anyone and not fear they would be killed. I couldn’t go anywhere without the fear that I would be murdered in retaliation from some other MC for whatever vile thing my father had done to them. My life was so far from normal, and I had no one. My family was in a constant state of survival mode, which forced us to live with an every man for himself mentality. It was a hollow and lonely existence growing up. Superficial love. That was all I received and all I knew how 
to
 give

 .

“I cut myself daily with whatever cheap razor blade I could find to numb the pain, and I feared I would eventually become like my mother who watched her soaps and spoke to her parrot with no life left in her eyes. I cut my inner thighs to keep this twisted need of mine hidden. It was my dark secret, but my entire life was becoming one big fucking dark secret
 .

“On my seventeenth birthday, I packed a bag and waited one month until I graduated high school early. I kept that bag packed every day while I waited. And the day I left that house, I looked at the dying tree, and promised myself that I would never allow someone to 
destroy
 me

 .”

“And you came to New Orleans?” I asked as I continued to rub on the tattoo that I now knew the story behind
 .

“To play music. It was all I had. No other skills other than that, and definitely no money. But at least I had myself.” Marlowe turned so she could face me. “And I never cut myself again once I left. There was no more pain to silence
 .”

“Until today,” 
I
 said

 .

“I don’t need to silence my pain. I have you.” She pulled up on her knees so her face was inches 
from
 mine

 .

I shook my head. “I cause pain. I never take 
it
 away

 .”

She placed her finger on my lips as I had done to her before and smiled. “Shh, not tonight. Remember? You said we have tonight to just be. Nothing but us. And I have other ideas on how my pain can be silenced. I know exactly how you can take it 
all
 away

 .”

Leaning in, she placed her wet palms on the back of my neck and pulled me into her, kissing me on the lips. The subtle touch lit me on fire. I was the cold heart caught in her flame
 .

“Us,” she repeated as she pressed her tongue past my lips and danced it along 
with
 mine

 .

The kiss paralyzed me. I didn’t know how to resist. There was no weapon I could use to fight back against the surge of emotion exploding from within. So soft. So good. So light. She was in control, yet used no force
 .

“I don’t kiss,” I said against the tantalizing and foreign act. “Not 
like
 this

 .”

“I do.” She deepened the kiss and raised further out of the tub, the sound of splashing water against her flesh driving me insane. I had to have her, but after today, I didn’t deserve her. This kiss was just an agonizing tease of what couldn’t be more—or what 
shouldn’t
 be

 .

“Remember what I said about teasing,” I warned, breaking the kiss, knowing I had to or be undone by this woman forever
 .

She kissed me again, not heeding my warning in the slightest. “And remember that I don’t tease,” she said as she nipped my lower lip and crawled onto my lap, straddling me with her dripping wet body. Latching her arms behind my neck, followed by her ankles hooking behind my back, she gave a wicked smile and said, “Take me. Take me so all the pain goes away. I choose you
 over the blade
 .”

Maybe if I was a better man, I would have resisted and told her I was no good. That a blade, and slices along her beautiful skin, would be far better than what I had to offer her. If she truly knew. If she truly knew the monster I was, she would never be able to look me in the eye in fear of being sucked into my sick world that I’d created for myself. There was no one to blame but myself. So, if I were a better man, I would have saved her from me. Be the protector I so wanted to be 
for
 her

 .

But I was not a better man. Far 
from
 it

 .

Standing up as she still clung to my body, I gripped the cheeks of her slick ass and carried her to the bedroom. There would be no stopping this from happening. I couldn’t resist. She needed love, affection, cuddles, and sweet promises of security always. She did not need my kind of toxic buried balls deep inside of her. Yet, not only was I a bad man, I was a 
weak
 man

 .

Placing her gently onto the bed, I removed my clothing as fast as I could. It was impossible to stop staring at the way the droplets of water glistened off her skin in the rays of the moonlight beaming in through the window. She was like some mythical creature here to seduce me for one night only. One night before death and the end of all good waiting patiently for the sunlight’s arrival
 .

“I’ve truly never seen such a beautiful woman as you,” I admitted, not feeling like I needed to hold back the truth
 .

At least I could give her one truth, even though other truths remained locked inside of me. The truth she deserved to know. The truth I wasn’t able to give. Not yet… maybe not never. But fuck if Marlowe didn’t deserve to know 
it
 . Now

 .


Now goddamnit
 !


But I was a fucking coward
 .

The big bad Harley Crow was nothing but a damn coward
 .

And if I did tell her the truth about the type of man I truly was… if I did, she wouldn’t ever look at me again like she did that very moment. Her eyes. Her lips begging to be devoured, her body tempting every last bit of control I had left in 
my
 body

 .

She smiled and pressed up on her elbows, watching me as I took off the remaining piece of my clothing. “And I’ve never seen a man as sexy as you, Harley Crow.” She motioned with her finger for me to join her. “Get over here and 
fuck
 me

 .”

Yes, this woman was in control tonight. All power. All consuming. And definitely in command over every aspect of my life. Normally, I would be the master. I would make her beg and plead for the pleasure to come. I never handed over the reins, and would punish her for even thinking she could touch them. But not tonight. Tonight, the power rested in her hands. I would do nothing but make her cry out my name in pleasure. Nothing more than pleasure. She deserved so much more, but that was all I 
could
 give

 .

If she only knew that she marched toward the gallows as she beckoned me. I would be her death… ultimately. That fact was delivered today in a way that was unforgivable. The noose would strangle the life right out of her, and the only one to blame would be me. But as I crawled on top of her, hungry to feel my cock buried deep within her pussy, I knew I only tightened the 
rope
 more

 .

There would be no push and pull tonight. No battle of dominance and submission. I had no desire to balance on the serrated knife I normally thrived on. I wanted only her warmth. I wanted only her desire gripping my dick as I thrust her into oblivion. Nothing more but giving her pleasure. No pain. No more pain. She’d shed her last tear today
 .

Fighting back the demons, and ignoring the inferno of sin, I spread her legs and slid my cock inside 
of
 her

 .

She arched her back and clung to me as a gasp of pleasure escaped her lips. No fear. No terror. No pain. Just pleasure
 .

In and out, I moved, kissing a trail of kisses along her neck and collarbone. Such tenderness that I couldn’t ever remember giving another person before
 .

I was an assassin
 .

A brutal killer
 .

But with Marlowe, I would change
 .

I would assassinate the man I was before
 .

I would kill everything inside of me to make sure I would never see the pain and fear in her eyes again
 .


Who was afraid of 
the
 dark

 ?



Me
 .

I was fucking afraid of the dark. I was afraid of the man I had become, but even more afraid of the man Marlowe made me want 
to
 be

 .

Over and over, I 
fucked
 her

 …


No
 …

I loved 
on
 her

 .

I didn’t bite, but nibbled
 .

I didn’t growl, but moaned as the walls of her wet and warm core tightened 
around
 me

 .

I didn’t demand, 
but
 gave

 .

Looking into her eyes, I saw pure innocent delight as I buried myself deeper with every push. Eyes so full of life and passion. So bright and alive. So different than the eyes I had seen when she feared for her life. The eyes I stared into that very moment were the eyes I wanted to see forever
 .

“I will never allow you to be afraid again,” I whispered as I continued to rock my hips 
against
 hers

 .

She reached up and pulled my head down, forcing our lips to connect with another kiss. As our tongues intertwined, she moaned and gasped while her pussy clenched around me in completion. Unfamiliar intimacy from her delicate kiss and feminine sounds of desire became my undoing. With one final drive into her depths, I released every ounce of humanity inside of me that I hadn’t even known existed
 .

She had pulled the light from me, and destroyed the dark at that very moment
 .

Marlowe Masters was a lethal assassin
 .

A ruthless killer
 .
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N
 ormal.
 The perfect word to describe that very moment. Harley and I laid in bed, tangled in each other’s arms after sex like any normal
 couple would do. There was nothing dirty or taboo about the sex. There was nothing that pushed the limits. Just us, connecting
 .

As we laid there in his bed watching the moon shine through his window, I felt normal
 .

Rubbing my finger along his chest in tiny circles as I cuddled into the crux of his arm, I asked, “How were you able to 
find
 me

 ?”

He remained silent for several moments. Maybe there were secrets or contacts he didn’t want to 
tell
 me

 .

“I guess it doesn’t matter,” I said, not wanting to relive the nightmare again anyway. “All that matters is that 
you
 did

 .”

We laid there for a little bit longer as I traced patterns along all the tattoos on his arms, chest and stomach. There were so many, and they were all different. There was no theme, yet they all did seem to flow together perfectly. Skulls were all over his arms that matched the one with the red eyes on his neck. Crows flew across his heart, daggers stabbed at his ribcage, demons emerged from his lower abs. So many tattoos, and so many tales
 .

“I told you about my tattoo,” I said. Hell, I had told him more about me than I had ever told anyone. “It’s your turn. What do some of yours mean? Like the crows? You have so many flying across your chest
 .”

His voice was low and even as he spoke. “Each crow represents someone I killed that was difficult. That hurt me to 
do
 so

 .”

“Like people 
you
 knew

 ?”

“Yes. People I knew but still had to die. I didn’t want to kill them, but felt I had no choice
 .”

“What made you kill that first person? That made you become the killer you are today?” I asked, not sure if I would get an answer
 .

“I don’t have an answer for that question to be honest.” Harley ran his hand along my outer arm and pulled me a little closer to his warmth. “Is there really a right answer for that? I could say it was because of the money, which is what killing ultimately became about. But what got me started? I’m not sure. And what keeps me going? I wonder that myself
 .”

“Who was your 
first
 kill

 ?”

“A drug dealer who messed with a dirty cop. It was my first paid job. I didn’t get a job as a paper boy or at a fast food joint like other kids in my neighborhood. My first job was as a hired killer
 .”

“The dirty cop had you 
kill
 him

 ?”

“Yes. The dirty cop was someone I owed. I was just a kid lashing out who had gotten into some trouble. That cop got me off the hook, but then it pretty much meant I became his bitch with all the rest of his bitches who helped him run his part of the streets. At the time, I didn’t mind. I liked being part of a family
 , no matter how fucked up that family was. I had no one else to count on. I bounced around from foster home to foster home all while knowing my drunk of a father didn’t give a fuck. So, that shithead of a cop made me at least feel needed, which was a hell of a lot more than my old 
man
 did

 .”

“So you killed 
for
 him

 ?”

Harley nodded, still stroking me tenderly. “Whenever he asked, which was often. He was a callous man who taught me how to be one as well. But the money was good and the praise even better
 .”

“Was 
it
 hard

 ?”

“At first. But it got easier with each pull of the trigger or stab of the knife. It got to a point where I didn’t even think about it. I was more focused on becoming tougher and more skilled than anyone else. My goal was to be the best. The best at something since I was pretty much a failure at 
everything
 else

 .”

“And you never felt guilty
 ?”

“If you walk among the beasts of the underground, then you’ve done something to be knocking on death’s door. So, I saw it as I was simply killing a beast, not a human being. Deserving, though I never really used that word.” He shrugged. “It’s hard to describe why I killed
 .”

“Do you feel you deserve to die?” I asked
 .

“More than most,” was his simple answer
 .

“That’s a sad belief,” I mumbled, still feeling the need to be close to this man who all but admitted to being a killing machine with no remorse. “Do you still work for the 
dirty
 cop

 ?”

“No. That ended a long time ago. I don’t work for anyone but myself
 .”

“Why? What happened
 ?”

“He became one of the crows on my chest
 .”

I glanced down at the black ink, and felt nothing but sorrow for Harley’s past. What a lonely and dismal path he’d walked from such an 
early
 age

 .

I needed to ask a hard question, but one that was important for me to know. “Do you need to be on drugs or drunk to do all these things
 ?”

Drug use and alcoholism was a hard limit for me. I couldn’t tolerate it in my life. It was the life I’d run from, and I didn’t even want to consider entering into it again. Insane that the fact that Harley was an assassin didn’t come into play, but this did. And why was I even asking? It wasn’t like Harley and I were having the relationship talk. I was just a girl he contracted with as part of a Tasting, but I still needed to know. My heart was crossing over that line. That hard, solid, and bold line that I never crossed. But I was with him. And before I allowed that to happen, I needed to know of what other demons this 
man
 had

 .

“Never. I will have to hand it to that cop. He wouldn’t allow shit like that from any of his men. He found you drunk or high and it meant a bullet right between the eyes. He taught me the art of perfection. You had to be sharp and aware at all times to achieve it, so booze and drugs were never allowed. I like a good vodka, but never in excess. I have too many damn enemies who could turn the corner at any second to risk being anything but sharp and aware at all times.” His hand stopped caressing my arm and moved to my hair. Slowly, he combed his fingers through the strands, cupping the back of my head every so often as he did so. “What about you? Do 
you
 use

 ?”

“Never,” I said with maybe a little too much emphasis
 .

“The dying tree,” he said softly
 .

I nodded. “Yes, the 
dying
 tree

 .”

“That’s rare. In the world I live in, habits seem to be present in everyone
 .”

“Oh, I have habits,” I admitted. “To be honest, you have been one of them.” I couldn’t believe I was about to tell him this, but I felt like I could be free with my feelings with him after all we had just been through. I had met many people who didn’t judge, in fact, most people at Spiked Roses
 fell into the non judging category, but with Harley it seemed even more so. Like there wasn’t a thing I couldn’t 
tell
 him

 .

“I’ve been one 
of
 them

 ?”

“I don’t know if you could call it a crush or just damn near stalking, but I literally could not stop watching you every night you were at the club. The only reason I really went to that Tasting was because I heard you would finally be at it. You never went, and well… I thought that maybe this could be my chance to have you 
notice
 me

 .”

His body tensed and his hand stopped the caress. “Why? 
Why
 me

 ?”

I giggled and slapped his chest lightly. “Relax. I wasn’t looking for my baby daddy or anything. You simply 
fascinated
 me

 .”

