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CHAPTER I - Cruel Intentions
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Mia

My knees grow weak, and the flute of champagne trembles in my hand.

He saw me.

Fuck, shit.

Shit, fuck.

I desperately want to spin around and disappear into the crowd, but the shock keeps me rooted on the spot. I watch him approach, people staring at him with wide-eyed admiration. 

Lord Declan Santori is a majestic, Brioni-clad version of the boy I used to stalk back in college. It’s striking to see him again, even though I’ve been following him online ever since he emerged onto the city scene as a New York mogul. His presence is even more powerful in person than on screen, punching me right in the gut. Deep down, I was hoping I’d be so far removed from his glamorous new preoccupations by now that he wouldn’t even remember me, but now I know that was stupid. You don't just forget the kind of secret that we share.

He comes to a halt, towering over me, a dashing smile pulling at his lips. The same sinful lips that he used to torture me with.

Please, someone slap me.

No, Mia Rogers, you're not that girl anymore. You're a big-city hustler now, assistant to the most powerful talk show hostess in New York, the uber-bitch Lucretia Steinard. On top of that, the wife of the baddest billionaire in this city is your best friend, and this is her engagement party. You won't let Declan Santori bully you here. This isn't college anymore.

I stick my chin out, trying my best to keep my eyes on a neutral spot on his face, such as right between his eyebrows. I steel myself to ignore the abyssal black of his irises, his exquisitely sculpted face, the intense sex appeal he radiates that has all the women around fanning themselves. Charmed, beguiled, oblivious to the deranged mind behind the beautiful face.

“Well hello, little spy,” he purrs, his voice as deceiving as his scent of lemongrass and cinnamon that awakens my senses along with the memories. 

I feel infuriatingly vulnerable in my red silk spaghetti strap dress that shows too much skin. There are media VIPs here tonight, moguls and anchors and decision-makers that I want to impress. I really need to get rid of that bully-bitch Steinard, so I went the extra mile at the gym these past few weeks in preparation for this occasion. I oiled my skin to look more tanned, the tone contrasting with my sharp blue eyes in a way that cameras like, and my shiny black hair is up in a flawless do. If this were a date, I’d sure want this to be the first impression I make.

But this is a seismic encounter that I’ve been working very hard to avoid all these years. It’s not like I didn’t expect Declan Santori to be here tonight–he’s the future groom’s best friend–but I have planned things to the minute so we don’t run into each other. I watched him leave at around ten thirty–he always leaves events early to create even more buzz around himself—and made my appearance afterwards. But this time, the bastard returned.

“Declan Santori,” I manage, my voice breaking. “Long time no see.”

I hold out against the fear that tightens in my chest, but who am I kidding? The champagne flute in my hand is still visibly shaking. Even the people I was talking to before notice it.

“Indeed,” he drawls, his eyes raking down my frame.

“Such a surprise to meet you here,” I blurt out, too eager to fill the uncomfortable silence that he lets hang between us as if it could swallow me whole.

His smirk curls up. “Is it though?” He gestures around elegantly with the glass of whiskey in his hand. “Because this is exactly the kind of place my friends would expect me to be. It’s my tribe.”

“Well, yes. Except we are not friends.” I don’t even know where that one came from. His eyes hold mine, and I’m unable to look away. There’s a quiet anger in his face that seeps into his aura, making everyone around shift their weight, sensing the danger. 

“That’s hurtful,” he replies, his tone low, his voice haunting. “Considering our history.”

I’ve been working to gain my footing in the media for years now, doing my best to become a face for the screen, but I’ve never had so many eyeballs fixed on me before. I’m used to attention, I like attention, but this is a whole new level that Lord Declan Santori, owner of multiple trust funds, tech giants and diamond mines, garners. Word has it, he’s got Congress at his feet, and although some believe that to be an exaggeration, I know him well enough to expect that it’s true. Talking to him is enough to make a girl a star, and he damn well knows it. It’s obvious in the smirk he gives me, but his eyes smolder with dark promise.

Punishment is coming, no doubt. Now that he found me, he won’t stop until he destroys me. He’s planning it right now, I can see that devious mind working behind those obsidian eyes. He’s definitely not the best person to have unfinished business with.

“I’ll be damned, if that isn’t Lord Declan Santori in the flesh.” That voice scrapes my ears, but I manage to plaster a smile on my face as she steps between us.

My boss, uber-bitch Lucretia Steinard, places a long-nailed hand on my shoulder, heavy with designer rings and bracelets. Declan’s eyes are slow to drag over to her, and his mien darkens, making it obvious that he doesn’t welcome the interruption. But Lucretia is too hungry for contact to stop, grabbing onto the chance with both of her red-clawed hands.

“I see you’ve met my assistant, Mia Rogers.” She squeezes my shoulder, and it’s all I can do not to wince. I may have been too successful at banishing my chubby teenage self at the gym, and now voluptuous Lucretia could smother me with her tits. She's practically pushing them up into Declan’s face as she holds out her other hand to introduce herself. “Lucretia Steinard. But I’m sure you already knew that, right?”

Declan raises an eyebrow. “Are you assuming that I approached your assistant in order to get to you?”

People giggle around us. It does sound preposterous.

Lucretia lowers her hand, looking confused. “No, that’s not what I meant–l just thought, you know, perhaps you had an interest in–” she glances at me, then at him again, “–our talk show?”

It takes effort to refrain from rolling my eyes. Her talk show is anything but collaborative. She calls the shots, and I find myself constantly running errands at her beck and call, but she thinks she can score now by giving me more importance. To think how hard it was to get this job at HQ, and that I wouldn’t even have it without Jax, Addie’s influential future husband, makes my stomach turn. In this industry, people have to pull strings for the sole honor of slaving away for people like Lucretia, but it’s somehow only in moments like this that we realize how mighty wrong that is.

“Miss Rogers and I knew each other in college,” Declan says, his eyes sliding over to me. “I assume it’s still Miss, and it’s still Rogers, yes?” The subliminal message–It better be–crawls up my spine. 

“Yes, yes of course.” Of course? I make a mental note to slap myself real hard when I get home.

He tilts up that perfectly chiseled jaw. As a college boy he resembled a sexy anime character with his spiked hair and intense gaze. But now? He’s so striking, my stupid heart beats out of rhythm. So much added manliness, cunning, and sleek danger. His chest is broad and athletic under his suit, making it obvious he still has the body of a pro athlete. Maybe he still fights in the ring? It was a brutal and cruel kind of boxing that made him a star back in college and, while I haven't heard a word about that in the media, he might still be doing it–sheer violence and sophistication in one package. Even the way he raises his glass as if to celebrate my being single, the grace and elegance, reminds me of the Machiavellian heartthrob I used to fawn over. Of the way the muscles in his back snaked in the shower, while he raked his fingers through his wet hair while I stalked him.

No, fuck that memory. This is a monster that almost destroyed my life. What he did to me the night we spent together at the frat house, that’s what I should focus on. 

“I’m glad we bumped into each other, Mia,” he says. “What luck, huh? Now that we know where to find each other, I’m sure it’ll happen more often.” Words that any girl at this party would melt to hear. But I stiffen all over.

As if on cue, a catwalk model sashays over, looping her arm around Declan’s elbow, her chin raised with an attitude of ownership. I should feel relieved, but instead, my teeth grit. The woman is so damn beautiful. Lucretia steps forward with her chest out and her chin up, her blond extensions falling in waves down her back as if to prove she is the most glamorous woman in this little gathering.

“I hope we see each other again soon, too, Lord Santori. I’ll send you an invitation to my talk show,” she calls after him as he turns away with the model on his arm. If I could peel my eyes away from Declan’s elegant back, my head would snap to her. I’ve never heard Lucretia Steinard sound remotely desperate before. People beg to be in her show, not the other way around.

But then again, this is Declan Santori we’re talking about.

“Have your assistant contact me about it,” he throws over his shoulder.

My eyes pop out. No, the bastard can’t be doing this to me.

Once Declan and his model have mingled with the crowd and everybody’s let loose the breath they were holding, Lucretia swivels around. Her pale blue eyes are big as onions, her long fake lashes almost touching her highly arched eyebrows. “Are you serious?” she croaks. “You and Declan Santori are college friends?”

“I wouldn’t say friends,” I reply, but it flies right past Lucretia’s ear. One of the traits that have gotten her this far in life is that she only hears what suits her.

“Now’s not the time for false modesty, girly.” Fuck, I hate it when she calls me that. “Look around you. Do you see it?”

Indeed, I do. Everyone’s looking at me differently, like I’m more than just one of the hustling little rats at HQ. The sensation is new and scary.

“No, it’s not like that.” I motion in the general direction where Declan is talking to other people. They’re surrounded by a ring of bodyguards now, no one can get anywhere close to them, not even a celebrity like Lucretia. “I mean, he is Lord Declan Santori.” I purposefully stress the word Lord. “It’s not like we move in the same circles.”

Only one of Lucretia’s eyebrows remains up as she looks at me suspiciously.

“He sure seems to remember you.”

“Not for those reasons. He...” Okay, I have to tell her. It’s the only way to deter her from throwing me into the lion’s den. “He used to bully me, okay? I was this nerdy sophomore with braces that had a crush on him and, well, let’s just say he found that amusing, and shared the fun with his friends.”

“Shared?” Her cocked eyebrow rises even higher. The woman has a dirty mind, but that's one of the few things I like about her.

I scoff. “Not in that sense. Declan Santori had other ways to bully me.”

She stares at me for another few moments, but then she nods in agreement. As if, after studying me more closely than she ever did before, she decided that indeed, I'm not the kind of woman that would make Declan Santori interested in her that way.

I could laugh in her face so hard right now.

If she only knew the sick bastard isn’t into pretty pleasures. He likes humiliating girls with braces, fucking them deep-throat in front of a camera. He loves to dominate and debase.

But I’ll be damned if I let him fuck me up again. I’m not stupid, I know that I can't run from him anymore. But after how hard I've worked and how much I've sacrificed to get where I am today, Declan isn’t going to bully me out of my own life.

Still, Lucretia looms over me, exuding an air of ambition. Her appetite for success and money is never satisfied, and now that she sees this opportunity, she’s ravenous.

“Mia, I don’t think you understand.” She rests her jewelry-laden hand on my shoulder again, her nose dangerously close to mine. With every word she speaks out, her super white teeth show. “We have a once in a lifetime opportunity here. We could get the Declan Santori on our talk show. The man controls half of this country’s wealth in his trust funds, and he’s the hottest bachelor out there, man of the hour. Audiences will skyrocket.”

Ah, there it is again, that our show thing. To think that, until a minute ago, she hasn't missed a single chance to make my life a living hell. Juggling her appointments, doing the impossible to get props that occur to her at the last minute, and managing the people she doesn't feel like dealing with herself. If it hadn't been for Jax’s intervention, I would have been the last person she would have picked for a permanent hire after my internship. She hates my guts, and has shown it every day since I was shoved down her throat as her new assistant. She leans so close that I can smell the mint on her breath, her hand on my shoulder weighing me down.

“You will do this,” she pushes through her teeth.

“Lucretia, you can rely on me for whatever you need, you know that. I mean, I’m the one who got you gold-polished natural roses for that special edition you got at the last minute with that huge K-pop group. But please understand–I do not have that kind of access to Declan Santori. He just threw that over his shoulder to get us off his back.” You, to get you off his back.

Her eyes narrow into a glare. “Listen girly, I don’t know what you’re playing at, but the big man said loud and clear he expects you to contact him.”

“He was just trying to brush us off. I don’t even have his number.”

Her red-lipped grin fills with cunning. “But you are best friends with Jax Vaughn’s future wife. I’m sure she can help you get his contact details. You’re actually a very well connected person, if we think about it.” 

“We’ll look like tail-wagging stupid idiots,” I press, but she won’t relent.

“You will get me a meeting with Lord Declan Santori,” she decrees. “If you know what’s good for you and your career. Your connections got you on my set, but they won’t keep you on it if you don’t prove your worth. And now's your chance.”

Her hand drops off of me. I breathe out in relief as I watch her rich round ass saunter away and slip into a cluster of other celebrities she’s friends with. She laughs out loud, throwing her head back, and I wheel around on my feet, happy that I can breathe again. But as I run into a wall of eyeballs fixed on me, my breath catches.

The conversation between Lucretia and me was low enough that they couldn’t hear a single word, but the man-of-the-hour billionaire garnered me more attention than I need right now. The news that he talked to me will spread out like wildfire by tomorrow among the celebrities and elites of this city. Fuck, I need a drink.

I barrel through the crowd, murmuring ‘Excuse me’ passive-aggressively, and stomp right out of the party room into the more secluded bar area around the corner. Unlike the party rooms, which are surrounded by floor-to-ceiling windows that make one feel like they're floating out into the skyline, there are no windows here. Just glittering bottles all the way up to the ceiling behind the mahogany bar, and scotch-colored leather seats. It's like a gentlemen’s club, except what I find in here are scattered couples giggling, sitting too close to each other to have just conversation on their minds. It’s mostly beautiful young women and filthy rich old men.

I hop onto a leather-cushioned barstool, and the bartender walks over, cleaning a shaker, a white towel thrown over his shoulder.

“You look like you need something strong.”

I nod, licking my lips. They’re parched as hell under my lip gloss. The realization that I just ran into Declan Santori courses through me, making me shake all over, but the bartender is thankfully quick to set a glass in front of me.

I down the vodka, gritting my teeth against the burn shooting down to my empty stomach. A gym addiction isn’t my only derailment. I can also boast an eating disorder, but that's fine, since the camera likes a thin woman. There’s a quote from a famous model right above the entrance to HQ - “You have one life, and you need to be skinny.” I’ve been taking that literally for years.

“Another one, please,” I mutter as I fumble inside my clutch for my phone.

“Are you sure?” the bartender asks with knitted eyebrows. “Maybe you should have something to eat first.”

So it’s that obvious.

“Listen, I’ve had a rough night, okay?” I tell him with a surrendering attitude, my shoulders slouched. “I just bumped into the man I’ve been running away from all my life, and to top it all off, my uber-bitch boss wants me to chase him and get him on her talk show.”

“That bad, eh?” a familiar, soothing voice says. I look over my shoulder to see Addie, the future bride, walking toward me. She hikes herself up onto the stool next to me, taking my hand in hers on the counter. “I saw you two talking.” Her soft blue eyes are filled with concern. “I swear to God, I had no idea he’d come back tonight. Usually, when he’s gone, he’s gone.”

“I know,” I manage, drained of energy, my eyes half closed. What I need is another drink, and then to sleep for a whole week. “On the one hand, I’m glad it happened, you know? I’m tired of running. Besides, I was bound to bump into him sooner or later. I won’t hold myself back in my career just so that he won’t see me on screen. Maybe it’s better that it happened like this.”

Addie presses her plump, beautiful lips together, not sure what to make of my statement as I down my second drink. It hits me that Adalia Ross, my best friend, is everything Lucretia Steinard is trying so hard to be: voluptuous, impressive and angelic. Except Lucretia is a viper, and everything about her screams that out–especially her too-large fake smile, and her enormous fake tits.

“I know it sounds partly defeatist, but it isn’t,” I defend myself.

“Not at all defeatist,” Addie says quietly. “Brave. But...It’s not this first encounter between you two that I’m worried about. It’s the next one, and then the next. I mean–” she doesn’t finish her sentence. She won’t probe around the reopened wound, but I do it for her.

“He’s going to want revenge,” I murmur, circling the rim of my now empty glass with my finger, eyes fixed on the glittering wall of liquor in front of me, my face reflected in one of the whiskey bottles. I look haunted. “He’s going to do bad things to me.”

Addie squeezes my hand, forcing it away from the glass. She tries to catch my gaze, but I keep evading it.

“You’re not that girl anymore, Mia," she says softly. "You’re not the mousy little sophomore that used to film him secretly in the boys’ shower. The one that he could intimidate and manipulate.”

I smile at my wretched reflection. New Mia, terrified of the same old things. “It’s strange, you know. Hearing you talk like that about a man you like, maybe even love as a brother. He helped save your life, and Jax’s too.”

“Yes, but that doesn’t mean that he gets to bully you. You are my sister.” She winds an arm around my shoulder, and I already feel better. Safer. More connected. The affair with Declan Santori from years ago fucked up my ability to trust a man enough to even think about starting a family, but ever since I met Addie, she’s been all the family I’ve needed.

“Besides,” she continues, “we have you to thank as much as him for bringing Snake down. It was your investigative brilliance and your resources that got me into the underground in the first place. The risks you took, the strategies you developed–”

“Are probably what Lucretia expects are going to get Declan on her talk show.” A shudder runs through me. God, I’m grateful for Addie’s steadying arm around me. I lean into her. “This feels good. Hold me.”

I rest my head on her shoulder, my eyes closed. The bartender disappears in the back, giving us privacy. A few minutes later, after my breathing has steadied, Addie speaks again, softly.

“What are you going to do?”

I may be quiet, but something is stirring within me - changes that need to take place if I am to deal with this. “I don’t have a choice, do I? Lucretia already hates me. If I don’t do this for her, she’ll ruin my career.”