Slowly picking up with his caressing and relaxing again, he said, “Well, I’m glad you did. When I went to the Tasting, I had no intention of actually contracting out with anyone. I don’t believe in mixing work with personal life, but then I 
saw
 you

 .”

“Saw me?” My heart flipped at the idea that he’d wanted me as I’d 
wanted
 him

 .

“Fucking stunning
 , was the first thought that came to mind,” he admitted. “Long black hair, black dress… you were a gothic masterpiece I just had 
to
 meet

 .”

I laughed hard. “I knew it! I knew you liked black. I begged Tennessee to allow me to wear black. He thought I would look like Elvira or something
 .”

Harley joined in with my laughter. “I happen to find 
Elvira
 hot

 .”

“Last time I listen to Tennessee
 .”

He stopped laughing, ran his hand down my back, and settled on the curve of my ass. “I find you so much hotter, however
 .”

“You just like your 
women
 dark

 .”

“I do. You rarely find women who are willing to play along the forbidden edge like you.” He slapped my ass hard, which had me gasping. “Why were you so willing? Was it just about the Tasting? Keeping with the theme
 ?”

“I like the way the taboo makes me feel. Pushing the boundaries beyond just ordinary sex. Pain electrifies me,” I confessed. “There’s more animalistic desire present, and it completely turns me on. I love the feel of submission. It’s a sense of letting go of everything. Allowing myself to fall and knowing without a doubt that the dominant man I am giving myself to will catch me. Total abandon, and that is the feeling I crave. I’m not a missionary position, 
vanilla
 girl

 .”

“I’m not a missionary vanilla man either
 .”

“No,” I giggled. “I have never mistaken you for 
being
 one

 .”

He smacked my butt again, and ran his finger down the seam of my ass. Tingles ran from my head to my toes. I would have jumped his bones again right then and there, but he went back to the calming caressing of my hair and said, “Had I known how special you would be, I would have…” He sighed heavily. “I had no idea you would be more than just a fucking hot chick who I pictured myself balls deep in. You really 
surprised
 me

 .”

“You surprised me too. I didn’t expect you to be as nice as you are. As nurturing and caring. I guess I just expected you to be hard and cold the entire time. I didn’t think I would see this side 
of
 you

 .”

“What side 
is
 that

 ?”

“The going to get beignets for breakfast side of you. I guess I thought you would just be an incredibly sexy as fuck asshole. But still an asshole
 .”

“I am an asshole
 .”

“Maybe, but so much more is in you. Whether you want to admit it or not, Harley Crow, you are a 
good
 guy

 .”

He sighed and seemed to stiffen ever so slightly. I could tell he didn’t like the compliment, and decided not to push it any further
 .

Yawning with heavy eyes, I asked, “Tell me about another tattoo
 .”

Harley positioned himself onto his side and looked down at me now lying flat on my back. Kissing me softly on the lips, he said, “Another time. I have more tattoos than I can count, and more stories than we have time for. You’ve had a long day and need your sleep.” He kissed me again on the lips, and then the forehead
 .

“Don’t leave me,” I said as sleep was setting in. “Sleep with me, please
 .”

Harley pulled up the blanket and tucked it under my chin as he brushed some loose hairs of mine from my face. “I’ll be here all night. You’re safe, Marlowe. Again, I’m so sorry for what happened. I’ve never been so sorry before in 
my
 life

 .”

He may have said more, but a thick layer of exhaustion set in, and all I could do was nod before drifting off to sleep
 .
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I
 ’d never gotten tucked
 in at night and kissed on the forehead as a little girl. I didn’t get hugs and kisses. Comfort didn’t come often. It wasn’t that my parents didn’t love me, but they weren’t that way. We didn’t speak the words of love, nor did we show it. Stoic maybe… regardless, I never got it. So, the sense of security and safety was always up to me. I had to feel it by my own means. Deep down, the emotions were mine to control. I didn’t have the aid of anyone else to help in delivering those feelings
 .

But then came Harley Crow. He hugged, he kissed, he tucked me in after our lovemaking, he comforted. He protected. He made me feel safe and secure when deep down, I was feeling anything but. And we had made love. I knew it. I felt it. I could see it in the way he looked down at me. He’d touched me like a man giving love, rather than satisfying sexual hunger. He’d given me exactly what I’d needed after the hellish ordeal of the kidnapping
 .

I 
was
 safe

 .

I was secure
 .

Harley Crow made damn sure 
of
 it

 .

I didn’t know how long I would stay living with him, but it felt right. I couldn’t picture leaving his house tucked away in the bayou ever again, and he didn’t make me feel as if I had to. Our contract was up. Our Sunday was spent in bed, sipping coffee by the pool, and we even went for a long boat ride down the channels of the swamp. It was casual. Simple. Easy. The day went fast and slipped through our fingers, yet I didn’t panic because it was all over. Usually when a contract was over, there was either a sense of relief or a sense of pity that it ended too soon because maybe there was still more to explore. A love story didn’t happen from a Tasting; it just wasn’t the way. And maybe that wasn’t what this was. Not a love story, but definitely a story. We had something. Some type of connection. I wasn’t blind or delusional. I wasn’t the crazy stalker who believed Harley cared when he didn’t. I knew better. There was something there. What exactly, I wasn’t sure. But there was something. Harley wouldn’t have saved me otherwise. He wouldn’t have kissed away my tears when I woke up from the bad dreams that awakened me in the middle of the night. He wouldn’t have held me protectively as I snuggled closer to his warmth, never feeling safer in my entire life. Harley wouldn’t have done any of those things if what we had was a simple contract. The contract was about fear. About pushing the boundaries of dark desires. It wasn’t about kisses, cuddles, and tender touches. Yes, there was more. So 
much
 more

 .

I was in Harley’s house and by his side because I chose to be, and he wanted it. He was protecting me, and I liked it. I liked it far more than I’d ever thought possible. I didn’t need a man. I never did. But I did need Harley. I did, and I wasn’t ashamed to 
admit
 it

 .

My emotions and feelings were rushing in fast. They were building to more than just the lust I had for him at Spiked Roses
 . I didn’t love easily. I was not one to fall head over heels. But maybe life and death changed a person. Maybe I didn’t need to have my shield up anymore. Not when I had a warrior of Harley’s strength by 
my
 side

 .

Hopping out of bed, I felt so much better than I had when Harley first rescued me and brought me home. I hadn’t had any nightmares that I could remember last night. Harley’s arms wrapped around me had made sure of that. He was able to shield me even in sleep. Nothing could harm me again now that I was his to watch over. I knew it. I felt it deep in my gut. That feeling alone made the awful kidnapping and murder of Layla seem to lessen, and with time, I knew I wouldn’t allow it to consume my thoughts. It was a nightmare that was over. At least for me. Not poor Layla, however
 .

Harley didn’t want to talk about Layla. I could tell. I saw the pain in his eyes and the way he changed the direction of the conversation every time I tried to bring her up. He wasn’t ready, but neither was I. I wasn’t strong enough to be his pillar during what had to be an awful time for him. He had lost a friend in the most horrendous and gruesome 
of
 ways

 .

“Hey, what are you doing up so early?” Harley asked as he exited the bathroom wearing nothing but a towel wrapped around his lower half. His wet hair hung limply on his forehead and around his ears, and I instantly wanted him back in the bed with me. “I was going to go and pick up some breakfast and bring it back to us before 
you
 woke

 .”

The idea of Harley leaving me again for breakfast made my stomach flip. Memories of the morning he had left to get beignets came washing in like a tidal wave. A shiver ran down my spine, and my hands trembled at my sides
 .

Walking over to me in long strides, Harley took me into his arms and kissed the top of my head. “Never again. I told you. You will never feel like your life is in danger again. I swear this 
to
 you

 .”

I nodded against his chest, inhaling the scent of soap and aftershave. “I know.” I pulled away and looked up at him. “Do you have anything in your kitchen? I could make us something. Eggs? Toast?” I really didn’t want him to leave
 .

He chuckled. “Do you really think I would
 ?”

Smiling, I said, “I guess not. But why don’t you give me a little bit to get showered and dressed and we can go into town together to eat. I have to check in with Spiked Roses
 anyway. Tennessee is a stickler when it comes to reporting to duty after a Tasting. It’s his way of making sure we are all safe and in one piece both mentally and physically
 .”

An eyebrow rose, and a smirk on Harley’s delicious lips had me nearly swooning. “You do realize I’m an owner right? I think I have some pull over Mr. Tennessee Charles
 .”

I pulled away and started walking toward my bag to bring with me into the bathroom. “That’s what you think. Have you met Tennessee? That man will string me up by my toenails if I don’t follow his house rules. Sleeping with the owner won’t get me off the hook. That man will have no mercy, and I rather like my toes.” I walked toward the bathroom and stopped to look over my shoulder. “Twenty minutes, and I will be ready to go. Promise. I won’t 
take
 long

 .”

“Fifteen, or I’m coming in 
after
 you

 .”

“I may like that,” I said playfully with 
a
 wink

 .

Sauntering over with that impish smirk that I had grown to absolutely love, he took me by the arm, lifted the shirt of his I wore to sleep in, and swatted my ass hard. “Hurry up, or I’m going to fuck that tight little ass of yours until you scream out 
my
 name

 .”

I moaned and wiggled my ass. “Yes, please
 .”

He swatted me again even harder and then again. “Marlowe… we need food. And a tropical storm is supposed to hit today, so we need to not be out and about during it. If I have to come 
get
 you

 …”

“All right,” I said with a pout. “I’m going
 .”

My stomach growling had me rushing through my shower more than the threat of Harley coming in to get me. Luckily, it didn’t take me long to get ready. Pulling my hair up in a ponytail, and throwing on a black tank top and jeans, I was ready to start the day. I felt refreshed and so much better than I had after the nightmare from Saturday. Everything bad seemed to ease with every passing moment
 .

Not caring that my hair was still damp, I walked out of the bathroom. “Done. I bet that was less than fifteen minutes,” I called out playfully
 .

Looking around, I could see that Harley wasn’t in the room to see my momentous victory of time management. Playfully half-skipping barefoot to the living room, I was ready to boast the minute I saw him, but he wasn’t in there either, or the kitchen
 .

“Harley?” I 
called
 out

 .


Silence
 .

My heart thumped hard against my sternum as an old wound opened. Where 
was
 he

 ?

“Harley?” I called again with a shaky voice as I returned to the 
living
 room

 .

Oh my God. What if those men had come back? What if others did? What if word had hit the streets where Harley lived and everyone wanted a piece 
of
 him

 ?

Panic attacked as I scanned the living room for something to use as a weapon
 .

A large crash from the window facing the pool had me screaming out. Getting ready to flee, thinking someone was trying to break in through the window, I saw that it was just a broken limb banging against the glass. The storm was blowing in already, and the large gusts of wind outside had the patio furniture blowing around wildly as well. Looking down, I could see that one chair had even fallen into 
the
 pool

 .

I took a deep breath to settle my nerves. Harley was probably just outside trying to tie things down before the storm damaged everything. Deciding to go out and help him, I walked toward the sliding glass door and froze in 
my
 spot

 .

Attempting to pull the chair out of the pool, was a ghost. 
Walking
 dead

 .


Layla
 .


Layla
 ?


Layla
 !

As if I was walking under water, I somehow walked out of the house and down the stairs to where she struggled with the piece of furniture. The wind whipped around us, and the howling only matched the ringing in my ears. Was I actually seeing her standing before me? This had to be a mistake. There was no way. I had to be seeing things. Maybe I wasn’t healing and doing as well as I had thought. Maybe I was snapping. This was the beginning of a nervous breakdown
 .

“Layla?” I called out against the wind, expecting the vision to disappear the minute I spoke out 
to
 her

 .

She spun around and dropped the chair that she nearly had fished out of the pool back into the water. Her eyes were wide and mouth opened even wider
 .

It 
was
 her

 .

It 
was
 her

 !

“I don’t understand,” I said, shaking my head. “You were dead. You were dead! I 
saw
 you

 !”

Her eyes went from staring at me, to staring over my shoulder. Large hands were placed on my shoulder from behind, and I turned my head to see Harley standing there with sadness in 
his
 eyes

 .

“I’m sorry,” Layla said. “I thought you guys were done yesterday. I came back last night. I wouldn’t have if I had known
 .”

Harley raised his hand to silence her. “It’s all right
 .”

“What do you mean it’s all right? What the hell is going on?” I screamed. “I thought she was dead!” I spun around to face him. “Why didn’t you tell me she survived
 ?”

I looked back at Layla and examined her body. She didn’t look like she had been harmed at all. There had been so much blood. She should have not been standing there without a mark on her with all that blood. There were no gashes, no scrapes, nothing
 .

She swallowed hard, and couldn’t make eye contact with me. “I’m sorry. It was wrong
 .”

“You only did what I asked,” 
Harley
 said

 .

Layla glanced up at me. “I… I’m sorry I scared you. If I could take it 
all
 back

 …”

Harley started pulling me toward the house. “It’s okay, Layla. I got this. Go inside before the storm gets any worse
 .”

Still confused, but not liking the sick feeling and the weakness in my knees, I broke away from Harley’s hold. “What the fuck is going on? Why is she alive? Why didn’t you tell me she was alive
 ?”

“Let me explain,” Harley began, but I could see it in his eyes. There was so much shame. So much fucking shame
 !

“Did you fake her death?” I turned to see Layla walking quickly back to the pool house. “Why would you do such a thing
 ?”

The memories of that awful morning came flooding in like a damn tsunami. Layla had been covered in blood lying lifeless on the floor. And if she hadn’t been dead, why wouldn’t she have helped 
me
 
from
 —




No
 .


No
 !

“Was this all some sort of 
sick
 game

 ?”

Harley closed the distance between us and grabbed my upper arms. “Let’s go inside out of this weather, and I’ll explain everything
 .”