“I doubt it. Jax and I–”

“You and Jax won’t be able to protect me forever, Addie.” I straighten myself on my barstool, grabbing onto the edge of the countertop to steady my dizzy head. Drinking on an empty stomach wasn’t the wisest choice, but I couldn’t keep anything down if I tried. “Besides, Declan knows where to find me now. There’s no hiding from him anymore. If I try, he’ll just team up with Lucretia to destroy me.”

“Maybe Jax can fix this. He and Declan are as close as you and I are, maybe he can get him to give up the chase. I mean, it’s been years, he should have moved on.”

I shake my head. “You didn't see the way he looked at me, Addie. He’ll never move on.” My voice fades over the last sentence because, as I say the words, I grasp the full scope of their meaning. “He knew perfectly well what he was doing when he told Lucretia to have her assistant contact him.” Slowly turning towards her, I ask, “By the way, can I have his number, please?”

***
[image: image]


Mia

I MUST SAY, I’M FLABBERGASTED. The bastard hasn’t been answering my calls for days, and it's not like he doesn't know who's calling.

“Maybe Jax Vaughn managed to get through to him, and you’re free,” Sirenna says from behind the wheel, throwing a glance at my phone display. I keep staring at it, fighting the nausea that rises in my throat. Every part of my body is tense, and I’ve bitten my lower lip so hard over the past few hours that I’ve gotten used to the taste of blood.

“Addie would have let me know, but last night Jax still didn’t have good news. He also said he couldn’t insist on the subject with Declan because he got really cagey about it.”

Sirenna pulls up to the curb, close to the restaurant where we discovered that Declan would be having his lunch today.

“I can’t believe I’m the one chasing him down.” Because of course Lucretia wouldn’t let go, even if Declan did apparently lose interest in me. Nothing will get that damn idea out of her head that I have the power to get America’s hottest bachelor on her talk show.

“Maybe he’s doing this on purpose,” Sirenna says, her intelligent slanted eyes fixed on the restaurant door. Security is swarming at the entrance–Declan's. Women are gathering behind the cords separating the red carpet in front of the locale from the sidewalk, phone cameras ready like they’re waiting for a rock star. “Maybe he wants you crawling at his feet before he has his way with you.”

I zoom in on the restaurant entrance, knowing full well she might be right. If I know anything about Declan Santori, it's that humiliating me is his kink. 

One of the security guys looks our way, and Sirenna drops her head, her pin-straight, platinum blonde hair falling to cover the sides of her face.

“Damn it,” she hisses under her breath.

“Hang in there for me,” I say as my eyes dart down to my phone. “And I swear I’ll help you drag that asshole husband of yours with his balls through the dirt all you want.”

“You better,” she mutters.

Sirenna and I have been helping each other out for a while now. She's my informant, code name Dakota, who helped me get Addie and me into the underground, where Jax used to fight. She helped me save my friends’ lives, and now she’s helping me save myself. Soon, I'll gladly return the favor.

But for now here we are, stalking my nemesis. Maybe this is what he wanted from the start. To re-enact our past, where I was the first to go after him. But, like Addie said, I’m not that girl anymore. I might still be at the beginning of my career, but I've proven myself as an investigative journalist, and this time, Lord Declan Santori is in for a surprise.

The first thing we need is a way to get past the crowd and the security in front of the locale.

“Ready?” Sirenna asks. 

We exchange a glance and a curt nod before we open our car doors.

A minute later, we’re prancing towards the entrance like we belong there–especially Sirenna. After all, she still is the wife of Joseph Carter, one of the most influential men in New York, and people recognize her. Most of the security move out of the way, but one of Declan’s goons positions himself with his feet apart in front of us, blocking the entrance.

“I’m sorry, ladies. Closed circle today,” he says, his voice vibrating from a barrel-like chest.

Sirenna raises her pointy chin, arching an eyebrow. The woman appears small next to the bodyguard, but there’s a power about her that takes him aback. It’s not obvious, but I can see that it affects him. I don’t know if it’s in her fierce slanted eyes, in the way she wears her suit like she means business, or in the sharp professional air of her slightly pinched features, but she commands respect.

“You will step aside and let us pass if you know what’s good for you,” she says. When the man hesitates, she continues. “Don’t you know who I am?” She taps her foot, crossing her arms over her chest. “Go ahead. Take a picture of my face and search the internet.”

He doesn’t need to. Another man leans in, whispering something in his ear, and the bodyguard’s eyes grow large.

“Forgive me, ma’am," he says. "I didn’t recognize you.”

“Don’t make the same mistake again,” she says as she pushes past him. “I won’t be so gracious next time.”

I follow her hurriedly inside the restaurant, my heart still pounding in my throat.

“Wow, that was a masterstroke,” I whisper.

“You would have pulled it off just the same, if I were the one with the problem.”

I don’t argue with that.

The maitre d’ steps into our path from behind his reception desk, but Sirenna holds up her hand, walking confidently.

“We are being expected.”

“We know our way,” I tell him with a wink as I walk past him into the main area.

The place is all paneled walls, white tablecloths, crystal glasses, quiet laughter and wine pouring. A place where the super-rich and the super-beautiful get together. Right by the large window, at a round table, is Declan Santori. For a moment I freeze, my eyes scanning his surroundings for a female companion. I don’t know why my chest contracts the way it does, or why I feel so relieved to discover there are only men around him.

“Come on,” Sirenna whispers.

The next few steps are heavy, like I’m dragging leaden limbs. Damn, I won’t be able to pull this through if I’m looking at his eyes or those sinful lips, so I decide to focus my attention on his nose. But even that feature is perfect. Everything about him is beautifully sculpted, the main reason why all those women are fangirling over him outside. This place is full of rich men, many famous for their wealth, but none of them as devilishly handsome as Declan, not even remotely. And with every stolen glance their female companions throw at him, I know they agree with me.

The closer we get to his table, the more I slow down, my eyes running over the men that accompany him. There are six of them. Damn, I hate these highbrow places where even the clinking cutlery seems loud. The perfect kind of setting for everyone to hear me groveling for him to come on Lucretia’s show.

Sirenna moves in to break the ice, but I stop her. Again, one glance, and she understands–I need to be the one to do this.

Since all chairs at his table are taken, I boldly grab one from the table next to it, causing the couple sitting at it to gasp at the audacity, but I ignore them. My attempt to look like a Bond-girl fails miserably though when I fail to set the heavy chair down and sit in it gracefully, but instead drag it and plop down like a sack of potatoes. Hopefully, my hard-earned New York swagger will save the day.

“Lord Santori, how nice of you to invite us,” I say brazenly.

I’m only marginally aware of Sirenna pulling over her own chair with a whispered apology to the couple while Declan’s eyes drag up to my face.

The muscles in my neck tighten, my hands clenching together in my lap.

Focus on the bridge of his nose Mia, nothing else but the bridge of his nose. Show the bastard he can no longer intimidate you.

But the moment his pitch black eyes settle on mine, I’m in his chokehold.

“Lucretia Steinard’s assistant, yes?” Declan says lazily. “The girl from Jax’s engagement party,” he continues, clearly for the others. “She really deserves her job at HQ, I tell you. She got past the security in front of the restaurant–not a feat many can accomplish.” He leans back in his chair, one hand still on the table, a golden Rolex around his wrist. He seems as unperturbed as a midnight lake, but the way he rubs his thumb and ring finger together draws my attention.

And apparently not just mine.

Every man at the table stiffens, forks or wine glasses halfway to their lips, their attention fixed on Declan’s hand. Aware of the quiet violence lurking beneath it.

“You must be really desperate to impress your boss, if you risked being dragged back out,” he tells me. “That wouldn’t have looked very flattering in the videos that everyone outside is waiting to shoot. But it would have gone viral.”

“I see more of a missed opportunity there than an embarrassment, then.” I manage to keep my voice steady enough by channeling my anger. My desire to prove to this bastard that he doesn’t hold any power over me anymore. “Besides, you haven’t been answering my calls.”

Damn, that smile is still devastating.

“You thought it would be easy to get to me?” 

I arch an eyebrow.

“Were you playing hard to get?”

“I like to play hard in general.”

The tone of his voice, all that dark attention on me, it lights up my core. My thighs squirm. Fuck damn it. 

“Let me get right to the point,” I push through tense lips, my back so straight it hurts. It feels like someone rammed a steel bar up my ass. “Lucretia wants you on her talk show. Badly. And ever since she saw us talking at Jax and Addie’s engagement party, she’s got it in her head that I can make that happen. Trust me, I’ve done my best to persuade her otherwise.”

“She has,” Sirenna confirms helpfully.

Declan clicks his tongue, his eyes dragging down my frame. Sizing me up, as if evaluating whether I'm worth doing business with. And he makes one more thing obvious–that he still enjoys having an audience, because he takes his time and makes a show of the way he weighs me, like I’m a piece of goods.

“Maybe you can make that happen. After all, you found a way to get to me where most people would have failed. I appreciate your tenacity, and I believe it shouldn’t go unrewarded.” 

Holding back the storm of feelings in my chest is a struggle, and I don't think it works. He can read it all over me, which is surely why he looks so amused when he grabs his glass of whiskey and twirls it lazily in his hand, playing with my nerves. “Still, I didn’t get where I am in life by doing anything for free, Miss Assistant to Lucretia Steinard. So, the question is,” he places his elbow on the table, his broad-chested frame filling my field of vision when he leans in, “what’s in it for me?”

The bastard has me in a corner, and he relishes my barely veiled distress like the first time he bent me over that banister at the frat house.

I have no options, because there’s nothing I can give him besides my dignity. What can you possibly offer a celebrity billionaire chased by droves of women and the media, a man who might have the very Congress throwing favors at him? The way I know him, only the sickest stuff can still pique his interest. And, considering how hot and heavy the air is between us, things haven’t changed for the better. His black hellish eyes burn with the desire to punish me, telling me he craves my demise, he’s planning it, and he’ll enjoy every second of it.

They also tell me my punishment won’t be quick. It won’t be clean. And it won’t be painless, not for my sense of self-respect, even if it will be decadent pleasure for my body.

“You were the one who told Lucretia to have me contact you. It means there must be something I can do to earn your favor.”

He sets the glass down slowly.

“I hear you’re a good dancer.” He eyes the other men at the table. “How about a show for me and my boys here for starters?”

Of course he knows that I used to dance in a cage at the same club as Addie by now. I even expected him to bring it up, use it to shame me. But I didn’t expect it to hit me in the gut like this. The pain bubbles up into rage.

“Come on, little spy,” he drawls, enjoying this like the bastard he is. “All you have to do is agree, and I'll do more than just show up at the talk show. You'll see all of your ambitions fulfilled." He winks. "Besides, I’m sure it wouldn’t be the first time you placate a powerful man this way.”

We both know it’s how you get by in this city, but it’s not how I got ahead. My hands clench harder on my lap under the table, my fingers knotting together. I worked my ass off for years to get where I am today, and I should fucking slap him for even suggesting I used sex and seduction.

“You’re wrong,” Sirenna intervenes before I can say something, cutting through the tension between us. “And you’re being unfair, disregarding all of Mia’s hard work.” She lifts her chin defiantly, even though this can’t be easy for her, not with the heaviness of Declan’s impenetrable gaze on her. My eyes fall to the glass in front of her. When no one was looking, she took a few sips. She’s aware her drinking has become a problem, but it’s her way of coping with her own dark shit.

“Mia worked her ass off to get where she is today,” Sirenna continues, her gaze running over all the men at the table, because the statement is for all of them, not just Declan. “Did that need some vitamin C?” She shrugs, signaling the server for another drink. I should probably stop her, but I don’t. “Sure it did. But you know what? She's earned those connections, too. It’s not like just anybody can get to the people she got to. It was Mia’s willingness to work hard for her dreams, her dedication and yes, sure, her tenacity that has gotten her where she is today.”

Declan remains unimpressed. “Yeah, I can almost hear the heroic music in the background. But I am who Mia needs right now in order to reach the next milestone in her career, so here we are.” 

“I’m not going to dance for you on the table, that's for sure,” I declare.

He leans back, waving his hand dismissively like he doesn’t care.

“Your call. But then don’t waste my time, because I don’t think you can afford the fee.”

Sirenna and I glance at each other, both afraid we might have reached a dead end with this billionaire.

“You got me into this situation with Lucretia. You should fix it,” I press on. “It’s only fair.”

He chuckles, a deep and dangerous sound.

“Fair? Come on, Mia Rogers. You've been moving around the elite circles of New York long enough to know how much ‘fair’ is worth,” he counters. “I’m sure not sitting here because I’m a fair man. But you’re a resourceful woman. I’m sure you’ll find a solution to appease your boss eventually.”

Bastard won't stop until he sees me on my knees, will he?

“I’ll make you a deal,” I interject before Sirenna can say whatever she was preparing to say. “I’ll do anything you ask of me, once. As long as it involves only you.” I steal a few glances at the other men, who stare with the interest of hawks waiting for a bleeding body to finally give its last breath.

Declan takes his time analyzing my offer, and I keep staring at him with confidence I don't feel. He takes too long, and my ears start to buzz. It’s all I can do not to start shifting in my seat. But just a moment later there it is, the curl of his mouth that tells me he’s got me right where he wanted me.

“Whatever I ask from you, whenever I ask it, period.”

I scoff. “Like that’s ever going to happen.”

Declan shrugs like he doesn’t care, lifting the glass to his lips. Everybody at the table watches him move as if the world depends on it. And to some of these people, it literally does. Here I am again too, depending on him, knowing full well that matters are only going to get worse.

“You can’t ask for an indefinite commitment in exchange for a definite favor–me, completely at your disposal, after a short appearance on Lucretia’s show?”

He frowns like he’s actually considering my point of view. My heart slams harder against my chest. Can I dare hope that he’ll see reason after all?

“Okay, I’ll throw more on the table. How about, when this project with Lucretia Steinard is done, I help you replace her, and become the biggest host in America. I mean, I know you already have friends in high places, friends we share, but they can only get you so far.”

I freeze, the magnitude of what he's saying numbing me. There are murmurs at our table and at some of the others, too. The offer would be fucking irresistible, if it wasn’t coming from him of all people. If I didn’t know exactly what deranged bastard hides behind his allure and magnetism.

“Why don’t we start with Lucretia,” I finally say. “A favor for a favor.”

Declan's response is a deep laugh.

“You don’t seem to understand, Mia Rogers.” His tine drops, and it’s like thunderclouds gather over the restaurant. “I don’t do things halfway. It’s all or nothing.”

I stare into those pitch black eyes–the one thing about Declan Santori that hasn’t changed a bit. The madness is still there, molten, waiting to bubble to the surface. To swallow me into its abyss.

I breathe heavily as I realize this is the most difficult decision I’ll ever make. A decision that should weigh me down like a fucking bedrock. But I’m not terrified, as I should be. My heart flutters with something completely different, like the beat of butterfly wings that shift down into my stomach.

This isn’t a contract like the one Addie had to sign with Jax. I might as well be signing my soul away in blood, and yet...

“Fine.” The word is faint as it leaves my mouth. Sirenna gasps. She's lived in Declan’s world–the dark side of it–long enough to have a very clear view of the kind of mess I’m getting myself into.

But I don’t have a choice. Declan won't ever stop hunting me down and making my life a living hell until he gets what he wants from me. He won't let anyone stand in his way, not even Jax.

I’m on my own, as I’ve always been. Even before college. The one time I relied on other people–my parents–I ended up an overweight teenager who felt borderline suicidal all the time. I started regaining my sense of self-worth when I took my life into my own hands, and started hitting the gym like crazy.

Then I fell for this handsome bastard that tore my entire world apart when he showed his true face.

He's still holding my gaze as the server places the food in front of him. He doesn’t even blink, as if I’m the only thing igniting his appetite right now, and it makes my thighs squirm. Declan Santori is into things that would make a priest burst out of the confessional in need of a good cleanse.

I lick my lips, pressing my thighs together, adamant to ignore the wetness that seeps into my panties.

“Good. So we have a deal.” His tone is low, but dark, raising the goose bumps all over me. I can’t help myself, and bite into my lower lip, fully aware that everyone saw.

“Good,” I reply flatly.

The food comes for Declan’s companions as well, but he just stands up from his seat. With lingering gazes on their food, and clearly hungry, the other men follow suit like they’re his minions.

“Tell your boss I’ll be on her next show.”

“But,” I babble, “she’s got Ellen DeGeneres coming on next week.”

“I guess she’ll have to reschedule,” he declares, adjusting his cufflinks as he walks away, the other men following him like a retinue of adoring servants. I’ve never seen anything like this before. Some of the richest men in New York, reduced to mere dogs wagging their tails at a snap of Lord Declan Santori’s fingers.

The energy between us tugs at me as he moves towards the exit. He’s always wielded this sick power over people, and it seems to only have grown with time. I curse under my breath as I watch that elegant back moving. There’s something feral behind his elegance, and it’s dangerously compelling.

Fuck damn it, this can’t be happening. This man has turned me into an emotional cripple that can only use men for sex, but when it comes to him, I’m still a giggling fangirl.

The maitre d’ steps into his way, bent into a bow, rubbing his hands.