I shoved him hard so I could break away from his touch. “No! Tell me now. What the fuck is going on? Tell 
me
 now

 !”

The wind picked up even more as if jealous that my rage was more powerful than it. Harley shook his head, put his hands in his pockets, and sighed so deeply that I could hear it even over the sounds of the storm
 .

“Yes, it was all a sick game.” His locked eyes on mine felt like two hot pokers stabbing at my gut. “I’m so sorry, Marlowe
 .”

“The kidnapping?” I asked
 .

“Part of 
the
 game

 .”

“A game! A game! Were you part of my kidnapping? Did you know those men? Lukas
 ?”

“It was staged. Those men were people who owed me favors, and I paid them to do it. You were never in any real danger, but I just wanted you to believe you were. Nothing was going to happen to you. Layla was only pretending to be dead to add to your fear. The blood wasn’t real. The enemies weren’t real. None of it was real. It was just a warped and messed up role play that I seriously wish I’d never arranged
 .”

Hunching over, needing to place my hands on my knees so I could somehow get some air to my lungs, I squeaked out, “Why? Why would you do something like that? Why?” I wheezed in and out as my vision blurred
 .

“Because I’m a sick motherfucker. We were playing a game. Who’s Afraid of the Dark?
 I wanted to really scare you. You said you didn’t scare, and I wanted to prove you wrong. Maybe it was the challenge. I don’t know. This was part of my plan for the Tasting. I wanted to smell the real fear on you to get off. And with you, it would have been even better because I had to work so hard to achieve the fear. That was the intention, but it was so fucking wrong. I’m sorry. You didn’t deserve that. I see that now. I saw it the minute I saw your frightened body tied to that chair. But it was too late. I had fucked up. I’m a sick monster. I’m sorry
 .”

I stood up with renewed strength as fury coursed through my veins. “No! No! No!” I charged him and shoved him in the chest, forcing him to take a few steps backwards. “You don’t get to play the victim by calling yourself names. You don’t get to say sorry. You don’t get to do a fucking thing!” I screamed. “I get to call you a sick monster! How dare you! How could you? What the fuck is wrong 
with
 you

 ?”

“I have no excuse. I went 
too
 far

 .”

“And then you led me to believe you saved me?” I added in disbelief. “Why? To continue the sick game? Did you want me to fall for you? Was that your plan? To make me fall in love with you so you could destroy me? Did you want to hurt 
me
 too

 ?”

He shook his head. “That wasn’t my plan at all. I didn’t think this through. I didn’t expect that you and I… that there would be so 
much
 more

 .”

“Fuck you!” I screamed as bile built in the back of my throat. “Don’t you dare. Don’t you dare make it seem like we had something more. This was a dark and twisted game to you. So cruel. You are a bad man, Harley. Worse than I could have ever imagined
 .”

“I know,” he agreed
 .

“Were you behind the glass the entire time? With Lukas
 ?”

He nodded and looked down at the ground again in shame
 .

“So you saw me? You saw how afraid I was? You just sat there while I begged? For hours I sat there fearing for my life. Fearing that I would be raped and tortured. How could you do that to me? How could you do that to anyone? You were there the entire time and could have ended it when you saw what it was doing to me, but you 
never
 did

 .”

He said nothing as my rage surged to a higher degree as the memories of what happened forced their way through the wall I had recently built to hold them at bay. It was all fake, like a horror movie, yet I’d had no idea. I’d truly thought every single second of it was real. Even thinking back, I couldn’t see any hints of any kind that I now realized was part of the game. Everything had been so real. This was far beyond a kidnap and capture 
fantasy
 play

 .

“You watched them cut my clothes off. You watched that man spank me, touch me, 
violate
 me

 !”

“And it destroyed me to see that. I didn’t expect it to. I wanted to cut the man’s hands off for doing so, which was something I wasn’t expecting. I didn’t want anyone else touching you 
except
 
for
 —

 ”

“You?” I snapped. “Because what? You felt as if I was yours? Did the barbaric thought of ‘mine’ go through your mind?” I could barely breathe or see. I had never felt so angry in my life. The pure magnitude of it caused me to teeter between insanity and reality
 .

“Yes,” he admitted. “I believed you to be mine. I’ve never felt that way before, and didn’t know how to handle it or what the fuck to do 
with
 it

 .”

I laughed out loud, the sound tortured and maddening, blending with the roaring wind that whipped around. “Yours. Ha!” I shoved him hard in the chest, causing him to take another step back. “And yet, you still watched. You still allowed me to sit in that room alone and scared. Is that what 
you
 did

 ?”

He nodded again and slowly raised his eyes to 
meet
 mine

 .

“Did it make your dick hard?” I said between clenched teeth. “Answer me, you disgusting motherfucker! Answer me! Did it make you want to fuck me 
even
 more

 ?”

“Marlowe, please,” he said as he took a step toward me. “At least go inside. It’s not safe out here with things blowing around. I’ll answer all your questions and do whatever I can to make this right. I can’t tell you how sorry I am. I would take it all back if I could.” Branches flew through the air, and a tree snapped in the distance. “But it’s not safe out here. We need to get inside
 .”

“It’s not safe with you
 !” I said, taking a few steps back, not wanting to be near him at all. “I want to leave now. Get me the fuck out 
of
 here

 .”

“Okay. I’ll drive you back 
right
 now

 .”

“Not you!” I screamed. “I don’t want you ever to be near me again! Asshole!” I glanced over at the pool house. “Have your fucked up pawn drive me back to the city. Don’t you ever come near me again, or I will have your ass arrested. I mean it, Harley. Stay the fuck away from me.” I charged past him. “I’ll be at the boat waiting
 .”

Before I could get inside, Harley reached for my arm to pull me back toward him. “Marlowe, listen
 .”

I jerked my arm away with so much force that I almost tumbled forward. “RED, 
motherfucker
 . RED

 !”
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“W
 hat. The. Fuck. Did. You. Do?”
 Matthew asked as he stood at the head of the table where Kenneth normally stood to conduct the emergency managing members’ meeting
 .

All the men stared at me with surprise, confusion, and even anger in their eyes. Normally, their looks would be reason enough for me to kill, but I deserved them and so 
much
 more

 .

“Please tell me what Tennessee just told us is not true,” Matthew said with his hands splayed on the conference table, leaning toward me with 
piercing
 eyes

 .

“It’s true,” I admitted. “All 
of
 it

 .”

“Are you kidding me, man?” Roman said. “That was about the most fucked up thing I have ever 
heard
 of

 .”

“I agree,” Victor added. “That girl feared for her life. She thought it was 
all
 real

 .”

“And now we can get our asses sued and even in trouble with the law over this. And Kenneth is in Europe on vacation and can’t be here to help us muddle through all the 
legal
 shit

 .”

“I’m not going to pull you guys into this,” I said. “This is my problem. I’ll take whatever ramifications come from this on me solely. I’ll leave Spiked Roses
 out 
of
 it

 .”

“But Spiked Roses
 is part of it whether we want it to be or not. This was all because of the Tasting that we hosted,” Matthew countered. “It’s a 
fucking
 mess

 .”

“Is Marlowe threatening a lawsuit?” Alec asked. “How much is this going to cost us to make it 
go
 away

 ?”

“She hasn’t mentioned anything,” Matthew said. “Tennessee just said that she is shaken up and spitting nails.” He looked me squarely in the eyes. “You took it too far. This went far beyond sexual dark play, Harley
 .”

I nodded. “I know. Trust me, I fucking know!” I took a drink of vodka, wishing I had the entire bottle in front of me. “I’m not going to excuse what I did. I fucked up. And if I could make it right with her, I would. I would do whatever she asks. And she won’t have to sue, because I will pay her whatever she wants. There isn’t anything I won’t do that she wants
 .”

“I’m not a lawyer or anything,” Victor said with his expression softening, “but technically per the contract, Harley didn’t break it. It states in the contract kidnap and rape fantasy. He didn’t do any of her hard limits, and she never screamed RED. So 
technically
 —
 ”

“Yeah, but that’s fucked up,” Roman said, still obviously pissed. “It’s not like she knew that saying RED at that point was even an option. What he did went way above and beyond role playing
 .”

Victor nodded. “I’m just saying that 
technically
 —
 ”

“I fucked up. Yes, I didn’t break the contract. And yes, that was my thinking when I first set it all up. I knew the game I was playing, and even hinted at not stopping until I heard the word RED, as if taunting her,” I said. “But Marlowe had no idea she was still part of Who’s Afraid of the Dark?
 and I damn well knew it. And what’s even worse is that afterwards, once I rescued
 her, I allowed us to connect. There was an intimacy between us that I never expected. I allowed her to believe that there was something more between us. I fucked with her mind, I lied to her, and then I allowed her to get even closer with me all based around lies. I’m a fucking asshole, and I know it. What is even more fucked in all this… there really was something there. That girl gripped my heart and fucking squeezed
 .”

“You care about her?” Roman asked, still scowling
 .

“As hard as that may be for you all to believe, yes. Head over fucking heels, and the fear of losing that is why I didn’t come clean right away. I didn’t know how to. I couldn’t process everything I was feeling, and the vibes I was getting from her. It doesn’t excuse this at all. But, yes, I fucking fell hard, and I wanted to go back in time and change everything
 .”

“Were you going to try to hide it?” Victor asked
 .

“Maybe,” I confessed. “I don’t know. I didn’t know what I was going to do. I just wanted to stop time, keep her with me, and not have to face the fucked up reality I’d created
 .”

“So now what?” Lennon asked
 .

Matthew shrugged. “We wait. We have to see what Marlowe is going to do and what she wants. I don’t want to pull Kenneth and Anita back from their trip unless we absolutely 
need
 to

 .”

“There’s no need,” I reassured. “I’ll handle this on my own. I’ll face whatever consequence comes from this without pulling any of you into my crap. This is my shit to clean up.” I looked each man in the eye. “I’m sorry to all of you. I can’t defend my actions, nor am I going to try. Just know that I’ll do whatever it takes to make sure that Marlowe never has to feel the pain that I put her through again. And if you all want me to sell my share of Spiked Roses
 , 
I
 will

 .”

“Fuck that,” Victor said. “We’ve all fucked up, and we would all be hypocrites if we made you 
do
 that

 .”

The others nodded, though they still appeared angry
 .

“Let’s just give Marlowe whatever assistance she needs in getting through this,” 
Matthew
 said

 .

“Where is she now?” I asked
 .

“With Tennessee. The storm is picking up speed, and we’ve issued a lockdown for the staff who are here, and suggested the members who are here wait the storm out at Spiked Roses
 as well,” Matthew explained. “We don’t want anyone to leave now. It’s too dangerous for people to be trying to get home. They all have to stay here and wait out the storm. I hope all you stubborn fuckers do as well.” He then looked at me. “Let this play out, Harley. Hopefully, when Marlowe calms down, we can assess where her head is in all this. But fuck, dude. Stay the fuck away from her tonight. Based on what Tennessee said, and what I can only imagine, that chick will murder your ass if she even gets a glimpse 
of
 you

 .”

“I would 
deserve
 it

 .”

“All right, gentlemen,” Matthew said as he broke his stare with me. “Can we all for the love of God behave until Kenneth returns? I can’t deal with this shit. Go drink your booze, keep your hands to yourself, and go be the gentlemen I know you all not
 to be. Go fake your 
asses
 off

 .”
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“N
 othing hurts more
 than the pain of love, sugar,” Tennessee said as he held my hand as I sat crumpled on the staff room bathroom floor
 .

“Fuck that,” I said. “I didn’t 
love
 him

 .”

“Maybe not yet, but you could see it happening or this wouldn’t hurt so much. He crushed a dream of yours. He gave you just enough of a peek to rip your 
soul
 out

 .”

“No, he kidnapped me! That fucking asshole kidnapped me.” I swiped at the tears that had been streaming down my face for the past two hours since arriving at Spiked Roses
 in a 
heated
 rage

 .

Tennessee squeezed my hand and pulled his knees closer to his chest. He too sat on the bathroom floor next to me as I sobbed. “Those tears are not because of what he did. Those tears are because what he did ended what could have been. You are mourning the possible future you could 
have
 had

 .”

“No,” I mumbled, though his words only made me cry harder. “I 
hate
 him

 .”

“Yes, but hate and love can be the same thing at times
 .”

“Fine. Fuck! I fell hard,” I admitted. “I really thought he cared. I’m not the fool. I’m not the girl who falls in love and gets fooled by the prick.” I punched my leg and threw my head back against the tiled wall. “But clearly I am. I’m the biggest fool of them all. It was all a game. It was just one fucked up Tasting contract. And the fucked up thing is, he didn’t do anything wrong in the technical sense. The terms of the contract clearly stated he could push the boundaries of fear. And he fucking did. He 
fucking
 did

 !”

Tennessee nodded. “But let’s really be honest here, girl. He pushed the boundaries for you in more ways than just fear. You are sitting here right now hurting from a broken heart. Not just because he had you tied to a chair fearing for 
your
 life

 .”

“Which is crazy. Who in their right mind falls for a fucking assassin in a period of a weekend? I knew what this was all about when I agreed to the Tasting. It was Harley Crow, and I knew his reputation. The man didn’t even know who I was. Why did I think just because he knew how to fuck, and how to make me feel like the most desirable woman in the world, that I would be anything different to the man? I’m not a stupid girl. At least I never was 
before
 him

 .”

“You aren’t a stupid girl. And my guess is there was more of a connection as you said for him as well. The fact that he is here in the club right now, tells me he cares. He could just be home waiting out this storm like any smart man would do. But he’s here instead,” 
Tennessee
 said

 .

“He’s here?” I asked as I looked up. “Why in the hell would he 
be
 here

 ?”

Tennessee shrugged. “Well the man did fuck up pretty royally. You could sue the fucking shit out of this place if you wanted
 .”