“Lord Santori, leaving us before you’ve even tasted the food?” His eyes glint with worry as he throws a glance at the table where only Sirenna and I still sit. Sure, one word from Declan to the press, and his restaurant will fall from the elites’ good graces.

Declan looks at me, those black eyes impossibly deep. “Unsolicited company found its way to our table. Make sure that never happens again.”

“Bastard,” I curse under my breath.

The maitre d’ fixes a bad look on me as Declan and his companions exit the locale. Both Sirenna and I rise up to our feet the moment he stomps over to us. It’s incredible how quickly a humble face can morph into one full of rage. We step away from the table, Sirenna rearranging her chair in the process to make sure she doesn’t stumble, but the man reaches for us anyway.

He grabs my elbow, pushing through his teeth, “I’m gonna ask both of you to leave right now.”

I yank my elbow from his clasp, my eyes spitting daggers at him. “Yeah, we were doing just that, as you can see.”

“You could have just cost me my best client,” he croaks in our wake, still walking behind us as we head towards the exit. “Fucking journalists,” he spits out, still following us as we increase our pace, “thinking you can shit on everyone in order to get what you want. At least you got your slap, too. Well deserved. Next time you think about stalking people, remember how this went down for you.” The faster we walk towards the exit, the louder he talks. “You filthy rats.”

People eye us from the tables, and my heart beats like a rabbit’s. I’m not easily intimidated, but I do care about people’s opinion of me. You have to care when you plan on becoming a talk show host one day. Fuck what people think is just a dumb slogan for someone with my ambitions, and Declan knows that, which is why he did this.

I grit my teeth, realizing he just made me even more dependent on him.

And this is only the beginning. My blood thumps into my temples. This is a fucking nightmare. But just as I believe I’m about to blow up, a sharp female voice intervenes. After a few drinks and no food she should be slurring, but no.

“Listen, you nasty piece of shit,” she snaps. “If you think you can go off on a pair of women with impunity you’re dead wrong.” I turn around to see Sirenna’s finger jabbing into the man’s chest. “But you know what? If you need a powerful name to pull yourself back together, then my husband’s should be pretty high up on that list. He’s Joseph Carter, and he can turn this place from a pearl into a joint as easily as Declan Santori can.” She looks around the place. “I can smell the cigar smoke from the nineteen twenties imbued in the fucking walls. Maybe the health department would like to have a look around too, if prompted by the right people.”

A grin pulls at my mouth as I watch Sirenna Carter in action, and the maitre d’ shrinking from a hysterical man into a quivering pile of shit.

Addie is and will forever remain my best friend of all times, but Sirenna is quickly becoming a friend, too. I can’t believe that only now I’m starting to see how much alike we are. After all, what could someone who infiltrated Jax Vaughn’s company under a false name and a journalist with a knack for investigation have in common, right? I’ll take great pleasure in helping her get dirt on her husband’s affairs so she can walk away from this marriage with more than just a drinking problem and a trashed ego. As soon as I get the issue of Declan Santori off my back.

Pushing my shoulders back and jutting out my chin, I shove the door open. I emerge into the street, Sirenna hot on my heels, but the journalists and security gathered in front of the place are still watching, and the adrenaline is getting the better of me. I spot a nice-looking bar just down the street, and veer off the sidewalk straight inside it before anyone but Sirenna can follow.

Still on Billionaire’s Row, this is one of the hottest bars, which means it’s full and loud even at lunch hour. I spot two free stools, and start making our way toward them, wedging myself between people. I used to bartend back in the day, which is how I got the right contacts that put me on my path in the media. I'll never forget my first job, assisting the assistant producer on a reality show that got canceled because it was actually good. It was still the best boss I ever had, and the best team. I've worked much better-paid jobs since then, but none as rewarding.

The moment we grab our seats at the rounded bar corner, I wonder if my forever-out-of-reach career is even worth it. All I get from the struggle is a sense of being permanently under pressure, ready to blow up anytime, hustling among people with egos so big it’s hard to breathe around them. But there’s a part of me that refuses to give up no matter what. The overweight teenager with the braces, too ugly to be seen, too unworthy to be loved won’t let go of this chance to feel valuable if she has to suck Declan Santori’s cock in front of all his friends for it.

I crane my neck, raising my hand to get the bartender’s attention.

“You can't let what happened bring you down,” Sirenna says. “If you do, he's already won. His only goal today was to make you feel like shit. You can't play into his hands.”

I scoff under my breath. To think that I hoped he’d put the past behind us, that he wasn’t holding a grudge anymore. I should have known that Declan Santori doesn’t forget and forgive.

“Fuck, I need a drink.”

Sirenna braces her arms over the black-luster countertop, leaning into me. “But the thing he's asking of you...it hasn’t been a problem for you before, has it? I mean–”

I look slowly to the side, dragging my eyes up to her. Daring her silently to bring the words out just as she means them–I never had a problem sleeping with a man without romantic feelings.

“I don’t have a problem taking what I want from a man, when I want it,” I say dryly. “But I never do it for anything other than my own pleasure.”

I look ahead again, and this time the bartender spots us. Sirenna straightens her back, impatiently rapping her fingers against the countertop as the guy throws the white cloth over his shoulder with a smile. He’s wearing an impeccable white shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows, and suspenders. He’s well-built, and clearly charming, but I didn’t expect Sirenna to clear her throat that way.

“What can I get you girls?” he says, his smile naughty and his forearms nicely corded as he braces them next to Sirenna’s. He winks at her, and she almost falls out of her chair. I can’t help but blink like I can’t believe it. I’ve never seen her be taken aback by a guy, but then again, I never thought someone would dare flirt with her so directly. She and I have reached a certain degree of confidence with each other, we know each other’s vulnerabilities, but to the world she displays a cool and tough demeanor. Sharp slanted eyes and a tight-lipped mouth, she’s someone you take seriously. Her beauty has a touch of solemnity.

She snaps out of it, clearing her throat again.

“A couple of shots for starters.”

“Shots?” He grins. “I like a girl who likes a strong drink so early in the day.”

It’s all it takes for Sirenna’s eyebrows to take a dive, and for her eyes to throw ninja stars at him.

“Oh, I’m sorry, let me add a bit of judgment to my order.”

He takes the hint with a flashy smirk before he goes on to pour our drinks. Handsome guy, probably the reason why half the girls in this bar are here. Experienced with fiery women too, because he doesn’t seem intimidated–Sirenna can sure have that effect on people. I may look confident, but she’s a statue of a queen, albeit a crumbling one.

I stare at my reflection in the mirror wall across from us. My eyes are alight in a way they haven’t been in years. I down the drink and slam the empty glass on the counter. I could keep lying to myself, saying that I’m horrified by being in Declan Santori’s power again, but I’m not. Yes, there’s anxiety gripping my heart, but also the kind of anticipation I used to feel back when I crushed hard on him and stalked him at the showers, filming him in secret.

I’m anxious about his punishment, because I know I’m going to enjoy every second of it. Because I’m twisted like that. He fucked me up seven years ago in college, ruining me for any other man. I told myself it was a defense mechanism. Now I realize it was worse than that. I was waiting for him.

Sirenna and I down shot after shot before we can touch the subject again with a six-foot pole.

“The bartender seems rather fixated on you,” I stammer. The place has already started to spin for me.

“Yeah, he must know who I am.” She shrugs, picking up her next shot. “It’s not the first time some fuckboy tries to get into my pants.”

Looking around at the women laughing too hard as they try to impress the young man, I realize she must be right.

“A man whore, then,” I slur.

“The kind that targets the wives and lovers of high caliber men. Men like Joseph Carter.” She bumps her shoulder against mine. “And Declan Santori. His final goal is probably to extort money out of me.”

I let loose a sarcastic laugh, my mind stuck on Declan. “High caliber indeed. In the most twisted of ways.”

Sirenna brings her shoulder to mine again, and this time she leaves it there. “What happened between the two of you in college, exactly?” she asks warmly, seizing the moment. “And don’t even try to tell me it was nothing but a fling.”

“Oh, it was some fling,” I say, my voice low, my mouth hidden behind the glass of tequila. I keep my eyes on the bartender, now serving a group of loud girls dangling their cleavages over the counter at him.

Then I tell Sirenna the whole story. And my secret.

***
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Mia

I CHEW ON MY FINGERNAILS, hugging my tablet to my chest with the other hand.

“I know that assistants get a lot of shit, but I’ve never seen you quite like this before,” the cameraman says, standing right beside me.

“This is Declan Santori we have in the dressing room, Liam,” the props manager says, pushing her thick glasses up her tiny nose. Those glasses make Kristen look even smaller, skinnier, and sweeter. I love her, and I always let her feel it, but today I’m all strung up.

“Lucretia seems to be out of her mind,” the head of the makeup team says, her hair seemingly on volts as she passes us by, her arms full of boxes.

“Are those for Lord Santori?” Kristen squeaks as she storms by.

The woman huffs, struggling to balance everything she’s carrying. “Santori barely needs anything. The man looks like he’s been cut right out of the cover of a magazine. It’s Lucretia that just can’t get enough today. Be on standby, she’s going to fucking grill you about her outfit.”

“Oh, fuck,” Kristen lets out as the woman scurries towards the black corridor from where Lucretia is screaming.

I look down at my tablet, going through what I’ve prepared, double-checking everything. The seats on set are perfectly angled toward each other, with enough space left between them to accommodate both of Lucretia’s long legs and Declan’s powerful ones, allowing them to barely touch at the tips of their shoes–her specific instructions. The woman has already lost her head for him.

I sent Declan the questions a few days after the restaurant scene, after I had sat on them day and night. I had to prepare them, of course. I always do when Lucretia is too giddy about a guest to do it herself, but I’ve never seen her quite like this before.

Declan’s special requirements, taken care of–because of course he had some.

Lucretia’s special requirements–check, even though they were especially difficult to juggle this time, and left me drained.

Coordinating departments on set is still a mess, but I’m here to take care of that. I’ve been on site for the past ten hours, trying to keep control of everything.

“Mia,” one of the costume girls calls. She’s peeking from around the black opening to the hallway that leads to the dressing rooms. “Lord Santori wants to speak with you before the show.” She glances behind her, looking terrified. “Meaning now.”

I grit my teeth. That infuriating bastard, having everyone mill about like scared little rats. 

But not me.

Jutting out my chin, I stomp over to the makeup girl, who turns around to lead the way like a minion on a mission.

Of course Declan got the best dressing room on set. Lucretia would have taken the largest one when she started working at HQ, but the bosses high up warned her that she would have guests with egos larger than hers, and she would need to accommodate them.

The way she does now.

Declan walked in here making a statement half an hour ago, an army of security men following in his wake. The door to his dressing room is open, two large men stationed on each side of it. Clutching my tablet harder to my chest and pushing my chin higher, I step into the luxurious space.

I’ve been in this dressing room many times before, getting clothing from the racks at the back or extra make-up tools, and it is large. But now the presence of Declan Santori dwarfs it.

He’s sitting in a chair in front of the vanity mirror, people fussing around him, even though I’m not sure for what. It’s not like he needs any make-up aside from some powder, or any clothing from our sponsors. His Brunello Cucinelli fits his athletic frame perfectly.

A flash of memory hits me, of me in college, sneaking into the boys’ locker-room to snap pictures of his perfect body. Me masturbating to those pics later.

There’s no denying that Declan Santori is my type, if I ever had one. All my senses come alive around him. Feelings stir inside me that have been dormant ever since the night when I ran away from him. He turns his face to me, and I almost let loose a sigh. Those eyes, fuck. I curse myself inwardly.

He beckons me over with a finger, and my feet start moving. I put one black pump in front of the other, hyper aware of the black two-piece suit hugging my body too tightly. I like looking smart at work, without eclipsing Lucretia. I used to wear more red back when I started working for her, but it soon became obvious that she resented it when other women wore a power color around her.

I wish I could wear my power color now, though. Or that I’d downed a shot at the buffet downstairs before we all regrouped on set to get ready for the show.

Declan’s eyes rake up and down my frame as I stop in front of him, that devious smirk creating dimples in his cheeks. The combination with his deeply dark eyes is merciless. I’m gonna soak my panties, and this bastard’s senses are feral enough to pick up on it. At a slight wave of his hand, the team around him steps back.

“Well, well, well, little spy,” he purrs. “Look at us. Haven’t we come a long way?”

I keep my shoulders back, but my damn chin trembles.

“You sure have. A billionaire and a celebrity.” I give him a matching smirk, even though it doesn’t reach my eyes. 

“Oh come on, give yourself some credit. Not many people could have clawed their way up the way you did. Coming to New York without any connections whatsoever, actually hiding away from the one person who could have helped your career. That’s something.”

He lets out a rippling, bitter laugh that has everyone around coil up.

“Of course, “ he continues, “you hit the jackpot when you found just the right place to meet just the right people.” Fuck, he’s gonna go there, isn’t he? “Snake’s.” The s is long, making him sound like a rattlesnake, and raising the goosebumps all the way up my spine. “A nightclub for all sorts of men. You danced in a cage for them. They promised you favors. You took them.”

“You son of a bitch,” I push through my teeth. I’m seething.

People around us whisper, but keep their distance. I'm still not sure what they're doing around him. He came perfectly dressed in a dark suit and turtleneck that gives him the look of a dark lord from the movies, his hair perfectly styled, an elegant version of the wild look he had in college. But the wickedness in his eyes, it’s right there where it’s always been.

I finally realize what he’s doing. The team around him? He doesn’t need them, they were meant as an audience for when he exposed my secret. Just like he used all those people from the restaurant. I’m not ashamed of what I used to do for a living, not like Addie is, but I’m not stupid either. I know that my past can have a devastating effect on my career, and that it better stay hidden.

“We could explore all the ways you enslaved those men more in depth,” he continues. “That would make a far more interesting subject for the talk show than these–” he looks down at his smartphone, “–these rather bland topics.” One glance reveals that he’s been going over the questions I sent him. 

“They’re not dull,” I say pointedly. “They’re what will interest the audiences. What will keep them tuned in.” My cheek twitches, but I don't want him to see that he’s getting to me.

He laughs, and the dressing room seems to shrink further.

“They’re professional, I have to say. But you know you and I can get into topics that would get the whole fucking country to tune in. We could really blast the quotas.”

He arches an eyebrow, giving me a devilish look that sends a thrill straight to my pussy.

“Talking about your dating life would sure do the trick,” I say. “Of course, only if you’re comfortable talking about it. I know that acting like you’re available will keep young women fantasizing, which is the very thing you're banking on.”

I dare him with my gaze.

His smirk turns cobra-like. “Oh, I have lots of bank for lots of topics.”

I push out my chin.

“I thought you’d appreciate us not going down a road that might turn out uncomfortable for you.”

“Is that what you were doing?” He tilts his head to the side. “Being sensible about my sensibilities? Or was that a wordless trade–you don’t touch mine, and I don’t touch yours?”

Ice travels down my spine.

“Don’t forget,” I whisper. “There are places you don’t want us to go to on a live show.”

I kept a close eye on him from the moment he emerged into the spotlight a few years ago. From that first moment I wondered what it would be like if the public knew what he did that night. I find it hard to believe that was the only time he gave in to his criminal inclinations. I arch an eyebrow, conveying the message.

But, to my horror, what he does is burst into laughter.

“Let’s make this clear, Mia Rogers, it is your professional life that depends on me. And, if you think that’s where your problems end, you’re dead wrong. I suggest you keep me happy before, during and after this experience, because your current boss may spare your career, but I won’t.”

A chill settles into my bones. The more I stare, the more I realize I've played right into his hands. Once again, Declan Santori holds me in his grip, and he’ll squeeze tightly.

He'll make me feel small, powerless, and maybe a little disgusting. I fucking hate myself standing here in my plain black suit, holding the tablet to my chest, while he presides over the room like a cruel prince, my colleagues spectators. My eyes drop down to his hand as he moves it slowly down to his fly, his black eyes rolling across my body. My mouth pops open.

“So how about you keep me happy, little spy?” he says darkly. Fuck, this was his plan all along. “How about you begin right now?”

No, he can’t be taking it that far. But his big hand goes on to grip his dick through his pants.

“We still have time to kill until the show starts,” he continues, surveying me with molten hunger.

My eyes dart around at the stricken team around us. Declan chuckles with a shadow of malice.

“Don’t tell me you mind the audience. You’re a show girl. One that could take the attention of dozens of men while dancing in a cage. A girl that dreams of having her face on the screens of every household in America. Can you imagine how many men will be jerking off to your face?”

“You make it all sound so cheap,” I bite out. “When you know damn well that's not how it is for me.”

“Do I?” He strokes himself, his impressive erection attracting everyone’s eyes. “I mean, it's been a while. How about you refresh my memory?”

Manspreading in his chair, hand on his dick, he stares provocatively up at me from under his eyebrows. “Let me start by refreshing yours–I do love me an audience when I fuck.”

I just hold his stare, my lips unable to move.

“I could make your life really difficult, little spy,” he renews his threat, all play gone from his tone. Now he means business. “And you sure do deserve it. But I’m going to give you a chance to redeem yourself. So, first things first. A favor for a favor.”