“I would never do that,” I said softly. “I signed that contract. He followed all the terms. He didn’t do any of my hard limits, and I never did say the word RED… well, only after the fact and when I left. But fuck! It was so fucking fucked up! What kind of monster would do such a thing to a woman
 ?”

“Harley Crow,” Tennessee answered. “But you already knew he was the monster. That mysterious element to him is what fascinated you the most. He just proved it 
to
 you

 .”

I continued to cry and just rested my head on my knees, wishing it would all go away. There was so much pain. So much pain that I could barely breathe
 .

“I need to just go home.” I started to stand, and Tennessee pulled me back down toward where he was sitting on the tiled bathroom floor, attempting to comfort me in all my grief
 .

“No. Not now. That storm is being upgraded to a category one hurricane. You aren’t going anywhere
 .”

“I’ll be fine. It’s 
not
 far

 .”

“I wasn’t asking. I was telling.” Tennessee’s sympathetic expression that had been on his face changed to his familiar firm one when he was making it clear that he was damn serious, and his words better be understood and followed
 .

“And do what? Sit here and cry in the bathroom the rest of the day and night? I’m not scheduled to work tonight, and I seriously doubt there will be any customers. I just need to sleep and pretend this awful weekend never existed
 .”

“This wasn’t my dictate. The managing members made this call. They were the ones to tell me to issue a lockdown and not to allow anyone to leave. So, you can give me the big puppy dog eyes all you want. Not 
my
 call

 .”

“Please, Tennessee. Will you please go talk to them? They fucking owe me for not suing their asses. Threaten that I will if you have to. I just want to go home and come back tomorrow as if nothing ever happened. I want it all to go away, and as long as I sit here, the pain of what happened is going to swallow 
me
 up

 .”

He took a deep breath and rose awkwardly from the ground. He moaned as he rubbed his lower back. “Fine. I’ll go talk to them and see if someone can take you back. Maybe security or something.” He walked toward the bathroom door and turned to look at me. “I’m sorry. You don’t deserve to feel the way 
you
 do

 .”

He exited the bathroom and closed the door behind him, leaving me with nothing but my sick and twisted thoughts. I did deserve these feelings. I fucking deserved every single one. I was the insane woman who lusted after a man who might as well be the damn Devil. I was the one who’d arrogantly signed a contract agreeing to the darkest sexual play one could think of with the belief that there was nothing Harley could do that would break me. I’d even taunted him that he wouldn’t be able to do so. I’d walked into that Hell of my own accord, thrown down the gauntlet, and lost. That’s what makes this all hurt so much. I lost in every way. I’d also read the situation completely wrong. I’d thought there was more. I actually had forgotten the contract was even in place. Harley had made me forget about everything
 .

And now all I had was pain. Deep, raging pain. It had to stop. I had to make 
it
 stop

 .

Walking over to the cabinet beneath the sink, I opened it knowing already what the contents inside would be. Tennessee kept travel size deodorants, tampons, lotions, baby wipes, toothpaste and toothbrushes, floss, mouthwash and razors. Razors to shave your legs or armpits in a rush if somehow you forgot, or if you needed to rid unwanted hair around the bikini line to put on a costume for an event that you weren’t prepared for. Disposable razors for ridding 
unwanted
 hair

 .

Disposable razors for ridding 
unwanted
 pain

 .


“Do you have scars on your heart 
as
 well

 ?”



“
Not
 yet

 .”


Scars on your heart, Harley had asked. Scars on your heart
 .

Yes, I did. I 
fucking
 did

 .

Without even thinking, and without even focusing on how I managed to do so, I suddenly had a broken razor cast to the side but a tiny razor blade resting between my index finger and thumb. I remembered the familiar feeling of the blade in my fingers and how I would shake while making the first cut. I always shook before the first cut, but then the shaking eased as my pain did. But this time, my hand didn’t shake
 .

It didn’t shake
 .

Again, without thinking, almost as if I were swimming underwater in a thick and dark current, I sat back down on the ground with my jeans pulled down to my ankles. Spreading my legs, I looked down at the old wounds on my inner thighs. Wounds that had healed. I would heal again. Someday, but not today. Today, I had to ease 
the
 pain

 .



First
 cut

 .

The long lost biting sting was quickly followed by a rush of relief. It was so powerful that I gasped as the pain squeezed out of me through that tiny line of blood
 .



Second
 cut

 .



Third
 cut

 .



Fourth
 cut

 .

Tears ran down my face not out of pain, but out of solace. Deliverance of darkness always brought me to the light
 .



Fifth
 cut

 .

I had forgotten. Forgotten the feel as the demons sizzled beneath the surface of my skin, clawing their way out with each slice of the razor blade
 .


“Do you have scars on your heart 
as
 well

 ?”



“
Not
 yet

 .”




Sixth
 cut

 .

Freedom. Escape from the suffocating pain. The out of control spiral
 .



Seventh
 cut

 .

I was in control. I was fucking back in control
 .



Eighth
 cut

 .



Ninth
 cut

 .



Tenth
 cut

 .


Done
 .

Closing my eyes, I leaned my head back against the cool wall as the air of the room licked my wounds, intensifying the burn. The trickle of blood that ran down my inner thighs reminded me of a warm soothing bath. The sting of the tiny wounds was like an ointment to my shattered heart—it burned for a moment but would soon make the hurt 
go
 away

 .


“Do you have scars on your heart 
as
 well

 ?”


No, was the answer now. Scabs. Only scabs that would soon be 
picked
 off

 .

Harley would soon be nothing but 
a
 scab

 .
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T
 ennessee wouldn’t even look
 me in the eye. I didn’t blame him. Who would want to look at evil in the 
purest
 form

 ?

“She wants to leave,” he said to all of us as we were starting to get up from the meeting
 .

Matthew looked up from collecting his stack of 
papers
 . “Who

 ?”

“Marlowe,” Tennessee said. “I know you want everyone to stay put, but she’s not in a good place and wants to 
get
 home

 .”

“There’s a hurricane hitting outside. We aren’t going to let anyone go out there and risk being hit by a tree or something,” 
Alec
 said

 .

“It’s not that bad yet,” Tennessee argued as he glanced my way quickly with daggers in his eyes. “And after what she’s been through, I really feel we should give the poor girl what she wants. I wouldn’t want to be here next to…” Tennessee glared at me. “To be reminded of what happened this weekend
 .”

“I’ll take her home,” I offered which had every man looking at me in disbelief
 .

“I think you’ve done enough,” Tennessee snapped
 .

“I don’t think you’re the best man for the job,” 
Matthew
 said

 .

“Yeah, I think the last person she wants to see is you,” Prince Roman agreed
 .

I glared at each man who spoke as a silent warning for them to shut the fuck up. I knew what I’d done. I knew what I’d done was wrong. And I allowed each man to say and look at me as they chose without penalizing them for doing so. I was an ass, and they had every right to think so. But I did not, nor would I ever ask permission to do anything. I was my own man and made every choice on my own. Wrong or right
 .

“Do not be mistaken, gentlemen,” I seethed. “I was not asking for permission. I was simply telling you what I would do. And I will
 
do
 it

 .”

“Marlowe is in a bad place,” Tennessee countered, surprising me with his bravery. I was still Harley Crow after all, and my reputation and my past had still not changed. I had killed men for fewer reasons than foolishly standing up to me or 
against
 me

 .

“I understand that. She’s there because of me,” I said in a calm and even tone, though forewarning was definitely present. “So, it is my responsibility to take her home if that’s what she wants to do. It’s the least I can 
fucking
 do

 .”

“There’s a damn hurricane outside,” Victor reminded. “Why don’t we all just sit and get a drink. Let it pass. Buy Marlowe a stiff one to calm her nerves
 .”

“Take me to her now,” I said to Tennessee, ignoring Victor completely
 .

“There’s no way she’s going to let you in that bathroom,” Tennessee continued to argue, though I could see he was losing some of that steel in his spine
 .

“Then you open it for me,” I snapped with venomous danger seeping through my words
 .

Without saying another word, Tennessee spun on his heels and began walking toward the staff room where Marlowe was. I could tell he wasn’t happy, and he never looked back at me as I followed, nor slowed his pace so I could catch up to him. I didn’t care, however. All I cared about right now was getting Marlowe home safely
 .

When we entered the staff room and then reached the closed bathroom door, Tennessee scowled at me as he knocked on 
the
 door

 .

“Marlowe? Can I come inside?” he asked as he knocked softly again
 .

We waited, but heard no response
 .

Tennessee knocked again. “Marlowe, let 
me
 in

 .”

Again, no response
 .

Tennessee went to open the door with a furrowed brow. He looked at me. “Wait right here. Let me make sure she’s decent. And like I said before, I seriously doubt she is going to want to 
see
 you

 .”

Without waiting for an answer, Tennessee cracked the door open just enough for him to squeeze inside, quickly snapping it shut behind him. I was losing my patience quickly, but tried to also understand that the man was only trying to put Marlowe’s feelings first
 .

“Oh dear Jesus,” I heard Tennessee say from the other side of the door. The man was afraid. I could hear it. Hell, I could damn near 
feel
 it

 .

It was all I needed for a surge of panic to pump through my veins and force me to open the door wide as I 
barged
 in

 .

“Marlowe…” I barely whispered on an exhale
 .

In my life, I had seen some gruesome acts. Bloody bodies, severed limbs, blank and lifeless eyes staring back at me. I had seen more blood covering the walls of a room than I thought could possibly come from a human body. I had seen men tortured while they pleaded and begged for their lives—their agonizing screams vibrating my bones. Nothing made my stomach clench, or forced me to ever look away. Heartless and cold were survival mechanisms that I had mastered. Callous and merciless had become my tools
 .

But 
not
 now

 .

Nothing could have prepared me for the crushing terror that attacked. No torture could have matched the agonizing misery that nearly suffocated me as I stood in that tiny bathroom
 .

Marlowe laid on the tiled floors with blood running down her legs and dripping on the ceramic. Her jeans were bunched at her ankles, and her pink panties were her only clothing concealing her bottom half. Slice after slice, her creamy white skin was now marred by bloody lines. A tiny razor blade lay next to her—the culprit of the crime
 .

“Oh, sugar. Why in the world?” Tennessee said as he went to where Marlow slumped half conscious against the wall and took her into 
his
 arms

 .

With long strides, I went to the sink and reached for a bunch of paper towels. I ran them under the water as I watched Tennessee rock Marlowe’s body with his as he kissed the top of her head. She appeared so broken, yet 
so
 calm

 .

“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I had to release 
the
 pain

 .”

Her fragile words seized my heart like a fucking vise. No punishment for my misdeeds could be worse than those soft and sorrowful words
 .

Bending down between her legs, I brought the wet towels to the blood on her wounds to try to clean up the area enough to see if any of her cuts needed stitches or medical care. Hopefully, they were superficial and wouldn’t require a trip to the emergency room. It did surprise me, however, that Marlowe didn’t try to hit me away or demand for me to leave. I had expected rage, but as I glanced up to look at her, I saw her looking at me with tears in her eyes. No anger. No fury like the last I had seen on her face and in her deep brown eyes when she had ridden off with Layla from 
my
 dock

 .

Just tears and 
pain
 now

 .

I much preferred the storm to the aftermath
 .

Although in her pain, I saw so much beauty. She had a damaged soul that I could connect to. I realized it there, that very moment, why this woman had such a massive hold over my entire being. It was the shadows that lurked behind the surface that pulled me in. I wanted nothing more but to be swathed in the warmth of that black blanket that lurked beneath her heart. I wanted that part of her she tried to hide and conceal. And right there, as she bled on the ground, I saw Marlowe Masters completely exposed… and I fucking loved it. I 
understood
 it

 .

Not being able to look into her eyes any longer in fear that I would cross the line and make her shut me out, I continued to dab at her cuts, feeling relief when I realized the blood was far worse than the actual wounds that caused it. It appeared that the ten slices were not deep enough to give me reason to seek medical care. Clearly, this poor wounded bird knew what she was doing. She had clearly mastered this skill
 .

“They’re shallow cuts,” I informed Tennessee who watched me with worry as I cleaned and examined
 .

Marlowe tried to close her legs then to hide the evidence of her sorrow, but I wouldn’t allow it. I wanted to get her as clean as I could. Maybe if I wiped the blood away long enough, I could wipe away the cuts and the torment that had 
caused
 them

 .

Tennessee still held Marlowe close. Her head rested on his chest as she watched my 
every
 move

 .

“Girl, I don’t know what the fuck you were thinking. I swear to God, child, if you ever pull a stunt like this again…” Tennessee’s voice cracked, and I saw his eyes glass over. “I will beat your Latina ass 
until
 —
 ”

“You should have used that razor on me,” I said softly, locking eyes with Marlowe again. “
Not
 you

 .”

Her expression didn’t change. She only stared at me with zero anger in her eyes. I was so close to her, yet so very far away. I couldn’t read her. Had she run away from the connection I was positive we had shared? Was she gone? I wasn’t sure if it was possible to chase her down, but I damn well 
would
 try

 .

I stood from my crouch and threw away the bloody towels. Reaching down for Marlowe’s arm, I said softly, “Let me take 
you
 home

 .”

I expected outrage and a slew of curse words, but was surprised when all I got was a slight nod of her head as she reached down for her pants to pull 
them
 up

 .

Both Tennessee and I assisted her in standing and covering her lower half. She had lost enough blood that I worried her standing too fast would cause her to faint, so I kept a firm hold of her arm, pulling her against my side to lean on for support. Again, I was happily surprised that she didn’t try to fight 
me
 off

 .

As she buttoned her jeans with her tiny fingers, she looked up at me with her big wide 
eyes
 . “Why

 ?”



Why
 what

 ?

Why was I an asshole
 ?

Why did I do the awful things 
I
 did

 ?

Why was I even in this bathroom thinking I had the right to breathe the same air as the most incredible woman I had 
ever
 met

 ?