I want to blurt out words, scream at him, but nothing comes out. My mouth just hangs open.

“You can start by getting down on your knees, and crawling over here.”

“You can’t be serious,” I breathe.

“I would grab the chance with both hands, if I were you,” he drawls.

The world spins with me. My eyes flick up at the huge electronic clock on the back wall, which displays the countdown until we need to be on set. Over half an hour to go. Scenarios that could save me run through my head, but I know none of them are likely to happen. Lucretia sometimes visits her guests before the show, but she sure as hell won’t do it today. First of all, she’s desperate to look perfect the moment she meets Declan again, and secondly, she wouldn’t dare. She knows Declan doesn’t like people walking into his space, no matter how famous or influential they are. They’re very unlikely to surpass him in any of those areas anyway. He has an extensive team to manage that, and he doesn’t tolerate spoiled stars who believe they’re better than everyone else. 

His hard stare demands me to obey. And he won’t let the audience go–his bodyguards block the way. Some people shift uncomfortably on their feet, while others watch riveted as I hike up my dress and go down slowly to my knees, placing the tablet on the floor.

I keep my eyes on Declan’s face, the face of a vile god. I stop between his legs and sit back on my heels, my eyes dropping to the erection in his pants. A pang of excitement goes through me, and I lick my lips. He lets loose a low, rumbling laugh.

“You’re dying to touch it, aren’t you?”

“Do you give me a choice?” I defy him, clinging to my last thread of dignity. My cheeks are burning, and every single person in here can see it.

“Go ahead,” he demands. “Take it out.”

“You know damn well that, if you make me do this, I’ll never live it down.”

He cocks that devilish eyebrow.

“I’m not making you do anything. You can always throw in the towel, say fuck this.”

“But you'll fuck up my career,” I push through my teeth, low enough this time that only he can make out what I’m saying.

His strong legs spread, his large dick outlined through his pants.

“Look at where you are, little spy. I would say your career is pretty much over anyway–if left unaided, that is.”

There’s no arguing with that. Not with all of these people watching.

Declan has manipulated not only me, but the entire situation. Even if I got off my knees right now, spat in his face and stomped out of here, the story of how I crawled at his feet to beg for mercy is still going to make it out into the world–and it will destroy me. I’m already past the point where I can save myself. 

“So what’s it gonna be,” he says when all I do is bite my lower lip nervously, his eyes falling down to it. “Are you going to accept it’s all gone and done, run away and start over again? Because that's always an option.”

“You’re asking me to throw away everything I worked for.”

“I’m not asking you to do anything,” he purrs, stroking his large dick through his pants like an invitation. My tongue runs over my upper lip, my pussy wet inside my panties. It’s sick how horny this whole situation is making me. For the first time in years, my blood boils. It’s been so long since I’ve felt so furious, so emotional, so alive. 

“You always have a choice. I’m waiting for you to choose.” His eyes flick to the clock. “But we don’t have all the time in the world.”

I glance at the red numbers on the electronic display, the seconds ominously blinking away.

This isn’t a decision I can make rationally, so I give in to my instincts.

I am going to suck his dick, and I will relish it like a demoness. He watches me out of greedy eyes as my black polished fingernails finally hook into his fly. The energy in the room rises, surprise whispering around, scandal and excitement filling the air. My colleagues don’t need to speak, I know exactly what they’re thinking.

I undo Declan’s pants, sucking in air sharply as his large erection springs free. It’s the most impressive piece of raw masculinity I’ve ever seen, but something is different from the last time I saw it. A gasp lodges in my throat.

“It’s all for you, Mia,” he says devilishly, aware of the effect. “I prepared well for the moment we met again.”

Rings of what appears to be elastic stainless steel coil around his dick, fastened to his hard cock. Declan Santori has a dick so big it would shame all men who followed after him, but this is just overkill.

“Word on the street is you’re an experienced woman.” His words drip with poison behind apparent calm. “That you like taking what you want from men. That you enjoy a big cock that can fill you up.” He uses his large hand to wrap mine around his dick, the cold rings making punishing dents into my palm. “You’re a pro, so consider this a new level. Let’s start by seeing if you can fit it into your mouth.”

Without a touch of eroticism or the slightest bit of preparation, he grabs my hair to keep me in place, and shoves his dick down my throat. It’s a forceful entry, and my teeth prove to be lousy protection. The rings hit against them, causing me to open my mouth wider, letting him in deep-throat in one go. I gag when he reaches the back of my throat, but he’s merciless.

Tears swell in my eyes when he forces my head down, ripping more gagging sounds from me that no doubt everyone can hear. He’s making me his whore in front of everyone.

“Come on, little spy, persuade me to keep this from making headlines in the morning.” His buttocks clench as he pushes himself punishingly deep into my mouth, his hand tight in my hair. He enjoys making this hurt. Tears roll down my face, but not because of the shame that I should be feeling. Or the rage or the hatred. It’s a reaction of my body from having my mouth brutally filled by the god I once loved to serve.

I grab his legs to steady myself, my hands splaying over his strong thighs, but he gathers my wrists in a powerful hold.

“I want your tits hanging over my balls,” he rumbles. “Pull down your top and let me feel those tits pressed against me.”

I let out a pained groan when he brings my wrists close to my chest because he’s not gentle about it. He hooks them into the rim of the white top I’m wearing underneath my black suit jacket. It’s an off-the-shoulder strapless elastic top.

I can feel how badly he’s wanted revenge this entire time. It's in every thrust of his ring-circled cock into my mouth, in the punishing way those rings hurt my cheeks, in how the wide crest pounds the back of my throat.

I hook my fingers into my top and bra and pull them down, choking on his dick, tears flowing down my heated cheeks. He pops it out of my mouth, pulling me up by my hair, making me cry out. He drags me up until my tits rub against his cock, nestling it right between them.  He groans in pleasure, tugging on my hair.

“That’s it,” he says gruffly, running his thumb over my abused mouth. My lipstick is no doubt already smeared, and he smudges it over my face. “This is how you deserve to look.” With those words, he grabs my jaw, and turns my head towards the door. Showing me how everyone is watching.

“Let them see my filthy whore.”

Even though he subjected me to this kind of treatment before, this feels worse. Fist tight in my hair, he drags me up and then pushes me down so that my tits rub against his rock hard length, the rings sliding over my sweaty skin. He’s turned his cock into an actual weapon, but what worries me most is that all this is turning me on like a motherfucker. I moan in a divine combination of pleasure and pain, enjoying the maltreatment.

Every nerve in my body comes alive, arousal soaking my panties. I keep rubbing against my inner thighs, desperate to find some relief, for a way to calm my needy clit. Never has my body begged for a man like this except, of course, for Declan himself, years ago. And now all of it comes back to me with a vengeance, all the emotions I’ve suppressed for too long. The first of them is rage, and a close second is maddening lust. I want to claw at his shirt, pull him close and press my lips to his, forcing my tongue inside his mouth the way he forced his dick inside mine. But I need my hands to steady myself against his legs as he rubs me against him.

“Ah, just imagine how this cock is gonna ravage your pussy.” He pushes my head down again and shoves it into my mouth. “I have so much in store for you. I should actually thank you for all the time you gave me to prepare.”

He fucks my mouth so hard that everyone can hear my gagging and wet rattling. He goes on at a merciless pace, not holding back his loud groans as he empties himself inside my mouth. His cum hits the back of my throat, forcing me to swallow.

“That’s it, be a good little slut and swallow it whole,” he rumbles. 

He pushes his giant cock in to the root, until my lips hit the hair on his balls. Everything around disappears but the feel of him, my body writhing as I rub my pussy against my clenched inner thighs, seeking my own pleasure.

I find release in front of everyone, so obviously that I’ll wallow in shame for a long time. But right now, as I come in my panties while being used like a horny slut, I can’t even bring myself to care. I moan and whimper, my throat expanding, my tits exposed over the rim of my top. 

Declan never shared me, but he did enjoy exposing me to other people, putting his kinky fuckery on display. I’m still trying to figure out if something has always been wrong with me, or if he's turned me into this mess. All I know for sure is that I'm climaxing while swallowing his cum.

For a moment, our eyes meet, and I see the flicker of madness in them. Not the same one that sent me running away from him, but the madness of desire. The truth hits me deep in the gut–there’s something unique and addictive about Declan Santori’s lust. Once you’ve tasted it, no drug can match the high.

A moment is all we share until he breaks eye contact, pops his dick out and hauls me aside. My hair falls over my face, my tits bouncing. I heave, my eyes on our audience's shoes and sandals.

“Good girl,” Declan purrs behind me. I can’t see him tuck in, but I know that’s what he’s doing. “You saved your career–for now.” I can tell by the feet moving and shifting in front of me that he’s giving everyone else a chilling look. “What you just witnessed doesn’t leave this room,” he commands. “I know this is one hell of a story, one that would make the seller rich, but I promise you–” his tone deepens, and chills travel all through the dressing room at his next words, “if this gets out, I will know who did it. And I will destroy your lives, in ways that you don’t even begin to imagine. Everything you hold dear will wither and die. Everything you’ve achieved will come crumbling down like a house of cards. And your biggest dream will become your biggest nightmare.”

His voice could drive fear into the bones of a devil. This is the other face of Declan Santori. The one everyone intuits, but rarely ever sees. That is his true power. Behind the mask he shows the world, he’s a cunning bastard, and people instinctively know to keep off his radar. They respect him.

I don’t need to look up to know that everyone will do exactly as they’re told. It’s a certainty that only someone with Declan’s authority could ever provide, but that also means that I’m still in his hands. That I’ll never be free. My reputation, my future, it all depends on him.

“Now, let us go and do that interview,” he says, smoothing his suit while heading for the door. The team moves out of his way, many scurrying out into the hallway. Only then do I lift my head to watch him arrange his cufflinks, then look down at me. “Good questions,” he says. “I'll make sure to provide engaging answers.”

He prances out like a satisfied city feline, leaving me stranded on the floor with my face burning, my hair hanging over it. Most of the spectators left the first chance they got, horny and embarrassed at the same time, but some remain. They must enjoy the sight, Declan having reduced me to trash used for his pleasure. One who comes like an idiot at that, too. Me, once the most ambitious of all interns, the hard worker, the girl who used to put one red heel in front of the other with her shoulders pulled back and her chin forward, proud of her efforts. The girl who didn’t shy away from throwing her head back and laughing hard at a gross joke, or winking first at a man when she wanted him. I didn’t get catcalled, I was the catcaller.

But now, the image I've worked so hard to build of myself is crumbling down. As for my sexual side, I'm not even sure who I am anymore. I mean yeah, I enjoyed dominating men, but I never came as hard as I did when Declan used me. My heart never fluttered the way it did when I glimpsed the insanity in his eyes.

Pulling my top over my tits again, I stand up, pushing the hair from my face. Heat glows in my cheeks, but I can’t let these assholes take advantage, because they'd use it to make me feel small. I’m still Mia Rogers, and I'm still fierce. The last few spectators scurry out, since I’m making it even more uncomfortable for them than it is for me, taking my time rearranging my clothes instead of moving fast and nervously. The last ones who remain are Liam and Kristen. By their positions pressed to the doorway, they didn’t catch much of the show anyway. Knowing them, they probably didn’t want to, but the bodyguards didn't let them leave again once they trailed after me. My icy gaze softens.

Liam stares at me from his warm brown eyes, his shoulders slumped, a short dark beard obscuring his fluffy red cheeks. He’s a big bear of a man that seems uncomfortable in his body all the time, hiding behind baggy clothes that make his entire figure look slouched, now more than ever. I often see my teenage self in him, which is probably why I feel this affection for him.

Kristen stares at me from behind her large glasses, her mouth hanging open. They don’t know what to say, but they don’t have to utter a single word.

Liam hangs his head and looks away as I walk past him, as if he was the one on his knees only moments before, while Kristen seems baffled and in need of an explanation. She’s not going to get it anytime soon, if ever. The only thing I can throw at them as I exit the changing room is, “Break’s over. We have work to do.”
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CHAPTER II - Decadence
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Declan

The spotlights are blinding, but I prefer staring into them than holding the lascivious gaze of Lucretia Steinard. Her armchair is angled to mine, cameras pointed at us from all directions. The last people to hurry to their places are Mia’s friends, Liam and Kristen, with him behind a camera and the girl positioned so she can easily step in if something goes wrong with our outfits.

This isn’t a live show, but it wouldn’t be a problem if it was. I’m used to maintaining adamant control over myself, since I'm practically being filmed all the fucking time. I adjust my cufflinks, straightening up in my seat, but my eyes keep searching for my little spy. I left clear instructions that she must be on set.

Ah, my revenge is going to be exquisite, a form of art. Ever since I saw her again at Jax and Addie's party,I couldn't stop imagining her on her knees. Seeing those eyes hanging on mine while my dick is shoved down her throat. A plan started to form in my head, and I’ll take my time making it happen. Today was merely a taste. This isn’t gonna be over fast. It’s gonna be cruel, and it’s gonna bring Mia Rogers to her knees with a collar around her neck. I’m gonna coil her leash around my fist, and make her wish she’d never crossed me.

And Lucretia Steinard is one of the main pieces of my plan. The diva went out of her way today, her large tits swelling out of her cleavage like helium balloons about to burst. One of her young male assistants buckles to her side, showing her something on his tablet while she crosses her legs, showcasing her thighs.

As I expected, everyone here is eager to cater to her every whim. Everyone except my little spy, of course. It’s one of the things about her that got under my skin when I first met her back in college. I wanted to break her and bring her to her knees because no one could. She wasn’t just another girl, she was a goddess trapped in a human’s body, and I wanted to own the feminine divinity in her that she didn't even know she possessed. Her braces turned me on, and how she felt self-conscious about her body. She awakened a snake in me that wanted to coil around her and squeeze her tightly, feasting on her essence.

Maybe I even wanted her love.

Not anymore. Now I understand that’s something I can’t have, but I'll take from her the next best thing - her insatiable carnality. I’ll never be the guy she chooses, the way she chose Jax’s head of security, Nicco Shitface, her most recent conquest. I’ll force her to break his heart before I break his balls.

But I'll be the guy whose dick she chokes on.

And while she's at it, I’m going to pour my venom into her, infect her, force her to accept that no man can make her feel like I can. As much as she hates it, she’ll never come as hard for anyone else. Only my possession can run through her veins like poison and shake her world.

Lucretia turns her bright smile to me, so wide it’s almost a caricature. Just what the world demands. What the world pays for. All I had to do was scan her once the night we met at Jax and Addie’s party to see right through her. Insecure to the bone, she needs intense social competition to prove her worth, which she inherently doubts. She's lost her true self along the way, her intentions and needs now corrupted and distorted. Her interest in me is nothing but a reflection of her hunger for power and status. She’ll bite into granite in the end, when she realizes what purpose she’s served in my plan.

Keeping a cool, elegant snake-like facade for the cameras, I laser-focus on Mia, slinking behind the cameras and then joining her bespectacled friend from costumes in the front. She’s obscured from sight because of the spotlights behind, but I have sharp eyes.

Lucretia’s face is bright like a full moon. Even for her, one of the biggest talk show hosts in the country, I’m a big fish. This opportunity is one of a kind. She shifts in her seat, straightening her back, preparing for the cameras, every move aimed not only to please the public, but also to appeal to me. A slimy siren at work.

“Camera rolling,” the set director announces, and the show is on.

“Ladies and Gentlemen, welcome to I Ask What You’re All Dying To Know! I’m your host, Lucretia Steinard, and tonight we have a very special guest.” She cocks her head towards me. “Lord Declan Santori,” she says breathlessly, "wow. Thank you for coming on our show.”

She pauses, giving me space to thank her for having me, but I don’t do that. All I give her is a nod, scanning the cameras, assessing what people see from each angle as further steps of my plan crystallize in my head.

Lucretia hasn’t found out what happened between Mia and me in the dressing room yet, but I’ll make sure she does soon. I want her acting superior towards my little spy, who may refuse to want me, but she’ll orgasm for my abuse until her pussy drips with cum.

I wait, already making Lucretia squirm. I’m not gonna be an easy guest. I fix my eyes on Mia, even though I doubt she realizes I can actually see more than just her outline against the light.

“I have prepared many questions for you, since there are so many things people are dying to know,” Lucretia continues, assuming all of the work, when she actually had Mia do all of it for her. Lucretia is a disgusting mentor, but nevertheless a good one. It’s one of the reasons why I tolerate her around Mia. She needs to learn exactly how these kinds of predators work before she can learn how to destroy them.

I rest an ankle on my knee, making myself comfortable in my seat. An invitation for the famous host to give me her best. She brushes a strand of her blonde extensions behind her ear, glances down at her tablet, and clears her throat. She was hoping for some feedback, for a hint of what subject I might be more inclined to address, but I give her nothing.

“So let's go straight to the juicy stuff–this is, after all, what this show is about.” She laughs, and the audience supports her. I give them a relaxed smile, showing my hands in an “I’m here to satisfy your curiosity” gesture. The same one my father used to make. He was a perfect figure to everyone who knew him. Everyone aside from his family, that is.

“Word has it you were a child prodigy, Lord Santori,” Lucretia says. “Is it true that you defined quantum collapse before it was even a thing, at twelve?”

“Eight,” I correct, but she reacts before I even finish.

“Wow!” Her eyes widen, her face expressing fake surprise. Mia did her research on me, and she shared it with Lucretia, so she already knows. She praises me for longer than my ears can take it, and when she feels she’s stroked my ego enough, she moves to the hot topic she was dying to address from the start.

“You’re still very young, and yet you’ve accomplished so much,” she says. “The world knows you as a successful businessman, a philanthropist supporting many great causes, and quite the catch for any woman. Tell me, with your wealth and looks, how has your dating life been?” The audience goes quiet, and she turns to them, saying into the mic, “You know y’all are dying to know.”

I pause, letting a hint of mystery cross over my face before I reply, “Let’s say I’ve had the chance to meet all kinds of women from all walks of life.”

She gives me a moment to offer details, but I don’t. Her tongue runs over her lower lip, her body stiffer. This interview is the biggest thing she’s ever had, and a lot is at stake.

“I guess my question is, have you met anyone special yet? You know, like, the one?”

The audience whoops and claps their hands at the question.

“I’ve been on dates with some really interesting people, and all of them have something unique and fascinating to offer. I believe in living life to the fullest, exploring every opportunity that comes my way.” I turn to the audience. “That would be the proper answer, wouldn’t it Everyone is fantastic, and it’s no one’s fault that I can’t make up my mind.” My eyes run over the faceless people, the spotlights behind them. “But the truth is, we all act in response to other people. There’s action and reaction.” I return my gaze to Lucretia, who stares in disbelief. She didn’t see this one coming. “The women who approach me do it for different reasons, but mostly it’s my wealth, status or influence. Sometimes, it’s my looks. I always satisfy their desires, but I never fool myself. The nature of their interest is transactional, not emotional, even if things may appear that way in the moment.”

“You should give yourself more credit,” Lucretia says after a short break. “I mean, you are obviously an incredibly handsome man, and there’s a mystery about you that has many people in your thrall.”

I throw my head back in laughter. She has no idea who I really am. Neither do any of those women, and that’s the problem. The only one who ever glimpsed the monster inside and still wanted him was Mia Rogers. She only ran away from me because she thought she ought to, not because she actually wanted to. If she’d followed her desires, she would have spent all of these years sucking my dick instead of hiding from me. As for all those other women, sure, many of them truly believe they want me for me, for the man I am. They don’t even realize the shallow nature of their interest - my looks, the way I treat them, my emotional unavailability.

There’s commotion in the front row of cameramen, and Lucretia’s eyes fly toward it. I identify Mia’s form with hands on her hips beside a prompter, on which she must have instructed the team to display the words now rolling.

“And yet you keep going out with these kinds of women, maintaining your bias. Making sure it keeps getting confirmation. Surely there are women out there who would see deeper than your skin or your wallet, but maybe they’re not even on your radar.”

I smile casually. “And the question is?”

Lucretia hesitates, but the next words don’t start to roll on the prompter until Mia shuffles papers with the man working it.

“Could it be that you lead women on, when in fact you’re not ready to commit?”

I shrug. “It could be.”

Lucretia’s narrowed eyes fly between me and the prompter, but the audience is riveted. The host shakes her head and waves a hand for the team to turn off the prompter, but I read the words aloud in her stead.

“And could it be that you place the blame on the women and their supposed shallowness and stupidity, when in truth it’s all on you?”

Ah, there it is, Mia Rogers in action. A violent need to possess her punches me in the gut, and I promise myself to fuck her rough next time we meet, but right now I need to keep my cool. Lucretia panics, waving at people and cursing under her breath, desperate she’s losing control over this show.

“What makes you think it’s not the women who decide I’m not a desirable partner after all, Miss Rogers?”

Mia’s form shimmers in the obscurity. There’s no mistaking the vitriol in her voice when she speaks. I smile, wishing I could just let go and bathe in it.

“Come on, Lord Santori. We all know you are the eligible bachelor of the decade. Some would venture to say of the century even.”

“So you don’t think it’s possible for women to run away from me?”

Silence, only the quiet buzz of the technology filling the space. The air is heavy with the history behind that question, with Mia Rogers’ frozen stillness. I laugh, ripping through the silence.

“I grew up among the elites in this country,” I offer. “Spoilt rotten with favors, choices, people catering to my every whim. The most powerful people in the world fight for the attention of men like me, struggling to get into our good graces. That changes us. I’m a nasty bastard, Miss Rogers.” My eyes darken, and she takes a step back, finally realizing that I can see her clearly. That the shadow doesn’t protect her the way she thought it would. “Men like me are distorted versions of what a good, protective, worthy partner should be. We do not commit easily, and when we do, we don’t become boyfriends or husbands. We become owners. So you see, the center of my attention is a dangerous place to be, Miss Rogers.”

The set disappears, and it feels like Mia and I are trapped in a void together. Her eyes are big. She’s scared, as she should be. But that doesn’t hold her back.

“Are you telling us you use women, Lord Santori?”

My cock hardens in my pants, making me angle my body in a way to conceal it from the cameras. My jaw ripples. I never lose control like this. Oh, I’m gonna make her pay for this.

“Only when they chase me. If I’m the one interested, the chase becomes something else.” I leave it at that, but my tone of voice speaks volumes. I can see her bracing herself, rubbing her arms against the chill. She knows exactly what I’m talking about, and she knows I won’t stop until I take everything from her. Until I own every thought in her pretty head and every feeling in her beating heart.

“Did someone break your heart a long time ago?” Lucretia chimes in, trying to regain control of the conversation. No doubt she’s going to try and fire Mia for her intervention, but I have just the antidote.

My attention stays on my little spy. “Someone broke something. But the wheel is about to turn.”

Lucretia nods. “Karma’s a bitch.” I guess they’ll beep that one out before they air the show.

“I don’t wait for karma. I take things into my own hands.”

“So you’re a vindictive man?”

I flash her a sharp look.

“You don’t get where I am by being easy going, no matter the appearances you maintain.”

“Wow, Lord Santori, you’re bluntly honest,” Lucretia says, this time not entirely disingenuous. Most people come on this show to feed the world a false image, mostly a commercial one. “I must admit it’s refreshing. Aren’t you worried that women might turn away from you after such disclosure?”

I wish, would be my answer, but I leave it. This isn’t the first time I’ve tried to come off as a conceited bastard so that women would hate my guts, and it never works. They take it as a challenge, a flex, a matter of personal worth and power to get the bad boy to commit to them. So, on the contrary, they come running in droves, using all sorts of tactics to get my attention. I’ve seen it all, and nothing has ever impressed me.

Except Mia Rogers. She wanted me beyond rhyme or reason despite the fact that I made her come while torturing a man in front of her, but she chose to run away from what we had. She ran away not only from me, but also from herself. I activated her dark side, aroused it, fucked it, and I could have nurtured it to greatness.

“You know what the real problem is with having too much of a good thing, Miss Steinard?” I finally say.

“That you get used to it?”

“That it gets boring. I’ve had every experience that you can imagine with women, so when I do get interested in someone, it means that person is very special.” I'm looking at Mia. She’s not moving, waiting for the punchline. I think she hardly breathes. I smile darkly as I say, “Maybe I already met the one but, like you said, she broke something.”

“Was it the big love?” Lucretia asks, almost in a whisper.

I laugh, the sound rough and grating, making everyone around uncomfortable. Love? Love is generous, forgiving, warm, fuzzy, it makes you a better person. What I feel for Mia Rogers is savage, almost evil. The way I crave her is voracious, and it sure as fuck doesn’t make me a better man. I want to infect her like a virus, flood her like a toxin until I fucking inhabit every single one of her blood cells.

“It was the great upheaval,” I reply. “And it burned everything in its wake.”

An invisible tremor goes through the room. Even Lucretia has lost her usual poised and professional demeanor. Because it sounds like I'm gonna bring about the apocalypse.

***
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MIA

“If you think that his declaration about already having met the one is gonna make women stop chasing him like crazy, you’re dead wrong,” Sirenna declares, dropping into the round fluffy seat by the window in my apartment.

“I’m not fooling myself,” I mutter.

“That was the closest thing to a declaration of love,” Addie puts in, cradling her mug on the couch, heavy lashes shading big, blue, dreamy eyes. She said she could sense everything Declan said during the show was for me, and me only. Always the romantic.

There’s no point denying that I crave Declan. That his twisted focus on me thrills me to the bone. Hell, I’ve been thinking about him every time I gave myself an orgasm ever since I ran away all those years ago. Now I’ve been thinking about his metal-ring clad dick ever since he shoved it down my throat, waking me up horny and soaked in the middle of the night. But that’s wrong. I-should-go-see-a-shrink wrong. I was never a prude, but this is something else.

Sirenna, on the other hand, remains level-headed. “It was closer to a declaration of hate.”

My hands tighten on my mug of chai latte. I keep staring down at the creamy liquid. I can barely form words because, what’s the point? No one can help me.

“What’s gonna happen,” Sirenna continues, “is that women will throw themselves at him more than ever, trying to prove either that they can turn him around, save him, or replace the woman who hurt him. Prove that they’re better.”

“Another stupid flex,” I breathe. “They have no idea what they’re dealing with. What they’re getting into.”

I think about the aura of doom he emanated at the studio last week. Handsome as a young god, his voice a deep calm baritone, his mysterious black eyes, everything about him lures women in. Bait. All of it just bait.

He hasn’t contacted me since the show, and I managed to stay out of his way at Addie and Jax’s wedding last weekend, but I’m not fooling myself. He’s breathing down my neck. He’s watching me every single second, and he’s set a dark plan in motion.

“I think the best you can do right now is to just stop thinking about him,” Addie says, and I know it’s after a lot of reflection. “Just keep on doing your thing. You love your work, throw yourself into it. Maybe he’ll slowly lose interest, and you can you put this behind you once and for all.”

Laughter lodges in my throat, but I hold it back. “You know what happened at my work. I cringe every time I have to go back there.” I used to love what I did, to live for it, but the bastard took that away from me. He wants to destroy everything I built.

“He made sure that story didn’t get anywhere near social media,” Sirenna argues. “He’s pretty damn powerful. As much as Jax, it turns out maybe more. There’s nothing to–”

“He fucked my mouth in a dressing room, in front of other people,“ I say, loud and clear. “Those people have brains. Nothing can erase what happened from their memory.” My voice drops again, my attention back to my mug. “Not unless you damage it physically.”

“You are a fabulous journalist,” Addie says gently. “You discovered Jax’s fights in the underground, you came into contact with Sirenna. You worked your way to people other journalists didn’t even dream to reach, and you work on one of the biggest talk shows in the country. You're on a high speed track toward your dreams, and Declan Santori won't stand in your way.”

My eyes drag up her form, from her black stilettos and black pants to the white cashmere sweater covering her large bust, her beautiful golden hair up in a wavy ponytail. She’s always been a rare beauty but, ever since her wedding last week, she seems to have bloomed even more. Too bad she chose to postpone her honeymoon with Jax just to help me out. I give myself one hell of a guilt trip.

“Speaking of powerful men,” Sirenna interjects, “couldn’t Jax do something about this? He and Declan are best friends.”

Addie frowns. “Jax and Declan understand each other on levels that I can’t quite comprehend yet. I mean, Mia and I are super close, but their friendship is something else entirely. Declan stepped into the ring with Jax in exchange for his help many years ago. He was in trouble that not even his family connections could solve.”

“He needed someone with power in the underground, and morally flexible,” Sirenna puts in. "I could get that much out of Joseph."

“Someone with the means and stomach to tread where no one else dared,” Addie says. I keep my eyes on the mug, my fingers stroking its sides, but I’m hanging onto their every word. I know that Declan needed Jax’s help with something delicate, and that a terrible secret binds them. To this day, nobody knows what that secret is.

If I could find out, if I had something on him...

“Jax didn’t get into details, but apparently Declan’s skills didn't begin in the ring. At a very young age, he learned to do things that seasoned fighters couldn't pull off at thirty.”

A chill runs down my spine. What I witnessed him do back in college, it was completely unhinged. I'm beginning to wonder about childhood damage.

“Declan used to fight back in college, too. It’s how I first met him.” I take a deep breath. It’s the first time I’ve told this story, even to Addie. She knows about what happened between Declan and me in college in broad strokes, but I never got into the details. Even now, as I’m doing it, my chest feels raw and heavy. “College boxing was similar to UFC fighting, very brutal. Some of the guys were preparing for a career in the ring, and Declan was the best of them. Many coaches and companies offered to take him on and sponsor him, but a career in professional fighting was out of the question for him. He was a super brain too, one that his family had high expectations from. His father ran an empire of trust funds, banks and diamond mines, and he wanted Declan to take over.”

“From what Jax told me, it was also his father who first threw him into the fighting ring. And it wasn’t even a safe one for beginners,” Addie offers when I pause. She continues with her characteristic softness, careful with delicate information as she always is. “People saw his father as a sharp-minded, level-tempered businessman, the head of an empire with so much money and power that he had the world at his feet. At home with his family though, it was a very different story. There are rumors that Declan had brothers by other women because his father maintained a kind of harem. Only the strongest of his sons would get his last name and earn a place in the empire. The one who proved worthiest would take it all. In the end, there could be only one, and the competition was fierce. So Declan wasn’t just born into privilege. He’s had to fight for it harder than someone born in the slums, and brutal fighting was one of the main fields where he had to prove himself. His father wanted his sons to show they could rule the jungle as well as the glamorous peaks of civilization and, for that, he went to unthinkable lengths.” She wets her lips before going on. She’s worried about how to put this. Considering what she just said, there’s probably no good way to do it. I listen riveted. I wonder if Jax told her this after the wedding.

“First, he got his sons a private teacher. You would think it was a sound decision, teaching his sons to fight brutally in a safe environment, and it might seem that way until you look at the details. He took the boys away from their mothers, who were mostly gold-diggers.” The kind of women that Declan surrounds himself with now. “It seems that Declan’s mother was different. She ran her own small business, but he rarely ever talks about her. Anyway, his father isolated his sons at a villa in the mountains and had one of the cruelest underground fighters train them. He gave the man free rein. He could whip the boys and have them fight each other to exhaustion. The winner had to beat the loser to a pulp, or they would get beaten at their turn–with a whip that didn’t leave marks. That was one of the conditions the teacher had to fulfill–make sure the boys' bodies didn’t get any blemishes. One single imperfection, and they wouldn’t be able to join the elite.”

My mouth curls, bile rising. My stomach twists painfully–no wonder Declan is such a fucked up bastard.

“What is this damn elite everyone keeps talking about?” I say, my words carrying all the bitterness I taste in my mouth. “All this time, I thought it was just the creme-de-la-creme, the top one percent, the top richest men in America, but–”

“The richest, most powerful and most influential men in the world,” Sirenna interrupts, crossing her arms over her chest, her white-blonde hair falling over the sides of her face. “Like Joseph. The kind of men you don’t mess with. The kind of men you don’t dare ask for a dime from when you divorce them, let alone fight them for it. They’re not just the top one percent, they’re fewer than that, and they’re a closed society.”

My eyes fly over to Addie. “Is Jax part of that society?” Although she probably doesn’t know. But she shakes her head, certain about her answer.

“No. Jax is self-made. Declan’s father and his father before him were part of the highest society. Noblemen. Privileged.”

I bite the inside of my cheek, not sure whether I truly want to know, but I ask anyway. “If Declan won and became his father’s only heir, what became of the others?”

“His father didn’t let them die, if that’s what you’re asking. But they never received his name, or a dime of his money. Some tried to get revenge, extort money, a few even came after Declan, but he...dealt with them.”

“He killed them?” I ask faintly.

“No. He bought them off.”

Addie falls silent, only the sound of the cars sloshing through the street filling the living room. I don’t know whether that’s all the information she has, or all she’s willing to say, but I know I’ve heard enough for one night. My chest hurts, and for a moment a feeling of tenderness engulfs my heart.

“What happened to the daughters?” I ask in an attempt to distract myself from the pain Declan’s tragic past punched into my chest. “Or did that fucking prick only have boys?”

“The girls weren’t included in this game of power,” Addie says. “They never got their father's last name, but he did take care of them financially.”

“Is there any wine in this apartment?” Sirenna inquires, already heading towards the fridge. Doesn’t matter that it’s only noon on a rainy Sunday.

“Did they know who their father was?” I say, watching Sirenna enter the small kitchen and open the fridge.

“Apparently, Declan’s father was only a complete monster to his boys. The girls got married off to rich men, and he gave them generous dowries, so to say. He didn’t have many daughters, though. Of the twelve children, ten of them were boys.”

Ten. Declan has nine brothers, and he beat them all to supremacy.

Wait.

Declan.

"Was he the tenth son?"

Addie nods. "Apparently, yes."

And he was just a number to his father.

My phone dings with an incoming text. My heart jumps with hope that it's Declan, and disappointment washes over me when I see it isn’t him. I let out a groan, throwing my phone back on the couch. Just what I need, another guilt trip from my ex.

“Nicco again?” Addie glances at my phone as I curl my legs under me by the coffee table.