Why was I feeling the way 
I
 was

 ?

Why was my heart beating so hard that its beat ricocheted off my 
inner
 ears

 ?

Why did I want to cradle this woman in my arms, never to let 
her
 go

 ?

Why did I want to 
protect
 her

 ?

Why did I never want her to feel fear and pain again
 ?

Why did, for the first time in my life, I want to be a better man? A man deserving of Marlowe Masters
 .


Why
 ?


Why
 ?

“I have no excuses worthy of an answer,” was all I could say as a thick lump formed in the back of my throat. If I could have ripped out my heart and placed it on her delicate palm, I 
would
 have

 .

“Are you all right with going home with Harley?” Tennessee asked as he held her free hand in his. I could see that Tennessee had let go of the majority of his anger and disgust with me that I had read on him earlier
 .

She nodded as she looked at Tennessee and then the bloody floor. “I’m sorry. Let me 
clean
 —
 ”

“Just go home,” Tennessee interrupted. “I got this. Go home and heal. Heal however you need to.” He reached for her chin and squeezed gently, forcing her to stare at him directly in the eyes. “Never again. Do you hear me? Never again. You battle those demons in 
another
 way

 .”

I wanted to pick her up and cradle her softly in my arms, but I also knew that she wouldn’t want the unwanted attention from others as I carried her through the club. So cautiously, preparing for her to completely unleash on me at any moment, I guided her out of the bathroom, the staff room, and Spiked Roses
 without saying goodbye to anyone. At this moment, no one and nothing mattered except Marlowe. I didn’t deserve her forgiveness nor did I expect it, but I did want to make sure she was safe and comfortable. Maybe it was possible to somehow take away the pain and hurt I had caused
 .

Fuck! If I had only realized how much pain I would cause. This had nothing to do with fear, control or dominance. This had nothing to do with the Tasting. I’d damaged an innocent girl who deserved so much better
 .

Like the emotions storming inside of me, walking outside was the same. The wind pounded against us with so much force that it caused Marlowe to stumble back, forcing me to wrap my arm tighter around her as we ran toward the waiting town car. I felt bad risking the driver’s life being out in this mess, but he had insisted when I offered to drive the car myself. He had worked for me for many years, and he didn’t consider this mission
 any more dangerous than the others he had driven me to 
and
 from

 .

Once we were in the safety of the back seat, I turned to face Marlowe. Her long hair was tousled from the storm, but her eyes were steady and collected. She was no longer the woman who had raged at me near my pool after learning of the betrayal
 .

“What’s the address to your place
 ?”

She shook her head. “I don’t want to go back there
 .”

“You 
don’t
 ? Why

 ?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know. I just don’t. I don’t feel like facing the other girls and Marie. I just don’t
 .”

Glancing outside to see that the storm was picking up speed with each passing moment, and knowing we didn’t have a lot of time to sit and chat about where we would go, I offered, “My house
 ?”

She nodded, though appeared sad with that decision. “Do we have time to get there by the boat? Will we 
be
 safe

 ?”

“Yes, we have time. And yes, we will be safe. I’ll make sure of it.” I reached for her hand and held it in mine, again waiting for her to pull it away and was pleased when she didn’t. “Are you sure? I can get you a hotel room or something
 .”

She looked down at our intertwined hands, and then out the window at the entrance of Spiked Roses
 . The purple and green flags whipped around, shredding slightly with the force of 
the
 wind

 .

“I just want to feel safe. And for some crazy reason, you make me feel safe,” she said as she continued to stare out the window emotionless. “Your house makes me 
feel
 safe

 .”

For the first time since the revelation of my sinful act, I felt a ray of hope. Maybe, just maybe, I could fix what I had so royally fucked up. She held my hand rather than punched me with it. She sat next to me rather than ran. She was talking rather than screaming. And she wanted me… even needed
 me, to make her 
feel
 safe

 .

I knocked on the glass that separated us between the driver and issued the destination, still refusing to release her hand. If the connection were to be broken, it would have to be Marlowe’s choice, for if I had it my way, I would never let go of her hand again
 .
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Marlowe













I
 ’d hated
 my mother sometimes while growing up. Or at least at the time, I’d thought I did. I couldn’t understand why she would forgive my father for all the shit he put her through. Drunken fights, drug and booze parties being held without notice at all hours of the nights, indiscretions, disappearing for days with no explanation as to why, and so many other things that would make any sane woman pack her bags and leave. But not my mother. She always stayed. She always stood by his side, offering complete forgiveness even when the bastard never offered an apology, nor a promise to change. I’d thought she was weak, and it had made me 
hate
 her

 .

I had become my mother. I was weak—far weaker than she had 
ever
 been

 .

Any sane woman would never forgive a man who did what Harley had done. His cruel act deserved no redemption. That same sane woman definitely wouldn’t hop in a car, and then a boat, and then walk back into the exact house where the awful act had occurred. And yet, there I was. Back in Harley’s entryway, kicking off my shoes by the door as if we had just hit the restart button, about to reenact a new version of our reality
 .

Was that even possible? Could I just hit the restart button? Did one even exist? Maybe my mother had found that button. Maybe that restart button was 
called
 love

 .


Love
 .

Fuck love. Fuck trying to define what that really meant and how it looked
 .

Did I love 
Harley
 Crow

 ?

Who cared? Did it matter
 ?

I was there—standing in his isolated house in the bayou willing to forgive
 .


Love
 ?

I had also hated my best friend in high school, Veronica Smith, sometimes because she always fell in love—so easily and so quickly. She could go on one date and then come to me gushing about how she knew the boy she had just met was the one. Insta love was about as real as a damn unicorn, and I’d hated that she was foolish enough to believe in it. Love didn’t happen at first sight. Love didn’t happen because of one night. Love didn’t happen over a weekend. Love was something you had to work your ass off for, and maybe never actually truly feel in a lifetime. Or at least that was what I’d once believed. Insta love made you foolish, just as forgiveness made 
you
 weak

 .

My mother 
was
 weak

 .

My best friend was foolish
 .

I’d hated these women at times in my life for possessing those traits
 .

Yet, I was now both. Weak and foolish
 .

“Can I get you something to drink? Wine?” Harley asked, snapping me out of my thoughts
 .

I glanced around as if expecting to see some change in his house. The only difference was the violent storm outside the large picture windows of the 
living
 room

 .

“Yes,” I answered, realizing it was the first word I had spoken since leaving the car. I had remained silent the entire 
boat
 ride

 .

Contemplating. Contemplating what the weekend had meant, and what it would mean for the future. Harley was there with me. He’d driven that boat and taken me back to his place as if that were the only option. He had cleaned up my blood as I had laid destroyed on the bathroom floor. And I realized that it was at that very moment that I’d 
forgiven
 him

 .

One look was all 
it
 took

 .

One look from Harley Crow, and I was willing to be weak and foolish for 
the
 man

 .

As I’d sat there with my legs spread, blood dripping from my cuts of release, and allowing a darkness to return that I had believed I had vanquished away forever, Harley’s eyes had connected with mine. He had looked at me with compassion and understanding rather than pity or repulsion. If anything, it appeared as if he welcomed my demons rather than shaming 
them
 away

 .

My demons danced with his. A morbid tango of torment and terror had occurred that very moment our eyes had locked. He got me. I got him. Flawed in the worst of ways, yet our darkness blended so perfectly
 .

I would forgive Harley Crow because it was the only way to forgive myself
 .

Harley walked over to his bar like he had done a few days ago. Reminding me again of that restart button. I wondered if it were truly possible to hit it like my mother had done so many times. And if I did restart from the beginning, what would I do differently? Well… definitely not fucking get kidnapped. That was for damn sure. But then it dawned on me that I wouldn’t change what I had done with Harley or take away the conversations we had had. I wouldn’t have altered one thing about the intimacy and the connection I knew we had developed in such a short time. I wouldn’t have changed my deep feelings for this man 
before
 me

 .

What about the game? Harley claimed he was sorry and would take it all back if he could. But would I, if I had the power of the restart button
 ?

Did the fake kidnapping make those intense feelings I had for him happen? Would that connection we had formed even have existed had it not been for reaching the brink of insanity but then having someone pull you off the ledge
 ?

Would I change a thing, or simply allow exactly what had occurred to happen again
 ?

“Here you go,” Harley said as he handed me the wine. He had his classic vodka in his other hand and led me to the couch where we had sat before
 .

Walking down the 
same
 path

 …

Once we sat, Harley looked at me with intense eyes. He watched me, his eyes slicing through the shallow exterior shell I had created since being hurt by his betrayal. Just like all the times before, he watched. Those familiar eyes that I had desperately wanted to notice me were doing exactly that—he finally 
noticed
 me

 .

“There was a time in my life that I believed I was invincible,” Harley began. “I think it was because I didn’t fear death. Which many people in my sick circle boasted about, but the truth of the matter was that if they were staring down the barrel of a gun, they would piss themselves and sob like a baby. I truly didn’t care about death, however, but not out of bravery like other men in my world liked to believe. I think I wanted to die in a way. I didn’t really see the difference between living and dying. It all seemed the same. Pointless, meaningless. It made me cocky and arrogant. I believed no gun, no blade, and no person could destroy me.” He paused for several moments as if he was diving into his thoughts to yank out his truth from a locked away box. “You
 destroyed me, Marlowe
 .”

I tilted my head and narrowed my eyes as I sipped my wine as my only response. I didn’t get the feeling he was blaming me for anything, but simply stating a fact. And though this man had lied to me, and I shouldn’t believe a single word he said, I knew without a doubt that he was speaking his truth with full abandon
 .

“You destroyed that man I was. That dark, callous, ruthless man. You took hold of him and tore him into shreds. When I’m with you, that man is dead. And when I’m not with you, that man is still dead. When I watched you drive away with Layla, I realized I was nothing but an empty shell. Nothing remained but the corpse of 
Harley
 Crow

 .”

His words were like a beating from iron fists. They were everything I wanted to hear, and yet, they were everything I wanted to ignore
 .

“Tell me something,” I said softly. “Was it all a game for you? Was everything that happened since Friday night part 
of
 it

 ?”

His forehead furrowed, and confusion blanketed his face. “What do you mean? The kidnapping
 ?”

“Not just the kidnapping. The sex. The talks. The confessions. The feelings. The connection. Was it all part of the game? Part of the Tasting? Was it 
all
 fake

 ?”

“It was more real than anything I could have imagined
 .”

I’d wanted to hear him say it. I needed to hear the words that there was something more than just the Tasting. Hearing him say what I had also been feeling would maybe make me not feel so weak and foolish
 .

“Did you have feelings for me? Not part of the game. Not part of the Tasting
 ?”

He nodded and swallowed hard. It was the first time I’d seen Harley Crow look vulnerable. “Yes. Feelings that scared me. I was afraid. When you should have feared me, I was the coward who actually feared you. Feared what you were doing 
to
 me

 .”

“I never feared you,” I admitted. “A lot of people did at Spiked Roses
 , and I’m sure you knew that. But I never did. Not for a minute. I knew my life wasn’t ever going to be in danger with you. It wasn’t even a possibility in my world. Yes, you were known for being a crazy assassin, but I knew my life would always be safe in your hands. I have no idea why I felt that way, but I did.” I paused to take a sip of wine as Harley sat so close to me that I could almost feel the warmth of his breath. “But I was wrong. You did kill me. You murdered me, slaughtered me, and left me for dead. You made me believe that I could change a monster, and when the reality hit with how very wrong I was in believing I had that power, you, Harley Crow, assassinated my heart
 .”

He placed his vodka glass on the table and then did the same with my wine glass. Leaning in to where he was mere inches from my face, his lips so close to mine that I could feel the small puffs of air escaping through his parted mouth, he kissed me softly
 .

He broke the kiss before I could process whether I liked the action or not. “You are right. You can’t change the monster
 .”

My heart fell with the realization that he too believed I was correct. So, what did that awful truth mean for us? I couldn’t continue on with a monster who couldn’t be changed
 .

“But like I said before,” he said, cutting through my dismal thoughts, “you destroyed me. You killed that monster. I don’t need to change, because you butchered him into a million pieces with how you make me feel as I watch you. I want more. I want to step out from the darkness as long as you are on the 
other
 side

 .”

Without asking permission, though I didn’t expect Harley to do so, he leaned in again to kiss me—harder this time and with more passion than I thought possible. Taking hold of the back of my head, he pulled me closer so our kiss grew deeper. His tongue possessed my mouth, rubbing against my own. I inhaled deeply only to have his breath merge with mine, invading my entire being. As if my body knew exactly what to do, even though my mind still spun with a barrage of feelings both good and bad, I wrapped my arms around his neck and allowed this man to kiss away all the darkness. Over and over our lips pressed, pulled away, and pressed again. And with every second his mouth was against mine, the shadows 
inched
 away

 .


“You battle those demons another way.”
 I could hear Tennessee saying to me before I left Spiked Roses
 to go heal with Harley
 .

This was my way of winning the war that waged inside of me. For the first time in my life, I finally had someone strong enough to battle the demons by my side. I didn’t want to do it alone
 .

I wanted Harley—needed Harley—to murder my past. And in return, I would slaughter his demons without mercy
 .

Evil was in his bones, but passion lived in his heart
 .

He was still an assassin. A killer. A ruthless man. 
Harley
 Crow

 .

But in this story, I didn’t want the hero. I wanted the villain. No hero was strong enough to rescue this heroine in distress. Not in this story
 .

This story had to end in only 
one
 way

 …

Happily ever after, with the villain in 
the
 end

 .






The
 End







* * *




I really hope you enjoyed Harley and Marlowe. And don’t be sad to see them go, because they will be around in book three
 .





Scoundrels & Scotch is next. The release date is January 16th. It is then, that you will get to meet Victor Drayton & his dolls
 !







~Alta Hensley








* * *
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Scoundrels & Scotch






* * *



I’ll stop at nothing to 
own
 her

 . 




I’m a collector of dolls
 . 



All kinds of dolls
 .



So beautiful and sexy, they become 
my
 art

 .

So perfect and flawless, my art galleries are flooded by the wealthy to gaze upon my possessions 
with
 envy

 .

So fragile and delicate, I keep them tucked away for safety
 .

The dark and torrid tales of Drayton’s Dolls run rampant through the rich and famous, and all but a few 
are
 true

 .  

Normally I share my dolls for others to play with or watch on display
 .

 

But not my 
special
 doll

 .

No, 
not
 her

 .

Ivy is the most precious doll 
of
 all

 .

She’s mine. 
All
 mine

 .

 

*Scoundrels & Scotch is a dark billionaire romance. If you don’t like a splash of shock, a dash of taboo, and a heavy dose of sex, then don’t take a sip of this TOP SHELF cocktail
 .














BRIDE 
TO
 KEEP





Writing with 
Maggie
 Ryan













D
 o you take this man?
 To honor and obey from this day forth
 …


 

With one proposition, from a man she just met, Monet McKnight says I do—to a marriage of convenience from days 
long
 gone

 . 

 

Becoming a modern day mail order bride surrounded by traditional values, old-fashioned beliefs, and a husband who dominates both body and mind wasn't her first choice, but it's her 
only
 one

 .

 


With this ring
 ...she becomes his bride 
to
 keep

 .





Coming February 
20
 , 2017
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Also by Alta Hensley















B
 astards
 & Whiskey





I sit amongst the Presidents, Royalty, the Captains of Industry, and the wealthiest fucks in the world
 .



We own Spiked Roses—an exclusive, membership only establishment in New Orleans where money or lineage is the only way in. It is for the gentlemen who own everything and never hear the 
word
 no

 .



Sipping on whiskey, smoking cigars, and conducting multi-million dollar deals in our own personal playground of indulgence, there isn’t anything I can’t have… and that includes HER. I can also have HER if 
I
 want

 .



And 
I
 want

 .



*BASTARDS & WHISKEY is a dark billionaire romance. If you don’t like a sprinkle of shock, a dash of taboo, and a heavy dose of sex, then don’t take a sip of this TOP SHELF cocktail
 .











C
 aptive

 Vow






I 
take
 you

 .

To honor 
and
 obey

 .

Till death do 
us
 part

 .

This is my 
solemn
 vow

 .



I am caught in the madness of a deep obsession. Stolen away to become his perfect and 
dutiful
 wife

 .

Trapped in a twisted and dark courtship. Forced and trained in the wifely duties of an obedient bride
 .

I 
am
 his

 .

Captive ever after
 …



***Captive Vow is a dark romantic thriller. If you don’t like a sprinkle of shock, a dash of taboo, and a heavy dose of sex, then don’t take a sip of my cocktail
 .





His Caged Kitty





Here kitty, kitty
 …

His voice
 .

His command
 .

I 
became
 weak

 .



He became my Master the day he saved me and stole me away. I was his pet. His property
 .

A caged kitty so I would not 
run
 away

 .



In a dark and futuristic world, where civilization has to start over, I have no other options. I must submit to a new way 
of
 life

 .



But if the cage unlocks, will I truly be free of my captor? Or will something far greater keep me contained
 ?



** His Caged Kitty is a novella that is very dark, very taboo, and very dirty. There is graphic sex, and strong BDSM elements. This is not for the faint of heart reader wanting champagne and roses. The only roses in this book are covered in thorns. But with dark comes light, and there will be a happily ever after
 .





Bad, 
Bad
 , Girl






How can it be wrong when it feels so, so right
 ?

What happens when you are a very bad, 
bad
 girl

 ?

What happens when he is so alpha that he demands complete surrender
 ?

What happens when your body, mind, and soul 
betray
 you

 ?



You submit
 .

You utter the words you never thought you 
would
 say

 .

“
Yes
 , sir

 .”



They should resist. They should say no. They should walk away and never 
look
 back

 .

But they won't
 .

Three women. Three men. Three tales of carnal delight that push the 
comfort
 zone

 .



Includes: Traditional Love, Traditional Terms, and Traditional Change
 .



**bad, bad, Girl is an erotic romance that pushes the boundaries of taboo. It is far from a Traditional Love romance. There is graphic sex, there is content that will certainly make you blush, and there are scenes that could cause grandma to have a stroke. If this is not your cup of tea, then please do not take 
a
 sip

 .





Delicate Scars





Is it possible to pick that one defining moment in life that fucked you up? Can anyone look back on their life and pinpoint the exact minute it happened? I used to believe that I wasn’t fucked up. I had absolutely no reason 
to
 be

 .



Until I 
met
 him

 .



Axel
 Rye

 .


Yes
 .

He fucked 
me
 up

 .

He really fucked 
me
 up

 .



It all started so simply. I only wanted to write a book about the dark, gritty world of nightclubs, booze, drugs, and sex. I didn’t expect to be sucked in to the point where I could no longer see the light. But I became weak. Axel Rye made 
me
 weak

 .



He was wrong in every way. He was a drug dealer, a criminal, and the kind of man your parents told you to stay away from. Yet, he became my drug, and I shook in need until my 
next
 fix

 .



I was delicate
 .

He was scarred
 .



But together…together we became delicate scars
 .





Maddox, The Black Stallion Trilogy #1 (with 
Maggie
 Ryan

 )






USA Today Bestselling Authors Maggie Ryan and Alta Hensley join forces to bring you the first novel in this action-packed, romantic suspense trilogy full of bad boys and the women who 
love
 them

 .



Power… danger… desire




Maddox Steele, along with his two brothers and father, lives by one code: Help all in need. No questions asked. Even if it means saving those who walk among the most sinister criminals in the world. Known as The Black Stallions, their mission is simple – provide rescue and safety to the underground
 .



Adira Nazar has no idea her entire life is about to explode into a million pieces. With her life in extreme danger, her only choice is to hand over complete trust to a dark and mysterious man she has never met before… Maddox Steele
 .



Just 
another
 job

 …



Someone to protect like all the others
 …



But when Maddox sets eyes on Adira, all bets are off. She is his save, and he's determined to make sure that nothing happens to this exotic beauty trapped in a ruthless world
 .



Tucked away at The Black Stallion Ranch, and with the few clues they have, can the Steeles put together the pieces in time to save her, or will they lose Adira to the clutches of darkness
 ?









S
 tryder,
 The Black Stallion Trilogy #2 (with 
Maggie
 Ryan

 )




USA Today Bestselling Authors Maggie Ryan and Alta Hensley join forces again to bring you the second novel in this action-packed, romantic suspense trilogy full of bad boys and the women who 
love
 them

 .




Dark… seductive… promise





Stryder Steele, along with his two brothers and father, lives by one code: Help all in need. Even if it means saving those who walk among the most sinister criminals in the world. Known as The Black Stallions, their mission is simple – provide rescue and safety to the innocents drawn into the evil depths of the underground
 .



Zoya Morozova has been kidnapped and ready to be sold at an underground human auction in Moscow. Being sold to the highest bidder, she has no idea her life is about to change when her new Master is the dark and mysterious… Stryder Steele
 .



Bad boy Stryder remembers the pain of being unable to save another but he’ll put his life on the line to save this beautiful Russian farm girl. When he buys Zoya with the purpose of rescuing her, he has no idea that she may have the power to rescue him 
as
 well

 .



Flown to The Black Stallion Ranch, and with the help of Zoya and the knowledge of the human sex trade she has, can the Steeles put together the pieces in time to save all the innocent women who had been sold to the monsters of the underground, or will they lose to the mastermind of 
it
 all

 ?





Anson, The Black Stallion Trilogy #3 (with 
Maggie
 Ryan

 )




USA Today Bestselling Authors Maggie Ryan and Alta Hensley join forces again to bring you the third novel in this action-packed, romantic suspense trilogy full of bad boys and the women who 
love
 them

 .



Sinister… passion… freedom




Anson Steele, along with his two brothers and father, lives by one code: Help all in need. Even if it means saving those who walk among the most sinister criminals in the world. Known as The Black Stallions, their mission is simple – provide rescue and safety to the innocents drawn into the evil depths of the underground
 .



Natalia Alvarez has been sold to the leader of one of Argentinian’s largest drug cartels at an underground human auction. Having been purchased by the highest bidder, she is now nothing more than a possession of Juan Montez and hidden away deep within the walls of his South American compound
 .



Anson Steele has been on the hunt for Natalia since the day he first saw her at the auction and helplessly had to watch her while not being able to do a thing about it. But he has made it his life’s mission to find this woman and pull her out of the depths of hell – at whatever cost. She will be his save one way or another
 .



With the backdrop of the mission being the unforgiving jungles and the dangerous streets of Argentina, and escaping a foreign country near impossible, is Natalia doomed to be locked away forever
 ?



While fighting against a powerful drug cartel and their ruthless leader, will Anson Steele be able to rescue Natalia before it is too late? Will they both be able to find refuge in The Black Stallion Ranch and put this awful nightmare 
behind
 them

 ?





The Dark Forest





Enjoy seven wicked tales from seven bestselling authors, each more deliciously deviant than the last! This anthology breaks every rule and is extremely taboo. It is so dark that it's actually black, and definitely not for the faint of heart. This anthology is not your typical romance. You have been warned
 .



Nothing is as it seems in our dark and twisted fairyland. Princes are not charming and the path to happily ever after is paved with creative punishments and supplication. Do not fret for our fair maidens. These are still fairytales. Love will conquer all in 
the
 end

 .





No White Knight





Not the 
perfect
 hero

 .

Not her Prince Charming
 .

He was...No White Knight
 .



Two stories, two women, two very 
dark
 men

 .



Hero in Disguise




Kidnapped and brought to an isolated military compound in the backwoods of West Virginia, Jessa Crowe realizes there is much more hidden in the dark depths of the hemlock trees
 .



She is surrounded by hate, sex, torture, and death. Only to be claimed by the devil himself—Decker Cassidy. But what Jessa soon discovers is that her captor may very well be her hero in disguise
 .



***



Pallid Slave




I hate the color white. When I see white, I see the darkest shadows in the depths of hell. Colorless, yet black 
as
 coal

 .



My planet of Unin had all but been destroyed, and what was left was quickly being devastated by civil wars throughout. Everything I once believed, once knew, once fought ruthlessly to protect, had now vanished. Once I was a warrior, and now I was a slave being transported to a planet 720 hours away to die. Transported by two brothers
 .



A lot can happen in 720 hours
 …





Dark Feather





USA Today bestselling author Alta Hensley brings you an erotic and dark story that transports you to a gritty and ruthless world
 ...



Commander Rigby Moss was the leader of the Cyan army, and I was now his captive. Forced to learn the art of submission, as well as the art of war, I became his soldier. From the moment I was captured, I became a mighty warrior amongst a cast 
of
 men

 .



But I had a curse that haunted me daily. I was nothing but a mutant who possessed the answer for warmth, waterproofing, and ultimately, survival—feathers. They marked my skin, forever branding me as a Penna no matter how hard I tried not to be. I hated them. They shamed me. And although the feathers kept me alive, I was dead on the inside
 .



But I was HIS. And he would do whatever it took to battle my demons as we battled the enemy. Could a dark and broken woman come to terms with friendship, trust, forgiveness 
and
 love

 ?



Could a woman taught to remain strong at all times, learn to submit? Could I let go of the darkness, the hate, the death, and all I knew? Was it possible to truly be his DARK FEATHER
 ?



Disclaimer: Dominance, submission, and erotic discipline elements are weaved throughout, including breath play. If such material offends you, please do not purchase 
this
 book

 .
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Book
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 Peek







Chapter
 One












I
 stood
 before a table of assholes
 .





S
 ix filthy rich,
 smart as fuck, and complete pricks sat around a circular African blackwood table. They each seemed annoyed they were even called to this meeting
 .

And why African blackwood—one of the most expensive woods in the world—a wood used to make instruments and one that had become nearly extinct because of mankind, you might ask? Why did we need such a luxurious table made of this wood in our office to conduct our 
meetings
 at

 ?

Because we could
 .

Why did each of these assholes place their tumblers of high-end liquor over ice, dripping with condensation and leaving water rings on the delicate table
 ?

Because we could
 .

We could do whatever the fuck we wanted
 .

We knew we were able to buy another table with an ease that made us cavalier toward possessions
 .

We were insanely rich, totally careless bastards. Each one 
of
 us

 .

Somewhere along the line, however, I had decided to become business partners with these ruthless men. On most days I felt as if I had made one hell of a wise financial decision pairing up with this motley bunch, and other days, I wondered how drunk I must have been on Macallan sherry oak whiskey to be fool enough to go in on this business idea. Had I known it was going to be so much work, I would’ve at the very least held out until someone treated me to The Balvenie 50-year-old single malt before agreeing to this bullshit
 .

And that’s what this business had become
 .

Total and utter bullshit
 .

My ass didn’t have time 
for
 this

 .

We owned Spiked Roses
 —an exclusive, membership only establishment in New Orleans where money or lineage was the only way in. It was for the gentlemen who owned everything and never heard the word no. Sipping on top shelf booze, smoking exotic cigars, and conducting multi-million dollar deals in our own personal playground of indulgence, there wasn’t anything we couldn’t have… and that had now become an issue. A big fucking, colossal problem that could make each one of us lose our asses in litigation and settlements
 .

“Listen, I don’t want to be here either, fuckers,” I began as I made eye contact with each man in the room. They were the powerful, royalty, the captains of industry, and the wealthiest fucks in the world
 .

They were also my friends, my business partners, and definitely some brutal and merciless shitheads who wouldn’t be above doing whatever it took to protect what was theirs. Whatever 
it
 took


 .