“Yeah, him again,” I mutter. Every time I see his name light up on the screen, talking gets heavy.

“I don’t know why you haven't blocked his ass yet,” Sirenna says, the pop of a wine cork following her words from the kitchen island. “Fuck knows he deserves it after the way he treated you the last time you saw each other at Addie’s penthouse.”

Flashes of that day return to me. I went to see Addie when she called me from his cell, desperate to see my friend after Jax had discovered her secret, namely that she worked as a cage dancer at Snake’s club. He basically called us both hookers, and not only because we both used to earn our living that way, but because, according to him, I had used him for sex and then threw him away. I stood up to him that night, but after the whole madness with Snake and Jax’s underground fights was over, I tried to apologize.

He took my invitation to meet for lunch the wrong way. He thought I wanted him back. When I made it clear that wasn’t the case, that we’d had a great thing but now it was over, he burst out into a rage again. It was hard to watch. The head of Jax Vaughn’s security detail was a controlled, reliable man on the outside, but an awkward little nerd in his private life. Almost an incel.

A little fucked up in the head, just the way I liked them. I met him when he came to our door, to this very apartment, to take Addie on her first luxury shopping spree at Jax's order.

I ended the relationship eventually because I wanted to place the focus back on sex, but he kept pushing for something else. Something strange. Not really an emotional connection. The night I ran to his car, pretending I was in trouble, in order to give Addie the cover she needed in order to slip away and do her last night at Snake’s to win her freedom, he felt betrayed.

And he became even nastier. Started throwing in my face what he truly thought about me, which raised my disgust for him. He’s still bitter about what happened, but he still won’t let go of me. He's been calling like crazy lately, and it’s gotten worse over the past few days.

I guess it must be me. Attracting unhinged guys. Sometimes I wonder if I’m not just as deranged, which wouldn’t even be strange after what happened with Declan seven years ago. If I’m honest, stalking a guy in the shower and taking pictures of him naked to masturbate to later isn’t exactly healthy behavior either, is it?

“Maybe you should reply to him,” Sirenna suggests, holding her glass gracefully at the stem. “He’s not gonna let go otherwise.” The woman really has an elegance that would make it hard for anyone to consider her an ‘alcoholic’. Her forbidding, elegant demeanor gets in the way, even for me. Besides, there’s an air of competence about her that could force any mouth shut.

“In fact, it’s just getting worse,” I whisper, my eyes sliding back to the unopened text banner on my phone. I’m not a chicken, but my stomach still tightens whenever I get a text from him, because I know it’s going to be angry and offensive.

“I know you don’t want anything to do with him anymore, and he deserves it,” Addie puts in, bending forward from her waist, her elbows on her crossed knees and mug cradled in her hands. “But he won't let go, Mia. It’s either let him down gently, or push him away harshly.” I don’t tell her enough, but Adalia Ross has always been better than a shrink to me with her delicate gestures and soft voice. I may be the dynamic part of our friendship, but she is the gentle soul. I shake my head.

“I’m in no position to pick another fight with anyone.” I brace myself, rubbing my arms as a terrible thought bites into my mouth. “Maybe he heard what happened with Declan in the dressing room.” Now that would be one hell of a blow.

“I seriously doubt that,” Sirenna says, walking back towards our old green sofa. “I'm positive Declan made sure no one talked. That event is between you, him, and the people who witnessed it live, who would never risk him finding out they leaked the information.”

“Lucretia did hear,” I counter. “And she’s been treating me like dirt ever since. She even got me into her office and said she would have fired me on the spot after Declan’s day on set because I made her look stupid and took control over the show. She’s convinced I was either led by my instincts, or that I’m a deceitful bitch who seeks to undermine her.”

“And aren’t you?” Sirenna chimes in. We both laugh, but then Nicco sends another text, and my amusement dies, my smile fading off my face.

“But then she didn’t actually fire me. Every day I wish she did.”

“And throw away everything you’ve worked so hard for?” Addie counters. I have a hundred ways in which I could answer this, but I keep my mouth shut, because she’s right.

No, my only chance is to make a stand here. To find a solution. I'm going to finish my business. And I’m going to start with Nicco.

***
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Mia

I ARRIVE AT THE RESTAURANT before Nicco, waiting for him at a table by the window. It’s a nice setup. Despite his blamey texts, I came here full of good intentions. I want to help him find closure and understand that our relationship would have never worked.

But now, as I wait, I can't help but replay in my mind the day he called Addie and me ‘two depraved pieces of ass'. It was the start of a long string of guilt trips and drunken late-night offensive texts that ranged from bitter reproaches to nasty sexual threats such as, ‘I should fuck you in front of my boys and then have them all shove their dicks down your throat’. There were nights in which an avalanche of texts of the variety, ‘you depraved cock-sucker, I’ll have my men fill your face with cum, spit on your cunt and fuck you with their guns,’ came at me, but I try not to think about them today. I really did hurt him badly after all. I'm here to apologize - again- and maybe he'll say he's sorry for those texts too.

He did justify himself for them once, through a voice message, saying he didn’t even drink alcohol before he met me. Before I used him. That he wished I could have loved him. But he never apologized, because of course, it was all my fault and I owed it to him to at least take his abuse.

And I did it for a while, only that he didn’t stop. Things only got worse, especially after he saw me again at Addie and Jax’s wedding. I avoided talking to him at all that day, stressed as I was because of Declan, and he took that as a license to start tormenting me again.

Now here I am, waiting for him with the face of a puppy carrying a white flag between its teeth.

He shows up ten minutes late, his frame filling the doorway as he stops to talk to the maitre d’, who points him my way. Nicco is larger than Declan, but at the same time physically weaker. Declan is tall and athletic, with corded boxer arms that seem to contain the strength of giants. Nicco’s blue eyes are sharp and cruel when his feelings are activated, but Declan’s pitch black irises are full of abyssal depth and unknown. A dark quantum field of possibility. As Nicco approaches me with a stiff face and hair neatly swept back, I wonder how I ever fooled myself into thinking that I could ever fall for someone who wasn’t Declan Santori.

Nicco grabs a chair and sits down, his back straight and his hands on the table. He looks big, the position strangely dictatorial. I put it down to his social stiffness, and artificial way of dealing with people. He’s far from a social butterfly, and nothing in his behavior is ever relaxed. The closest thing to ‘natural’ about him I ever saw were the emotional outbursts, and the self-righteousness he displays in his voice messages.

“Finally, you grace me with a meeting face to face,” he says. I grip my hands tighter on my lap. I know him well enough to hear the contained aggression behind his greeting.

“I figured I owe it to you.” I choose my tone and words carefully. I can’t get Declan off my back, but maybe I can ease some tension with Nicco. I can’t use two psychos on my back at the same time.

“You do.”

I search his eyes, and he holds my gaze without blinking. It’s one of the things I used to like about him. It reminded me of Declan’s undeterred focus. Of how much I wanted the frat boy’s undivided attention back in college only to realize that I couldn’t handle it. I ran away from something I wanted more than I did from something I feared.

I put my hands on the table, forcing myself to stop wringing them.

“Listen, Nicco, I’m sorry, I really am.” I shake my head, letting my heavy dark hair fall over the sides of my face. He always makes me feel ashamed, lately. “But the two of us, we wouldn’t have worked out.”

His blue eyes turn to glass. I need to tread lightly here. I force myself not to fidget in my seat.

“It’s not just because, you know, I’m broken.” I emphasize the ‘I’ and the ‘broken’. “There are also things from my past, Nicco. Things that came back to haunt me. I always expected they would, which is why I never really got involved with anyone. I didn’t want to drag a man into my mess.”

His eyes narrow. I wonder if he’s heard anything about my past with Declan. My nemesis might have made sure that the story of him fucking me in the mouth before filming the show never made it out of the studio, but Nicco used to work for Jax. My best friend’s husband fired him after he learned about his head of security detail harassing me, but Nicco is still connected.

“But you could still get involved enough to fuck men in the backs of their cars,” he grunts before he places his elbows on the table, making it tilt under his weight. His glassy blue eyes pin me down.

“How many have there been, Mia? Or you never bothered to count because hell, what did it matter. You weren’t planning on getting serious with anyone anyway. So. What’s your body count?”

I never regretted fucking a guy, but I’m beginning to regret this bastard. I should spit into his face that it’s none of his business, but I need to be careful.

“That’s irrelevant.” I look around, starting to plan my exit, but Nicco’s hand clamps down on mine. My eyes fly back to him.

“I asked you a question. How many? How many men have you played with?”

My eyebrows take a dive as I frown down at his hand white-knuckling my wrist. It hurts, but I’ll be damned if I’ll let him know.

“That’s what you care about? I figured you might want to know who I’ve been running from all this time. What sort of past has caught up with me.”

He stares me down with a lopsided grin that fills with disgust. “The way I know you, I’m sure you deserve it.”

Indignation rises in my throat, a bitter taste coating my tongue. “Deserve it?

“Oh wait, do you need my protection, Mia? Is that it?” He mocks. “Is that why you invited me here?” He looks around at the details of our table. “Is that why there’s flowers on the table?” He swipes down the vase with his arm. It falls to the floor, but doesn’t draw much attention because the sound is muffled against the expensive carpet, the water spilling onto it. From the corner of my eye, I see the maitre d' stiffening at the reception though.

“Come on, tell me,” he demands. “Maybe we can strike a deal, and I won’t even ask for romance in return. I’ll protect you from your stalker, if you let me use you like the whore you are.”

My cheeks are burning hot, my eyes blazing at him. He reaches under the table with the same hand that swiped down the vase, the other one still clinching around my wrist.

“I didn’t come here to make any deals with you,” I say as his palm spreads over my knee. I jerk away from him. “I’m here because you wanted closure.” And to disarm a bomb, but it seems I just made matters worse. I should have listened to Sirenna, and kept away from him, blocked him everywhere until he got tired of chasing me, but I just wasn’t sure that he would let go. Last time I ghosted someone, my past came back with a vengeance. So I chose to go this route instead.

“The question is, can you give it to me?” he presses, angling his grip in such a way that it sends sharp pain through my forearm.

“Let’s bury the hatchet once and for all, Nicco,” I try again. “I don’t need your protection. I’m not here to manipulate you. All I want is a neat, clean end.”

“Mhm,” he mumbles. “What if I don’t want an end at all?”

I blink at him, not sure I heard him right. “What?”

“I don’t want us to end, Mia, and, if you’re honest, neither do you.” His hand reaches over the table to stroke down my face. His tone is so suddenly mild it’s sickening. Only a seriously unbalanced person would be capable of such a switch. “Be honest with yourself. You still want to fuck me. You enjoyed rubbing your pussy on my face so much.”

I swallow hard, not sure how to react. What I want is to slap his hand away, scream in his face that he’s a dirty motherfucker I want nothing to do with, but I know that’s not the right course of action. Not with the look in his eyes. He’ll tear me apart limb by limb. I stay put as I open my mouth to respond, but then a presence darkens my field of vision.

My eyes move up his frame, my jaw dropping when I see who it is.

Declan stands by our table, his men flanking him on each side. My heart pounds in my ears, my blood rushing through my veins. He looks all the mouthwatering Lord Declan Santori in his impeccably fitted suit, a smile on that infuriatingly sensual mouth. Not a single strand of his hair is out of place, and nothing in him seems to move except his deadly eyes dragging from me to Nicco and then back again.

The former bodyguard leans back, releasing my face and wrist. On the inside, I’m praying that Declan doesn’t think this is a date, even though I’m not sure why. It shouldn’t be any of his business.

“Lord Santori,” Nicco says by way of greeting. He’s obviously surprised, but he doesn’t stand up, like he would have done if he were still working for Jax. I sense a streak of rebellion in him, although it’s weak. Judging by the way he frowns and looks from me to the starboy billionaire, he’s heard nothing about the dressing room. He's confused by Declan's crashing our supposed date.

“Mia Rogers, what a surprise to find you here,” he drawls, ignoring Nicco completely. But I know this is a surprise to him like I’m the Queen of England. He knew exactly where to find me.

“Lord Santori,” I manage.

He looks down at his golden Rolex that must have cost as much as a kidney.

“I’m on a tight schedule, and I’m already done with lunch. So we’ll have to make this quick.” He glances over his shoulder at the stairs that lead upstairs to the VIP area of the restaurant. My throat constricts. So that's where he's been the entire time.

“An honor then that you stopped to say hello,” I say.

A grin curls up the corner of his mouth. “I didn’t stop just to say hello. I’m gonna get a quick fix, and then be on my way.”

The blood leaves my brain in a swoosh. Get a quick fix? What the hell does that mean?

He nods his chin at his men, and they grab me by my arms.

“What the fuck is going on?” I squeak as they lift me up. I struggle, but I don’t even manage to knock back my chair, because the maitre d’ is there to hold it like he’s assisting. I shoot Declan the nastiest glare, opening my mouth to shout something profane in his face, but his black gaze shoves it back down my throat. It speaks volumes. If I protest, he’s gonna make it hurt. I can feel it in my bones.

“I can walk,” I force through my teeth, clinging to a drop of dignity.

At Declan’s signal, his bodyguards let me go. I brush my hands over my two-piece suit to adjust any crumpling, looking around, and hoping against hope that this went unnoticed, the way Nicco swiping the vase off the table did.

But, of course, everyone is staring. As for Nicco, he just watches from under frowning eyebrows. Indignation rises in my throat.

“Really? You’re just gonna sit there and do nothing?”

The only answer, to my vexation, is Declan’s laughter.

“And what would you expect him to do, little spy?” He adjusts his cufflinks, his moves feral. “Come on, I’m open to suggestions.” And to being entertained, by the sound of it. I huff like a bull as I stare down at Nicco.

The ex-bodyguard’s glassy blue eyes drag from Declan to his security detail. Maybe he’s assessing the situation like a professional, weighing how he could take them down. But then again, maybe he’s not considering it for my protection at all but for his own, calculating how to get himself out of trouble if push comes to shove. If Declan does finally decide he won’t let his meeting me here go unpunished.

Whatever is happening inside his head, he’s not gonna do anything. I’m completely in Declan’s power.

The last thing I do is stare down at Nicco like he’s the nastiest piece of shit. “Unbelievable.”

With that, I push my shoulders back, my chin forward and stomp towards the exit. Only that, the moment we reach the bar area of the restaurant, one of his Declan’s men grabs my arm.

“To the toilets,” he grunts.

Ice travels down my limbs. I suddenly wish I were stupid, and didn’t realize what’s going to happen.

But whatever resistance from my part is only gonna make things worse. He’ll have his men grab me and force me or drag me, and everyone will know I’m literally his bitch. So I walk towards the back of the bar and the dimly-lit toilets with my head held high, even though my chin is trembling.

Declan's security guys push the door open to the men's room. And the moment I step into the dimly-lit beige marble room, Declan grabs my arm roughly and drags me along to one of the stalls. I stumble over my own feet, my black pumps twisting on my feet. I lose one in the process. I stopped wearing my signature office red dresses and flashy two-piece suits since before the on-set face-fucking, and recently I replaced the red pumps with black ones, too. I just don't feel like the woman who wears red anymore. I’m no longer the hustling girl, bent on rubbing her competence against everyone’s faces. Now I’m the girl who wants to keep her head down.

Only that my nemesis won’t let me, not now that he’s got me in his claws again.

He shoves me inside the toilet stall. I hit the back wall, my palms slapping the marble tiles as I catch myself. My breath mists the glossy surface. I’m burning on the inside too, not just the outside. My face must be red and sweaty, but that’s not the only reason I don’t turn around.

I stay put, one knee on top of the gleaming-clean toilet seat, my back to the man whose scent fills the stall. My heart beats like crazy. I’m scared shitless to look into his abyssal black eyes. I know he didn’t close the door behind him, and not only because we wouldn’t fit in here together if he did, not if we move around like he plans for us to. The bathroom stalls are spacious enough in these luxury places, but Declan is a large guy, even though he doesn’t look bulky. But his men are inside the restroom with us, and he wants them to watch. Or to at least be very much aware of what’s about to happen.

“Turn around,” he commands, his baritone voice no longer velvety. This time, he gives me his real deadly voice. The kind of voice you obey instinctively.

And I do, my hands dropping off the wall as I turn around to face him. My eyes meet his sleek black shoes before they slowly move up the slacks clinging to the hard muscles of his legs. I stop at the level of his chest, unable to meet his black stare that has been haunting me for years.

I must look like a schoolgirl facing her headmaster, getting punished in a bathroom stall. My pussy wets at the thought. It’s all I can do not to rub my inner thighs together. I haven’t felt like this in years, and I hate how my clit throbs in sync with my temples. I shift my weight from my pumpless foot to the other, seeking balance, trying to push my black suit skirt down. It has ridden up my thighs.

“Don’t,” he commands, and my hands freeze mid-motion.

I can’t help but look up, and my breath catches in my throat. Declan Santori has always been the most handsome man in the world to me, and that hasn’t changed. It probably never will. His security detail hanging out behind him, aware of what he’s about to do to me is exhilarating in ways I hate to admit. The night at the frat house comes back to me, especially that moment with my tits dangling over the banister above a raving crowd. If they’d looked up with anything but fuzzy eyes, they would have seen me getting fucked from behind by the baddest frat boy on campus.

A second later, our secret hits me in the back of my head, shaking me back to reality.

“Are you going to have me suck your cock in front of your men, too?”

His eyes keep moving slowly up and down my frame, not going above my neck. As if my face doesn’t matter.

“You still have to pay for what you did, little spy,” he says. “You knew you wouldn't get away with sucking me off once.”

“Then let’s get it over with.”

He throws his head back, laughing, but he sounds more angry than amused.

“Get it over with? I have been preparing for this for seven years, and I'll take my time with it. This is going to hurt Mia Rogers.”

I bite down on my lower lip, holding back a whimper. His words, the threat behind them, fills me with lust instead of dread. My dignity is about to get trampled on, the least I can do for myself is not show how much that turns me on.

“Take off your panties,” he commands. I hesitate, but I know I’m not getting out of here if I don’t comply. Refusing isn’t an option.

So I find my balance by kicking off the other shoe and leaving it askew on the tiled floor. Declan watches me do it, his eyes raking up my thighs as my skirt bunches above my wrists. Hooking my thumbs into my black lace panties, I push them down my legs, and step out of them as elegantly as possible. I cast them aside with my foot so he doesn't notice the cream stains on them, but there's nothing I can do to stop the scent from spreading.

Declan holds out his hand. “I’ll take those.”

I look down at that hand that can turn deadly when clenched into a fist. I bend down to retrieve my panties, and then place them in it, mortified to the bone. With my pussy now exposed, the scent fills the stall. He smirks, meeting my eyes for the first time.

“So my little spy still likes it dirty.”

“Don’t assume you know what I like,” I say through my teeth.

“Oh, I’m not assuming.”

He reaches between my legs, his hand cupping my pussy. My stupid hips involuntarily roll forward into his touch, letting his fingers slide between my curls, grazing the lips of my pussy. He groans, a sound that travels up my spine, giving me more pleasure than it should.

“Nice to see you kept the hair. Surely because you know I’m a fan,” he purrs mockingly.

I sink my teeth into my lip, keeping myself from retorting. He brings his face close, his grin turning devilish and heartbreakingly beautiful. At the same time, his words hit me like a sledgehammer.

“How about we give my men a show. You make such beautiful music when you moan for me.”

I shake my head. He can’t be willing to expose me like this. Sure, he humiliated me in the past too, but not by opening my pussy up for other men. He laughs, reading the horror in my eyes.

“I’m not gonna share you, if that’s what you’re scared of,” he says. “We’re just gonna put up a good show for the boys.”

He grabs me by the pussy, causing me to yelp in surprise. I keep my pubic hair short, no more than a small triangle to mask my lips, but his expert fingers still find a way to tighten in them, and steer me around until I’m facing his guys.

I gasp, struggling to get enough air, so I keep gulping air down. I’m still wearing my black turtleneck–I didn’t want Nicco to get the slightest hint of the wrong idea when I came here–but Declan relieves me of it in one smooth swipe of his hands. The turtleneck is over my head in a second, my hair ruffled, my skin pebbling at the direct contact with the air. The men that dragged me here barely dare look at me, as if they know better than to humor their boss. As if they expect this to be a test. One averts his eyes, while the other runs a hand through his hair, giving him a reason to look away.

Declan doesn’t insist with them to watch as he snaps my bra open, and pushes it down my arms, laughing low.

The lips of my pussy burn where he grabbed me, and now my nipples betray me too, hardening at the air’s cool caress. At the prospect of Declan presenting me to these men naked, my hair messed up, only my bunched-up skirt sitting askew across my midsection. I can’t believe how fast he got me naked and exposed to his goons.

He grabs my jaw from behind, his fingers harsh as he pushes my face to the side, forcing me to look at myself in the mirror. Indeed, there is one more thing standing between me and our spectators–my makeup. The layer of foundation that makes my face look much smoother and porcelain-like than it is, black eyeliner and red lipstick. I haven't toned that one down.

“I’m gonna smear your makeup with my cock,” he whispers in my ear before he licks the shell, sending current all through me. His eyes promise wicked things. “You’re gonna get thoroughly used today.”

Grabbing my hair with his other hand, he tugs my head back, hard enough that it hits his chest. Before I can let out the slightest protest, he pushes his middle finger into my mouth, all the way to my throat without minding the grazing of my teeth.

"Ah, look how pretty you are when you suck." Then, to his men,“Do me a favor, boys, and film this on your phones.” His voice drips with meanness. My groan turns into gagging sounds around his finger that is now so deep down my throat that I can feel his knuckles hard against my lips.

My eyes fill with tears, so I can’t see the men scrambling for their phones, but I hear them shuffling for them. I can tell they’re not comfortable doing this, and not because they’re opposed to watching a woman getting slut-fucked in a men’s toilet. They enjoyed dragging me here, and they enjoyed knowing what was about to happen. No, this is something else. I’ve seen men this insecure around Declan before–his friends from college. A chill runs down my spine as I remember how a particular one ended up. The secret that he and I share...

“I’m gonna enjoy rewatching this when I'm alone,” Declan says in my ear as he moves his finger in and out of my mouth, fucking it. My cheeks hollow, sucking out of some fucked-up instinct to obey him, to please him. His voice is low and raspy, close enough that only I can hear him, but it might be audible on the footage later. “I’m gonna watch myself fuck your ass with the same finger I fucked your mouth. Getting that tight little butthole ready for my cock.”

My body stiffens against his large chest, and he laughs.

“I had those stainless steel rings wrought around my cock especially for you. Part of my plan to give a filthy little traitor what she deserves. Ah, this is going to be a dangerous affair for you. How does it feel to know you brought it on yourself? When you could have had everything if you stayed?”

He pops his finger out of my mouth and brings his ear to it so he can listen.

“It feels,” I whisper, but then I see an opportunity, and I just can’t resist it. I snap forward as much as his grip on my hair permits and bite his ear, sinking my teeth into the upper part as hard as I can. I taste blood in my mouth, but he seems made of fucking iron, or the bastard likes it, because all he does is laugh.

“Ah, I knew that you missed me too, little spy.”

My teeth graze his ear, the taste of blood in my mouth, as he pushes me down. He does it so roughly that I have to catch myself with my hands against the tiles, and I’d probably go all the way down to my knees if his arm didn’t wind around my waist from behind.

My hair falls over my face, my ass up in the air, my skirt bundled up over my ass. My asshole is completely exposed to him as my feet skid on the floor, but his hold keeps me steady.

“Look at this piece of ass, about to get what it deserves.”

The men are still filming but, mercifully, I can’t see it. Heat floods my face and my ears, until I feel the tip of his finger tease my pucker and I stiffen all over. He stops and laughs.

“Now let’s get this wet.” That same finger that has been in my mouth and then teased my ass slides between the lips of my soaked pussy, then makes its way inside. This is the point when I should thrash around, but instead I groan, my thighs flexing.

He pushes it in slowly, but I’m so heavily wet that he pulls out and pushes in two fingers. My eyes roll back at the sensation, feeling so heavenly full of him. My head spins, the feeling intoxicating. I can hear him laugh as if through water, sardonic and powerful, but that only spurs my masochistic ass on.

As my body struggles to writhe against him, I realize how much I've missed him. I was dominant with all the men I had since him, taking what I wanted, but now I understand it was all an act to persuade myself that I wasn’t hooked on Declan Santori. That I didn’t actually enjoy what he once did to me, how he subjected me to his corruption, that I didn’t experience what Sirenna calls ‘the victim’s delight’.

But the truth is I am his victim, and now that he’s pulling his fingers out of my pussy, my walls clench and try to bring him back in. But he has other plans. His middle finger, now coated in my pasty cream, pushes into my ass. I want it so badly by now, my body turned all jelly in his power. The goes in without much resistance.

Still, the pain is there, and my ass soon tries to close down. Declan has got me wet enough though that he can slide in further, pushing through my discomfort. Unable to free myself from his hold, my hands claw at the tiles, sliding over the slippery marble, wet from my sweaty palms.

“Holy fuck,” one of the bodyguards says. Glancing at him through messy strands of hair clinging to my face, I see him grabbing his cock through his pants, still holding his phone in the other hand.

“Dare take that cock out, and I’ll cut it off and stuff it down your throat,” Declan rasps behind me. My skin pebbles all over my body, the threat in his voice palpable enough to freeze a Norse god. I can’t help but lose a whimper of pleasure at that deadly sound. Call me silly, but it does things to me as wicked as the scent of him, his testosterone.

As if on cue, he grabs me by my hair and spins me around to face the mirror, my hands gripping the sides of the basin. Declan’s hand flattens over my back, pushing me down until my tits are squashed against the cold marble.

“Let’s get that ass ready for my cock,” he grumbles, sending thrills all through me.

He keeps me put with his legs pinned against mine, his thighs hard as concrete through the fine fabric of his slacks. I try to wriggle my butt into him, feel up his steel-clad cock, but he keeps himself out of my reach, letting loose a low chuckle. The bastard understands full well what I want, and he enjoys denying me. Instead, he pushes something inside my asshole. Something round and metallic, but warm, something that makes way instead of causing my body to constrict. It’s coated in my own cream.

“Stainless steel butt plug,” he informs me as he bends down over my back, pushing in a second part of the thing inside my ass. This one is bigger, giving me some pain but radiating a pool of pleasure into my pussy. I realize the first thing I felt was the tip, but it was so smooth that I took it for a ball. “You’re gonna keep this inside until I come to take it out,” he orders. “Next time we meet, I’m gonna use that naughty asshole, and I want it prepared.”

Each one of his words vibrates against my skin, and the moment his palm connects with my ass, a jolt of electric sensation bolts through me. I yelp, bouncing forward from the force, my asscheek burning from the slap, but there’s nowhere to go. Not with his hand flattening me down against the basin, keeping me steady.

“Oh, God, Declan please,” I whimper.

He laughs, the sound raspy and frustrating.

“Beg harder.”

“Please, please, please–” Go harder is what I want to say, and he knows it. I bite my lip in a last, desperate attempt to keep the words back. He chuckles, a touch of malice in the sound.

“Please what?”

“You know what I want.” I’m almost crying.

He slaps my ass again, and this time it’s like a lick of fire on my skin. The butt plug vibrates inside my ass, sending ripples of sensation through me.

“Beg for me to use you.”

There’s muffled talking outside the door, which his men are guarding. No one else comes in because, apparently, Declan doesn’t want any more spectators–yet. But he will, soon, and that knowledge turns me on in ways it shouldn’t.

“Please, give it to me in my pussy,” I blurt out.

He groans. Ah, the sexy bastard.

“In this greedy little cunt?” he says, pushing two fingers inside. It hurts with the butt plug already weighing down on my pussy walls, but it’s so fucking delicious at the same time that I arch my back, wanting more.

He keeps me down with his hand on my back and the other one fucking my cunt, my eyes rolling back in my skull. Sensation spreads out through me, and I’m losing it. There's something about being owned like this, being subjected to Declan’s evil, that makes me want to abandon myself to him. To this tension pooling in my womb until I come all over his fingers, white-knuckling the edges of the basin and screaming into my own hair falling over my face. My legs buckle and give out under me as the orgasm floods me. 

Declan laughs, a villainous sound, but I can hear what this is doing to him. He’s barely holding on to his glacial dominance. I wonder if the men filming us can sense it too.  

He shudders behind me as my sounds of pleasure fill the restroom. When he’s sure that I’ve ridden it out, he slaps me so hard over the ass that it almost sends me back over the edge. It’s mind-blowing, what pleasure and pain can do when combined. 

Declan reaches in front of me and grabs my pussy hair. I moan, seeking contact with his fingers, wanting them desperately on my swollen clit, but he grabs my hair with the other hand, and spins me around, forcing me down to my knees. 

Exhausted and trembling, I fall down limply. 

Keeping a grip on my hair, he undoes his fly with his free hand. I lick my lips as I watch him do it, wanting him to face-fuck me like I deserve it. 

“I’m gonna shove this cock down your throat. Open wide.”

I do, wide enough to accommodate the elastic steel rings. He thrusts mercilessly, his face tightening, his black eyes almost demonic. He watches without blinking as I practically swallow his cock down, my throat swelling up. It’s insane how horny this makes me, writhing against my own wetness on the floor, the stainless steel plug inside my ass.

“That’s it, come for me all over the tiles,” he says gruffly, his cock so large inside my mouth that I’m gagging on it. Metal in my ass and metal in my mouth, I’m about to roll my eyes back and give in completely to his rough possession, when he takes it up a notch.

He pulls out of my mouth, grabbing his cock at the base. He slaps it over my cheek, causing me to blink, not sure what’s happening.

“This is what little whores get for betraying their owner,” he says. “They get fucked in the ass and then slapped over the face with a big mean dick. Ah, if you like this, you’re gonna love everything else I have planned for us.”

He runs his dick up my face until strings of warm cum hit it.

“Nothing looks better on your face than my cum mingled with red lipstick,” he grunts, bucking and quivering as he reaches his climax, completely smudging my makeup. 

I watch him greedily, realizing how much I missed this. It fills my heart with joy that I shouldn’t be feeling while on my knees, being used in a men’s restroom. I should hate this bastard’s guts, but I don’t. 

When he meets my eyes, obsidian black spills into powder blue like ink into water. It feels like his essence is penetrating me. Everything around us seems to disappear, Declan and I sucked into a void in which only the two of us exist. 

All until he reaches down under my armpits and pulls me up to my feet. He brings me to face the mirror again, my hands back on the edges as he turns on the tap and starts washing his cum off my face. My foundation is completely gone, revealing my flushed cheeks. My mascara is waterproof, but smudged around my eyes from the rough face-fucking. The same goes for my red lipstick.

When he’s done cleaning his cum off my face and neck, Declan grabs my jaw and makes me stare at myself in the mirror, his face next to mine. 

“You’re gonna walk out of this restaurant like this.” His undertone is chilling my bones. “So everyone will know that I roughed you up in here.” He presses his sculpted cheek to mine, his hand tighter on my jaw, making it hurt. “Do you know why this is happening to you, little spy?” But he doesn’t wait for me to answer. “It’s because you’re a treacherous little slut, and you betrayed me again.”

Wait, what?

Declan reads the confusion in my eyes before I even get to say the words.

“You should have known better than to get Nicco Shitface to meet you here for a date,” he explains in a smoky voice. “What did you think, that I wouldn’t find out? That you can make a single move in this city, and I won’t know about it? I’m always five moves ahead of you, Mia.”

“It wasn’t a date,” I counter.

“Don’t talk back,” he cuts me off. Then, softer, “if you know what’s good for you.”

I can think of some other things that are good for me, like his stainless steel plug inside my ass. His toxicity feels too damn good.

“So here’s what’s gonna happen,” he says. “If he’s still out there when we get out, you’re gonna dump his ass, and you won’t be nice about it.  Just to make sure we understand each other–if you leave any room for interpretation, and he touches you again, and he dies. Do I make myself clear?”

I nod, my throat too tight to speak. Still holding an iron grip on my jaw, Declan turns my head, and crashes his lips against mine. Before I even realize what’s happening, his tongue forces its way into my mouth, seeking mine in a demanding kiss. When our lips peel off each other, I’m dizzy and speechless, and not sure what my freaking name is.

“Good girl,” he rasps, his black eyes connected to mine, spreading their inky poison into my mind. Fuck, I belong to this man, but I’ll die before I show him how much power he has over me. The least I can do for my sorry ass is not give him this satisfaction.

His hands drop off of me, leaving me naked and shivering, my back to his guys. He bends down, grabs my bra and turtleneck, and helps me back into both like he’s taking care of a child. Then he hands me my shoes and takes a few feet of distance to admire his handiwork–my make-up smeared, my hair a mess, but at least I’m wearing my clothes. 

It may be just in my head, but he hesitates for a moment. He reaches out and pinches my chin between the same elegant fingers that ruined me moments ago, and my swollen lips part. Something in his face tells me that, at least this moment, there’s more in his heart than just lust or revenge. There’s a plea, and there’s raging emotion. The same one that drove him to tattoo my name on a man’s dick years ago, after that man tried to make me his whore.

“Remember, little spy,” he rasps, his breath caressing my face. “You may not see me, but I always see you. I’m never far behind.” Then, his tone changing, “of course, you wouldn’t even try to escape me a second time, would you? You’re a smart girl. You know better than that.”

Letting go of my chin, he fixes his suit jacket and smooths out his hair, looking perfect as he stands aside, an unmistakable invitation for me to pass him by. I do, my arms stiff at my sides, my fists balling. With every step, I become increasingly aware of his men behind me, porn footage of me on their phones. 

Eyes watch me as I walk around the bar in the waiting area towards the restaurant. Part of me hoped that I wouldn’t find the same patrons here, that many of them would have left already, so only the fewest would know. But, of course, they all made sure they stayed, so they could watch me do the walk of shame. I don’t meet anyone’s gaze, afraid of the derision, the disgust. In all of my years trying to get a footing in the media world of New York, I’ve met many people, and I’ve learned to read them. Even the finest elites develop a filthy kind of lust for sluts. Nothing turns them on like the idea of getting them shitfaced drunk and fucking them in a toilet stall.  