“We just got hit with another lawsuit,” I continued, looking down at the thick document in front of me, “and this one is a doozy.” I looked back at the men who didn’t seem bothered in the least. “And after we just got done paying out our asses for the last lawsuit…” I cleared my throat. “Make that the last couple of lawsuits. Spiked Roses
 is going to be in Chapter 11 before we even hit our one year anniversary
 .”

One of the founding members—Prince Roman Cassian—looked around the table and said, “Last I checked, none of us were hurting for money. Since when are we afraid of some frivolous lawsuits and paying people off?” With his European accent, his charming smile, and his casual demeanor, I could see why women lined up for even a glimpse of the royal blood that surged through his cock. We’d even had to up security at the entrance because women were trying to sneak in with hopes of luring the sexy prince into 
their
 beds

 .

“We have
 paid people off. A lot! NOLA City Council is practically on our bi-weekly payroll right now. With two Councilmember-at-Large positions, and representatives in districts A through E, our payoffs are steep and plentiful. Plus, the mayor is breathing down our necks. He doesn’t give a fuck what we do behind closed doors, but when it starts showing up in the courtrooms, he is losing his patience fast. So, something has to be done. And I don’t know about any of you, but I didn’t decide to open this club so some greedy bitch or asshole, who sees a payday in their future, can bleed my pocketbook dry,” I said between clenched teeth
 .

I was pretty sure I wasn’t the only founding member who would feel that way. But I also knew that since I handled all the legal matters of the business, it was very likely they all didn’t truly grasp the severity and quantity in which the suits were being filed
 .

“Story of my life,” Alec Sheldon said. Alec had made his fortune in oil and tobacco and was about as far away from a southern gentleman as you could get. He liked his sexual play dark and dirty, and he alone was one of the reasons we had to do something to protect Spiked Roses
 from future litigation. It was just a matter of time until his bedroom antics would land us in a multimillion-dollar sexual assault case. “Some little darlin’ sues me if I even look at her wrong, let alone touch her.” He took a long drink before adding, “It comes with the territory. We make money, and someone else wants to take it away. A hard lesson my pappy taught me was even if we don’t hire a whore, we’ll still pay for the sex one way or the other
 .”

Some of the men nodded and snickered in agreement
 .

The dangerous Harley Crow was the next to chime in. “And that’s what we have you for, Mr. Kenneth Saxon. You’re
 the vicious lawyer who destroys people in the courtroom. Am I correct? So go ahead and destroy.” His snarky tone was not lost on me, but I wasn’t going to say a thing. This son of a bitch was an assassin. No way to sugarcoat that fact. He killed people and made a shitload of money doing it. He was known as “The Crow”, because if he showed up without warning, you knew bad things were about to happen. I was glad he was a friend and not an enemy, and I planned on keeping it that way. “Unless you want me to handle things my way,” he added with an 
evil
 grin

 .

The other men all laughed and playfully told him to go for it. The Harley Crow way was the 
only
 way

 .

I fucking wished
 .

I released a sigh, feeling my frustration grow. “You fuckers won’t be able to afford me for long.” I reached down, lifted the thick document, and waved it for effect. “This one is for ten million dollars. And the one we just settled on was for nearly three million. The one before that was for five million. Shall I 
go
 on

 ?”

I had finally gotten their attention. I saw grimaces, locked jaws, and stiffened spines
 .

I gave a smug nod. “That’s right. And the fact of the matter is, that we are losing—or would
 lose if we didn’t settle—because the women suing are within the law and have the right to have our heads on a stake. Our dirty ass members are doing the deeds these women claim, and all of you damn well 
know
 it

 .”

“There are no rules at Spiked Roses
 . No one says no to a member,” Victor Drayton pointed out as he sipped from his crystal tumbler. “Isn’t that why we created this place? We were sick of all the stuffy rules and regulations of all those other membership clubs? Are you asking us to become just like them?” He shrugged. “We might as well close our doors then. I have no interest in being part of those blue blood men’s clubs, and certainly don’t want to 
own
 one

 .”

Victor Drayton was the reason for the first lawsuit of 2.5 million dollars. He was a world-renowned gallery owner and art collector, but he also was known in the dark shadows of Spiked Roses
 for Drayton’s Dolls
 . He collected “dolls” which involved naked women being painted and then hung on display. Sounded normal and consensual enough, but based on the claim made by one of the “dolls” who sued us, it didn’t stop with just being painted as art for one of his galleries. The kinky descriptions of the art room in the deposition even had my filthy ass doing a 
double
 take

 .

I dipped my index finger between the knot of my silk tie and the cotton of my shirt to loosen the restriction a bit. I prepared myself for what I was about to propose. All eyes were on me; I had gotten their attention when I mentioned the loss of millions, but now they were looking for a solution
 .

“I’m not asking that we change the expectations of the members. You are right, Victor. We opened Spiked Roses
 because conventional isn’t a word to describe any of us. I’m not saying we change the men, but we need to change the women and how we go about things
 .”

I paused so my words could sink in. I took hold of my glass of whiskey and sipped it before continuing, taking the time to inhale the aroma of the aged-to-perfection liquid
 .

“The first thing we are going to do is clean house. All new staff,” I began. “We aren’t running a whore house, a drug den, or a strip club. And if you look around and really take stock, that’s what’s been happening. We have enough cocaine, heroin, and even meth being passed around in dark corners to have all our asses sent to prison for a very 
long
 time

 .”

“Ah come on, man. Cleaning house? That’s harsh,” Prince Roman interjected. “They aren’t all bad or on drugs
 .”

“Agreed. They aren’t all bad. But those who aren’t fully fucked up end up getting chosen to become arm candy by one of our members. They become the flavor of the month—or week—which means that our fucking staffing needs are a disaster. Those women don’t show up for work because they are fucking some count on his yacht,” I said as I finally took the seat at the head of the table
 .

“He’s right,” Matthew Price agreed. “We are rarely fully staffed lately, and the members are starting to complain about the speed of getting their drinks. Hell, we haven’t had a cigar girl working the floor in days. It’s not good business, gentlemen. Fuck all the lawsuits. They don’t matter if we have a shitty place to 
come
 to

 .”

Finally, I had someone else stepping up and speaking the harsh truths, and probably the best person in the room to do so. Matthew Price was a Captain of Industry in every way. He was the CEO and owner of Price Enterprises, and known for conquering his enemies by destroying their business value and then swooping in for the kill and buying up what was left. He was the king of the jungle, and a predator who couldn’t be stopped
 .

“I agree with Kenneth,” Matthew continued. “It’s time to clean house and start fresh. We also need a housemother of some sort. Someone to guarantee our staff follow the strict guidelines that we need to set. And we need fucking uniforms. I’m sick of seeing an array of fashion out on the floor. Just saying ‘sexy’ isn’t enough. We need to set the parameters of what 
sexy
 is

 .”

“Like a madam?” Alec asked. “I thought we wanted to get away
 from the image of running a whore house
 .”

“We can polish the title up however we want to make it not appear as a madam. Maybe hire a man to do the job for all I care.” Matthew paused as if considering his words. “A gay man so we know he won’t fuck them in the 
back
 room

 .”

“A daddy. I like it,” Alec said with a wicked smile. “A strict daddy to keep them all 
in
 line

 .”

“I may have the perfect person for the job,” Lennon Wolf chimed in. Lennon ran with some of the artsy and most eccentric people out of all of us. The type of people who owned monkeys or zebras and kept them in their backyard. It was impossible to show up at a fancy party and not see Lennon Wolf standing with a martini glass in his hands. He was the life of the party, and no party was complete without his presence. Known for gaining his wealth by being an art and jewelry thief, he was also known for never stealing from his friends. So, if you had valuable art and jewels, it was crucial to become friends with the man. Unless you wanted your rare Picasso to turn up missing that is. “His name is Tennessee Charles, and last I heard, his own sugar daddy just cut him off, so he’ll be looking for employment. But I know Tennessee, and he will have the women marching to his orders in a way that only that man 
can
 do

 .”

“Good,” Matthew said with a nod. “Bring him in. We need to start there. But make sure he’s a strict and mean motherfucker, because it’s time that Spiked Roses
 gets the reputation of not fucking around with the staff. No nonsense. We want people to be afraid if they’ll keep their jobs on a nightly basis. Mandatory drug tests and STD checks as well. I’m sick of coked out women working the floor
 .”

Since it appeared everyone in the room was now open to some reshaping of our original vision, I decided to broach the biggest change I wanted to see happen. “From now on, I would like to see contracts come into play. If any of our members—and that includes the founding members sitting here—want to fuck any of the staff, then they need to both sign a contract. In a nutshell, the contract states that both parties are openly and freely engaging in a sexual relationship. That for the length of the contract, the male owns the female. He has bought her, and she has allowed it. If you fuck her, you buy her. Simple
 .”

I could see the looks of shock and confusion on the men’s faces, so I quickly continued before any of them had a chance to say 
a
 word

 .

“Both parties can end the contract at any time. But if the member ends the contract, there is a fee to the female staff for doing so. A severance package of sorts. It protects the female because from now on, if she signs the contract, she will no longer be employed with Spiked Roses
 . So she will need a hefty compensation for when the contract ends.” I paused just long enough to take a drink and try to organize my thoughts better to fully explain the contract so it wouldn’t be confusing to someone who was not an attorney. “The reality is that we know all the relationships end eventually. The members grow tired of their arm candy and want someone new. The women go into it thinking they found their sugar daddy, and when it comes to a crashing halt, they get pissed and many want to sue. But they sue because they feel cheated somehow. Cheated of their payday. So, we are going to put in the contract that they do indeed get paid when the relationship ends. Now, if the woman ends the contract, that is on her. No payment. The man doesn’t owe her anything. And if we have a position open, she can always reapply, but there are no promises that her job will be held for her. Basically, gentlemen, I’m trying to protect our asses. To fuck one of our girls, you have to buy her first. Arm candy, or a quick fuck, or even a long term relationship is not free anymore. If you meet her at Spiked Roses
 , and if you want more than just a pretty sight to look at, then you need to sign on the 
dotted
 line

 .”

“How much?” Prince Roman asked. “How much will we be expected to pay if we end things after a 
little
 fun

 ?”

“Depends on the negotiations,” I answered. “Standard contract is one year’s salary at Spiked Roses
 . But every contract can be negotiated
 .”

“And you think members and the staff will actually sign this?” Harley Crow asked
 .

“They have to if they want more. No one has to sign a thing, but then they need to not fuck. Black and white. If you want to fuck her, you have to buy her. And if you want to fuck him, you have to be willing to be bought. It protects both parties. The man can’t get sued for sexual harassment or assault, and the female doesn’t get left in the dust when the man gets bored. And like I said, the contract can last as long or as short as both parties want. It can be for just one night, or it can be for months. No more of that boyfriend/girlfriend shit here. It always backfires and then Spiked Roses
 somehow 
gets
 sued

 .”

“I like it,” Matthew said with a nod. “The contract proves the woman is giving consent
 .”

“Yes,” I said. “Plus, we can add any line items that may be a bit extraordinary like Victor expects with his 
dolls

 .”

Victor smiled and lifted his drink in a mock cheer. “I like your thinking, my friend
 .”

“And those sex parties that we have all been talking about hosting lately in The Tasting Room,” I said which had all of their eyes light up. “We can move forward with those now. The women will go into each sex party with clear expectations, the members will also know the rules, and official contracts will be written for each party. The difference with the sex parties, however, is that the staff won’t lose their jobs if they engage in a contract in The Tasting Room. That will be considered as part of their job—if they want to attend. No mandate will be set that any female has
 to attend. The Tasting Room is where the business happens, and once a contract is signed, the members can use one of our hotel rooms, or take the woman home. If it is just one night of sex, the contract will say so. If it’s more, then we will stipulate that as well. We are putting consent on paper, gentlemen. Putting it in writing so we don’t get fucked up the ass in litigation. And just for fun, and to add some ceremonial aspect to it, I was thinking we could have both parties prick their finger and seal it with blood
 .”

“I like,” Harley Crow said. “Anything with blood is a winner in 
my
 book

 .”

“And you don’t think this is prostitution? You are saying you want our members to buy the women,” Alec said with skepticism. “That’s illegal if you ask me, Mr. Lawyer
 .”

“No,” I replied quickly. “The members are asked to pay when the sex ends. When they are done and want to end the contract. The sex is free, but ending it is not. The Tasting Room is different, and yes, I guess you could call it prostitution, or you can call it arranged dating. But no one is being forced to enter that room.” I released a large sigh. “I’m not saying this idea of the contract is completely on the up and up. Hell, it won’t even hold up in a court of law. But it’s better than what we have now. It at least makes it very clear what is expected by both parties. If, by some chance, we do land in court again—which is very likely—when we pay off the judges, we can at least put their minds at ease that the entire situation was consensual. Or at least as close as we could get to it.” I looked down at the document before me. “The latest suit is because Jackson Latham brought one of our staff to his little house of horrors, tied her up for three days, and sexually ‘tortured’ her as the claimant states. But we all know that Jackson is known for his kidnapping kink, and we also know Jessica James knew of that kink and she and Jackson had been fucking around for weeks. But this was her payday, and now this poor fucker is going to have to pay out the ass and pray to God he doesn’t have criminal charges placed against him because it’s her word against his. He claims consent; she claims kidnapping. If they both had signed a contract—with a little stamp of blood from both parties for pizazz—where it states what his kink is and his expectations, then he wouldn’t be in this position, and Spiked Roses
 wouldn’t be a codefendant in this really fucking expensive lawsuit. We have legal issues out our ass, so much so, that I have had to hire a legal team to help 
me
 out

 .”

“Not all women are guilty of looking for that payday you mention,” Prince Roman argued
 .

“I know that,” I said with a nod. “And it has also become our job to protect the women who work for us. This does that. Often women get fooled or blinded by all the promises of love and care. And when they let their guards down, they ultimately get screwed. I don’t know about you, gentlemen, but I have yet to hear of a love story emerging from Spiked Roses
 . So, with this contract, it protects their interest. Black and white. And every woman hired will see this contract upon employment. They never have to sign one if they don’t want to. Never. Unless, of course, they want to fuck a member of Spiked Roses
 or attend one of the tastings. Then, it is mandatory. Mandatory for our members too. If they want to fuck, or have fucked one of our staff and we find out, they must sign a contract or forfeit their membership and all fees associated 
with
 it

 .”

“But do we really need to clean house?” Prince Roman asked. “I guess I’m not a heartless fucker like all of you,” he said with his trademark 
charming
 grin

 .

“It’s setting the stage,” Matthew added. “We have to build an unbending reputation starting now. It’s better to start over and from the beginning than to expect people to change. No one likes change. And right now, the women are talking. They know how much others are getting as a payday in the settlements and want a part of that as well. So, we need to start fresh. Show that we are taking control, and this suing shit is about to come to a screeching 
halt
 . Fast

 .”

Matthew was clearly on my side, but the others didn’t seem as convinced
 .

I stood up like I had started the meeting and like I always did in court when I really wanted to drive the point home, and said, “Gentlemen, please pull out your wallets and place whatever cash you have in the center of the table.” When no one immediately did as I asked, I added, “Come on, you stingy bastards, humor me and 
do
 it

 .”

Each man begrudgingly did as I asked as they reached into their pockets. Hundreds of dollars were placed by each man, and, in some cases, thousands
 .

“Matthew, do you mind counting that up for me?” I asked
 .

Matthew took hold of the cash and quickly counted. “Nine thousand and fifty dollars
 .”

I nodded and then reached over to the intercom and hit the button, waiting for the secretary to answer
 .

“Yes, sir?” came a soft voice on the 
other
 end

 .

“Lena, can you come in here please?” I asked
 .

A few moments later, Lena came in and stood by the door, looking nervous as she scanned the room and saw all the founding members sitting around the table. She wore a tiny black dress that accentuated every delicious curve of her body, black pumps that tightened the firm muscles of her legs, and her long black hair flowed freely down her back. She had the look of a beautiful baroque goddess, and I knew by a quick glance at every man in the room, that she was one of the most fuckable women any of us had seen in a long time. My cock twitched at the thought of having it buried deep inside her while all the men watched on 
with
 envy

 .

“Lena, did you get a response from the new HR manager who we offered the job to yesterday
 ?”

She diverted her eyes from the staring men and looked at me directly. “Yes, sir. He said he will start with the new hiring tomorrow first thing. I also told him you or one of the founding members would be overseeing the interviews
 .”

I nodded. “Very good, thank you.” I motioned for her to go ahead and leave, which she did quickly without saying 
another
 word

 .

Lennon Wolf whistled and leaned back in his chair. “Woo, she is a looker indeed
 .”

I smiled. “That she is. I can see you all agree.” It was obvious on each man’s face. “It’s clear you all want to fuck her. I sure as hell do. So, who here is prepared to buy her and sign that contract I mentioned? Right now. Buy her so you can fuck her within the hour. Anyone
 ?”

I paused and looked around, seeing that not one man was jumping up and 
saying
 yes

 .

“No one? No one wants to sign the contract?” When no one answered, I added, “Good. Do you see, gentlemen? This will help keep our members in check. Many will sign the contract because we are all dirty bastards, but it will make the business man come out in all of us and at least make us pause and think about our actions. It will hold us accountable. It will also make the parties in The Tasting Room more profitable, because those contracts are short term and don’t require the same commitment
 .”

I buzzed Lena back in and waited
 .

“Yes, sir?” she said with more confidence this time as she entered 
the
 room

 .

“Lena, you are fired. Spiked Roses
 is terminating all current employees effective immediately.” I pointed to the large pile of cash in the middle of the table. “Take what’s there. It’s yours. Consider it your severance package
 .”

Tears filled the poor girl’s eyes and her lip began to quiver
 .

“Nothing against you, Lena. But Spiked Roses
 is about to be reborn
 .”
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Chapter
 One












Jack and Jill went up the hill to fetch a pail of water
 .



Jack fell down and broke his crown
 ,



And Jill came tumbling after
 .








M
 y momma used
 to hum that nursery rhyme. She used to hum it a lot. And on days she was stressed, anxious, or short fused, she would even sing it with a high-pitched, haunting voice over and over again like a stuck record. It was the sound of my childhood. I hated 
that
 song

 .

I still remember the day I asked her why she loved it so. I wanted to know why two people climbing a hill and then falling off it was so important to her. Who was Jack? Who was Jill? She had looked at me stunned, as if surprised I had noticed and had paid attention to her humming and singing it all these years. Or was she shocked I didn’t know the answer to my question? Whatever it was, she studied me for several minutes before 
answering
 me

 .

“It was your father’s and my song. It reflects us. Our love we once shared
 .”

My mother never spoke of my father. I had never met him nor ever saw a picture. Whenever I asked about him, for stories describing who he was, my momma was quick to shut it down. She said he was ‘gone’ and that was the best answer I would 
ever
 get

 .

“A nursery rhyme?” I had asked. “That
 was 
your
 song

 ?”

“Yes. It’s about two lovers who beat all the odds holding them down. They climb above it all, but only to be crushed again
 .”

“I don’t understand. Why do they have a pail of water
 ?”

“A pail of water is a euphemism for having sex. For finally being in love and able to be together. But then Jack dies… and Jill soon follows
 .”

“
They
 die

 ?”

She nodded, appearing so deep in thought. “Yes, they both 
eventually
 die

 .”



* * *



T
 he sound
 of the phone ringing in the middle of the night was never a good thing. It’s always the sound of bad news, an emergency, or even death. The shrill resonance cutting through the night’s air is like a town crier announcing 
impending
 doom

 .

My heart thumped against my chest as I reached for my cell phone sitting on the nightstand beside my bed. The number on the screen showed unknown, which only intensified my panic
 .

I cleared my throat, not wanting to sound as if I had been woken from a deep slumber and answered, “Hello
 ?”

There was an operator’s voice on the other end. “This is a collect call for Demi Wayne from The Eastland Women’s Correction Facility. Would you like to accept the charges?” I had heard this question many times before
 .

“Yes, I will accept the charges.” I sat up in my bed and turned on the bedside lamp, rubbing the sleep out of 
my
 eyes

 .

A clicking sound was followed 
by
 , “Demi

 ?”

“Hello.” I felt sick. I wanted to vomit. Her voice on the other end always made me feel ill, but tonight was worse. So much worse. I scanned my nightstand, wishing I still had the emergency pack of cigarettes I kept for an occasion such as this. Why the fuck did I decide 
to
 quit

 ?

“How are you?” she asked
 .

What did she expect me to say? How was I supposed to be when I was getting a call from my mother in the middle of the night from a prison where she’d been incarcerated for the past six years? I needed a goddamn cigarette is how 
I
 was

 .

“Fine,” 
I
 lied

 .

“Have you been watching 
the
 news

 ?”

“No.” Ever since my mother was arrested for blowing up a building and killing the five guards on that night’s duty, I avoided the media completely. I couldn’t take it. The pictures of her. The pictures of me. The pictures of us together and how the media would say I was a spitting image of my mother. They would say we looked like angels with our blonde hair and blue eyes, but then in the same sentence, say my mother had nothing but the devil inside of her. I didn’t want to look like her. I didn’t want to be the devil. I hated the media. I hated them all. I couldn’t handle all the awful things being said about my mother
 .


Demon
 .


Murderer
 .


Monster
 .

And they were all true. Everything they said 
was
 true

 .

There was a long pause of silence. “I’m calling to say goodbye,” she said with a wavering voice
 .

Bile built up in the back of my throat. “Goodbye?” We had already said our goodbyes when she was handcuffed and escorted off to prison. So what could she possibly mean by saying it again
 ?

“I lost the final appeal
 .”

I remained silent. I struggled to comprehend the information being fed through the phone line. It was as if my body was protecting me from processing the words threatening to shatter my soul. Lost
 . 
Final

 .

“I’m being sentenced to death tomorrow. Lethal injection. The lawyer says today was my final attempt at overturning the guilty verdict. I lost again
 .”


Guilty
 .

The judge and jury had deemed her guilty
 .

She was
 guilty. She had placed the bomb in the building. She had killed those men. When she was asked why, she had said it was for the cause. The company housed in the building was testing against animals. She
 had been the judge and jury in that case, deciding that the experiments they were conducting deemed them worthy of being destroyed. ‘A cause,’ she had stated over and over. She was proud of her cause. She was proud of what she did. Not once did she say she was sorry. Not once did she glance over at the wives and families of the men she killed and beg for their forgiveness. Not once did she look at me and tell me she had made a huge mistake and wished she could take it all back. Not once did she show even an ounce of decency in her actions. When I had asked her why she would kill those innocent men, praying to God it was an accident, she simply shrugged and told me it was collateral damage. The price to pay for a bigger and better cause. So yes, what the media was saying about her 
was
 true

 .


Demon
 .


Murderer
 .


Monster
 .

My momma
 .


Yes
 .

So, I had no choice but to carry the shame for the both of us, and what a heavy weight it was. On my eighteenth birthday, I sat in the crowded courtroom and watched my mother stand with an aura of defiance and pride while the judge sentenced her to death for five counts of murder
 .

Happy Birthday 
to
 me

 .

“Demi
 ?”

“Yes?” My voice cracked. I glanced around my bedroom at the piles of dirty clothes strewn about as my heart threatened to beat out of my chest. My room reflected my life. Dirty, neglected, disarrayed, shambles. My life was in chaos, and all I wanted right now was a fucking cigarette. This couldn’t be real. This couldn’t be real. This couldn’t be real… yet, 
it
 was

 .

“Did you hear what 
I
 said

 ?”

“Yes
 .”

There was a long pause as darkness suffocated me. As darkness stabbed at my heart over and over. As darkness bludgeoned me to a bloody pulp. Darkness destroyed me as I sat there with the phone to 
my
 ear

 .

Dead man walking
 …


Correction
 .

Dead woman
 walking
 …

“It’s okay, Demi. I’m at peace. I finally get to be with your father
 .”

I said nothing as I struggled to breathe. The small room of my one-bedroom apartment shrank in size as the walls appeared to be closing in on me. I was trapped in this nightmare that I couldn’t elude. There was no escape from 
my
 life

 .

“Jack and Jill went up the hill to fetch a pail of water. Jack fell down and broke his crown. And Jill came tumbling after,
 ” she sang softly as she had done so many times in my youth. She paused, as if she were waiting for me to say something. As if wanting me to ask for clarification
 .

I wanted to scream for her to stop. I didn’t want to hear that awful nursery rhyme ever again. I wanted her to shut the fuck up! Yet, I didn’t want those to be my last words to her. No matter what, she didn’t deserve that. I didn’t want her to die hearing my cruel—but honest—words ringing in her ears. A daughter’s truth to a mother who had done her wrong… so very wrong. So, I remained silent. Silent like all the times I watched her and others meet in my living room planning to take down a government agency or corrupt company. These strangers plotting and planning in my childhood home all spoke as if they were the good guys, and everyone else were the villains. I had grown up to distrust our government due to all the conspiracy theories I heard growing up. I never questioned. I never disagreed. I never told a soul of their plans. I only remained silent as a good little girl 
would
 do

 .

“I’m proud. Your father died for his cause, and now I get to tumble down 
after
 him

 .”

I had finally learned all about my father after my mother was arrested. Not from my momma, but by the television. The media had informed me that my father—who I was simply told was ‘gone’—had died in a blaze of police gunfire when he refused to surrender after trying to blow up a nuclear power plant. He was a leader of a terrorist group. He had died that day, leaving behind a grieving widow and a three-month-old baby. I can still remember the news anchor who stared into the camera while video of my father played behind his profile. The anchorman’s gray hair, perfect suit and blue-striped tie, his firm, emotionless expression as he spoke into the camera were still so clear in my memory. Did he know that behind his head on the television screen was a gruesome image playing of a man losing his life as he was gunned down? A man who was my father? Did the news anchor have any idea there was a young woman watching her father—who she knew nothing about—for the first time while he died on old video footage? I often wonder if that news anchor had any idea a piece of me died that day. I had to meet my father, watch them describe my mother as the devil, and come to terms with the fact that I was nothing but an orphan with a dark and twisted family tree. I was a fool. Fooled by 
my
 past

 .

“When?” I asked, swallowing the lump in the back of my throat. “When do 
you
 die

 ?”

“They said two o’clock tomorrow
 .”

Two o’clock
 .

Two o’clock and my mother would 
be
 dead

 .

How odd it must be to know the exact time you are going 
to
 die

 .

Was she afraid? I would be afraid
 .

The first hot tear fell from my eyes. “So this is it? The last time I get to talk 
to
 you

 ?”

“Yes
 .”

“Momma…” The rest of the tears followed as I slipped into a deep hole. At that moment, I wanted to be a little girl with her mother’s soothing arms around her, comforting her, telling her it was all going to be okay. But nothing was going to be okay. Nothing 
at
 all

 .

“Promise me one thing,” she said. “Promise me you’ll find your Jack, and you will climb that hill. You deserve happiness and love. You deserve so much more than I was able to give you.” She cleared her throat. “I have to 
go
 now

 .”

Panic attacked. “Wait! Now?” Oh God! Was this the last time I would ever hear my mother’s voice? Would these be our last words? “Is there anything we can do? Can we hold it off a little bit longer? Maybe hire another lawyer? Get a new judge? Anything? There has to be something!” I felt as if I was hanging on a cliff by my fingertips and the weight of my body was just too much. I was about to fall into the abyss
 .

“No. The time has finally come. Just know that though you may not have agreed with my cause or what I did, I at least stayed true to myself. True to what your father and I believed in. All I ask is you stay true to 
yourself
 , Demi

 .”

“Momma
 …”

“Goodbye
 .”

With a short metallic click, the phone went dead, and Jill came tumbling after

 .
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