Thankfully, the one man I feared seeing in here left.  There’s no sign of Nicco, the table where he and I sat now perfectly smooth and ready for new clients. Seems I won’t be forced to have that difficult conversation with him after all.

I exit the restaurant into the cozy afternoon, shame running through my body. I’m out of the building, but it still feels like what happened is stamped on my forehead. Branded into my skin.

“Miss Rogers.” A man in a suit is holding open a door to a black Rolls Royce.  “I will be taking you home.”

I frown at him, then at the car. I can’t deny that I’m confused. Declan Santori used me for a dirty quickie, only to send me off in a luxury car with a chauffeur? I decide not to waste another second, and get in. At least in here there are no prying eyes.

The door falls shut, and I sink against the buttery leather, the tension leaving my body. At least I don’t have to ride in the same car as him. Finally, I understand what it felt like for Addie to put up with the tension between her and Jax back when they were dating. 

It’s not lost on me that I also won’t have to deal with Nicco anymore. While I don’t believe I’ve seen the last of him, he didn’t risk sticking around, which means he’ll probably bother me less from now on. And even if he does contact me, I’m gonna ‘dump his ass’ by text. He left with his tail between his legs, didn’t dare speak one word against Declan, so he’s not gonna be much of a problem. I laugh to myself–the advantage of fucking a crazy guy is that he scares the lesser crazies off. 

I wiggle my butt into the buttery seat as my eyes fall on the luxurious minibar, all lights and glitter. This is by far the most extravagant limo I’ve ever ridden in. I never imagined I’d be wearing a butt plug that sends ripples through me every time the engine purrs, though, an extravagant billionaire’s personal hooker. 

Well, since Declan is destroying my life and self-esteem, I might as well drink his booze. I giggle when the Rolls drives off from a traffic light, sinking me into the seat just as I pour into a flute, my knees hitting my chest, my ass straining around the plug. I spill half the champagne, but who cares. I raise the glass, calling out a, “Here’s to you, Declan Santori, for fucking up my life!” .

I down the flute, the cool, sparkling liquid proving just what my abused throat needs.  

On second thought, I might as well drink directly from the bottle. It’s not like anyone is watching. I put the bottle to my lips and gulp down the champagne, thin golden rivulets slipping from the corners of my lips and streaking down my neck.

“You seem to be enjoying yourself.”

I stop short, not sure where the voice is coming from until I understand it’s from the speakers. Fuck, This place looks like a spaceship, of course he’d have systems here to monitor me. I drank too fast, and now there’s a buzz in my head that won’t let me think straight. So of course the first thing I say is stupid.

“I wish I had some company.”

My throat works, but it’s too late to swallow my words back. A sexy chuckle comes from the loudspeakers.

“There’s a drawer under your seat.”

I open my legs carefully to look down between them, one of my pumps escaping from my foot. 

“No,” Declan commands. “Keep them on this time.”

I smile to myself and do as told, careful about the way I open my thighs this time. It’s clear he can see me, so I take care to offer him a good show. It’s a good way to hurt him. Back at the restaurant, he said he was on a tight schedule, and I believe him. Men like him are always ultra busy. This is a good chance to torture him.

I open the compartment under my feet and pause. I expected to find some sort of sex toy, but not this. It’s a rubber baton, like those I’ve seen the police use in Europe on protesters. An instrument of violence, but the way it can be used for pleasure does cross my mind. With the champagne buzz, it’s easier to give in to my own fantasies, to accept the exhilaration of Declan’s punishment. 

To admit that I’ve missed it for seven years. 

“Now, I’m going to tell you exactly what to do with it.”

The sound of his voice seems to come from everywhere, spreading out into the cabin just the way the inky blackness of his eyes did into my mind.  It’s surrounding me, taking control. 

“You’re gonna put the flute back into the bar, and keep the bottle,” he instructs. “Then, you’re gonna grab the baton by its handle, and place the other end at your pussy. You’re gonna keep your legs wide open, giving me a full view of it all happening.”

I look around, trying to spot cameras. With all the linings and lights now dimming to create the atmosphere, they could be anywhere. For all I know, the entire glossy paneling could be one big camera, or more. 

I do as told, my ass tightening around the butt plug. Holding the bottle to the side, I place the black end of the baton at my pussy, and push inside, just a little. I lose a gasp, my thighs flexing, my pussy clenching to expel the foreign, too large body. 

“Mhm, good girl,” he purrs from the loudspeakers, and I lean my head back against the leather seat, a moan escaping my mouth. “Now push it in deeper. You know you can always trust me when it comes to pleasure.”

He’s not wrong in that. Or anything, really. I can’t remember a time when he missed the mark, not even once in all the financial forecasts he gave whenever a reporter asked him on the red carpet.

The red carpet, where he always appeared with a world class model on his arm. And yet it’s me he’s watching now, about to fuck myself with a black rubber baton in his Rolls Royce limo. 

Balancing the bottle of champagne in one hand, I raise my knees while my bottom slides forward. I must resemble a drunken spider with its legs up, but I still giggle. I bite my lip in naughty amusement–I hope he gets a good view of what’s happening down there. Of the baton slowly sliding inside my pussy. My eyes roll back and my teeth pierce my lip as its girth pushes against the back wall, against my butt plug. It makes me hot as hell, wanting to thrash around, but I need to be careful how I move with the big, thick baton. 

“That’s it, stretch out that pussy,” Declan’s velvety voice says from the speakers. “It’s gonna help with your ass too, and get you ready for when I have my way with it.”

I moan, my back arching, my head pushed against the back seat. Carefully, I slide the rubber in deeper. It must have a silicon coating because it’s not abrasive at all. I’m wet to my inner thighs, coating in my own cum, but it wouldn’t be enough. This needs extra lubrication.

“You know what I’m doing right now, little spy?” he purrs from the speakers, his voice an extra turn-on. “I’m smelling your panties.”

The only part of clothing he didn’t return to me. He had me walk out of that restaurant with my thighs rubbing in my own slickness, the butt plug basically fucking my ass. While he watched from behind, and everyone else who saw me, it felt like they knew...

I move faster, masturbating with the baton for his entertainment. It’s big and thick, so I only put in a few inches, but it’s enough to make me feel that my ass is getting fucked too. Declan groans into the speakers, and it spurs me on like fire. Raising my knees higher to my sides, I plant my pumps onto the seat. The leather squeaks under my metal heels, my hips moving, seeking pleasure from the baton and the plug. I put up a show meant to make Declan lose his mind. For the first time ever since he and I met again, I feel powerful.

“What are you thinking about when you sniff my panties?” I pant. 

“I’m not fantasizing about licking your pussy, if that’s what you want to hear. I’m imagining how I’m gonna fuck all your holes simultanously soon enough.” His tone is laced with meanness, but he can’t fool me this time. Without that beautiful face and those impossibly black eyes to derail me, I hear the subtleties. He’s so hard right now, I’m sure he’s spit in his hand already, and started jacking off.

“Are you in your car right now?” 

He pauses for a moment. “Yes.”

I imagine him alone in the back seat of his limo.

“Do you have your dick in your hand?”

Another pause, shorter this time. “Yes.”

“Is it as thick as this baton?”

“With the steel rings, thicker. But you know that.” I can hear the grin behind his reply. He enjoys reminding me how his dick can become a weapon. A thrill runs down my spine in anticipation. 

My heels pierce the leather, my hips moving harder as I fuck the baton. I stopped pushing it inside, instead keeping it in place while I gyrate on it like I’m on top of a dick. And Declan can see everything, including the end of my butt plug as I offer myself to him. Letting him watch me get fucked by his devices. I pant harder, squeezing bottle of booze in my hand. 

“Suck on the bottle neck,” he orders, and I don’t wait for him to say it twice. I close my lips around it, holding the bottle in one hand while keeping the baton in place with the other. My cheeks hollowing, I suck on the bottle the way I would on his dick, while writhing onto the other two penetrators.

It’s true that I feel safe doing all this because I’m alone in the back of a limo, and he doesn’t have time to act on whatever fucked-up fantasies I might stir. I wonder if he’s thinking about me getting impaled by three dicks at once, or if he imagines himself with his dick in my mouth, his fingers in my ass and this baton in my pussy. 

I wonder if the thing ever served him as a weapon. The idea makes me even hornier. I take a swig, moaning as I taste the sparkling liquid, my hips gyrating faster onto the baton, the butt plug working wonders. I must look depraved as fuck. I close my lips on the bottle, moaning into it as I come undone all over the silicon-clad rubber.

My whole brain swims, champagne running down from the corners of my lips, and I know one thing for certain–only Declan could make me feel this way. He’s only been in my life for around a month now, and he’s already made me orgasm more times than any other man in all the time we’ve been apart. And he hasn’t even stuck his dick in me yet. The prospect of having him inside me is both terrifying and exhilarating at the same time. 

My body sags into the leather seat like into the embrace of a lover, my eyelids falling heavy. Declan grunts from the loudspeakers as I drop the baton on the car floor, and the corners of my mouth quirk up. He came for me. 

“I imagine you in your car right now,” I say, my eyes closed, my body wincing as I bring my legs together. “With your cock out, your cum trickling down your knuckles as you squeeze it.”

“Hmmm, listen to you talk dirty. I might have to punish that insolent little mouth–again.” 

I laugh, and even though he doesn’t react, I know it irks him that he can’t put his hands on me, even if he doesn’t let it on. His sexual energy fills the car, mingling with my scent. 

“It feels good to hurt you, at least a little,” I say honestly, but what I’m met with is a low chuckle.

“Careful, little spy. You may have a bit of an advantage right now, but everything you say will be used against you. My plans for you are dark already. You don’t want them to get any darker.” I shudder at the implied threat, and not in a bad way. 

“What’s it gonna take?” I whisper. “For you to let me go? What’s my freedom going to cost me?”

He laughs, and it sounds like a caress. “You still don’t understand, little spy. You lost your freedom the moment I set eyes on you seven years ago. That’s not something you can bargain for anymore.”

My chest tightens. “So what am I doing all this for? If you’re going to destroy my reputation anyway, and keep me as your personal hooker?”

“But your future isn’t just about your reputation, is it? You’re after success, money and respect. And that’s something you can easily get especially if you’re my personal hooker.”

I huff, crossing my legs and smoothing my skirt over my thigh. “Yeah, well, you know how it is, footage is forever. You won’t be able to keep what your men filmed today from the public forever.”

“You forget who you’re talking to. There are few things I can’t make happen, and I can propel you to heights you never imagined. You would already be a star if you hadn’t run away from me.”

I busy myself bending forward for another flute of champagne, sharply aware of the butt plug. I’ll be reeling when I get out of this car, thoroughly fucked and drunk, but this conversation keeps the adrenaline pumping, so I’m still coherent. 

“I hate you for doing this to me. I hate you more than I ever thought I could hate someone,” I say, but it doesn’t faze him. Laughter ripples through the all-surround speakers, vibrating against my skin. 

“Yes, you do. But that’s not all that you feel for me. Especially when you think about how I can make your dreams come true.”

I sigh to myself. “A corrupting thought.”

“You can have fame and glory beyond your wildest dreams, Mia. All I want in exchange is your undying loyalty.”

“Loyalty?” I huff. “You expect that from all your sex toys?”

“Oh, I assure you, you’re my only toy, and that’s not even good news.”

It doesn’t take me long to understand what he means. My jaw clenches, and I shift against the butt plug. It’s what the irresistible bastard wanted from the start–for me to feel the entire time like he’s got his dick up my ass. Like I’m permanently being fucked. By him.

“You’ll learn the hard way. I can’t let what you did slide. You might think you can get away with it, but let me make one thing clear: you are mine–my property.”

I throw my head back, laughing with the flute in my hand, oddly more aware of my smeared make-up. “I hate you so fucking much.”

“And yet you loved sucking my dick in the dressing room. You loved being dragged into that bathroom stall and getting used in front of my men. You loved fucking yourself with that rubber baton, and you love feeling of that butt plug inside your ass.”

Because no one knows what I like better than him.

And the bastard knows it, that’s why he’s waiting for me to try and deny it. I should fucking do it, if only to slap the fucker over the face. But I can’t.

So he continues.

“Let me be crystal clear: no other man can lay a finger on you. If I find out that you've taken so much as a single glance at another guy, it'll be Timothy all over again.”

“I didn’t encourage Timothy,” I say through my teeth.

“But you did encourage Nicco Shitface.”

My back stiffens. “Not in a very long time.”

He chuckles, and it’s a chilling sound. “He doesn’t seem to get the hint. But you know I can take care of it for you, baby.”

“No,” I react, springing forward. Then, in a more controlled tone, “I’ll make sure he understands. Besides, I made him look like an idiot today. He won’t forgive me for that anytime soon. Or ever.”

“Have you learned nothing from our history together, little spy?” Declan says. “You still underestimate a man with an obsession.”

“No one’s obsession is quite like yours, Declan,” I reply quietly. 

“No. Shitface’s is small-minded. Stupid. Mean. Very much like Timothy’s.”

Disgust runs through me at the sound of that name. I sneer, remembering the things he used to text me. But Nicco isn’t quite like that. I mean yes, he can strike a low blow, he can be mean and sometimes gross, but let’s be honest, I hurt him. 

“I’m pretty sure he gave up,” is all I say. 

“Well, if he didn’t, don't even think of giving him the same false hope again. You know what it leads to.” His voice drops, sending a chill through me, reminding me of how far he's willing to go.

"Why do you bother when all you want is to punish me?" My words come out in a hiss.

The pause hangs heavy in the car, and I shift uncomfortably, feeling his presence here with me. The whole space darkens too, as if a spirit were dimming the lights. 

“You’re asking because you want to know what you mean to me. But can you handle the truth?”

My body tightens with anticipation, but I hang in there. 

“You’ve always been a special experience for me,” he says. “When I’m around you, I don’t think, I just feel, which is so rare for me, it’s worth the world. Men like me often turn to booze, drugs and high-maintenance hookers to cope with the ugly reality of themselves. Me?” He pauses, and the silence hangs thick in the air. I’m afraid to even breathe, not wanting to miss a single word that comes from the speakers. “I have my own brand of drug. One that I’ve been denied for years. I thought the withdrawal symptoms would eventually fade, but surprise, surprise–they didn’t. I became irascible, restless, like an addict that went too long without his fix, and soon I couldn’t control myself anymore. I was losing my mind. So I threw myself into the only thing that made me feel better–fighting. But I was still a wild dog after you left, and I did something very stupid. If it weren’t for Jax, I would be rotting behind bars now. All the money in the world wouldn’t have saved me. And all because of you.”

I press my lips together. I’m hungry for more, dying to know what happened. Dying to know what the terrible secret is that binds him to Jax, what my best friend’s husband did for him.

“So you see, little spy, your punishment will have to hurt. Hurt so badly that you won’t risk leaving me again, and I’ll kill any man that tries to help you.”

His words go like opium to my head. “You’d go that far?”

A mean chuckle. “And then some. I’ll push you until you become my dog on a leash. Until you depend on me to fucking breathe. Until you beg for my chokehold.”

I lose a sigh, and the devilish sound of his laughter fills the car.  

“Ahh, there’s my dirty little spy, loving what she hears. It’s what drew me to you from the start, you know? How unapologetically raunchy you were. Such a harmless little thing with your braces and baggy metalhead clothes, who would have thought you were filming a jock at the showers? But I knew you were doing it, I’d known for a long time. And I got off on it. Until I wanted more. And then more wasn’t enough.”

I shudder at his words. 

“You see, little spy, my fascination with you is not like any other man’s. And the process of bringing you to your knees for me will be a work of art.”

I open my mouth to say something, but there’s a soft click in the background, and his energy drains from the car. My chest is pulled forward as if by suction, and I end up leaning forward, gasping for air. For his presence. God, my life is completely in his hands.
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CHAPTER III - The Devil’s Concubine


[image: image]


Declan

My cock pushes against my fly so hard, the damn thing is about to snap. I grunt under my breath. 

The baton fucking while drinking champagne in the Rolls Royce was planned, but I didn’t expect it to hit me so hard while I watched. I probably should have. This is, after all, Mia Rogers, the woman I’ve been obsessed with for seven years.

I haven’t jerked off in my car since the nights outside her dorm back in college, stalking her window, but I’m gonna have to do it now. My cock hardened like fucking concrete. I grab it over my slacks, squeezing hard enough that my knuckles show. I promised myself that I’d torture her with need before I stick my cock inside her pussy. I had it studded with stainless steel especially for the day when I’d teach her the final lesson, which was gonna come only when she begged for it, but I won’t fucking last that long. Not without serving her the heads of her suitors on golden platters, or strangling them one by one right in front of her until their eyes pop and their tongues stick out. 

My cock twitches at the idea. Having her masturbate while I strangle Nicco Shitface just to teach her what it means to even look at another man is a new level of kink. Plenty more ideas where this one came from, and I’m not the kind of man that hesitates. 

I’m a bastard that takes pleasure in doing things the hard way. I wouldn’t have made it past my tenth birthday if I didn’t learn to enjoy fucking people up. Developing a sense of cruelty is what kept me alive. It’s also what brought me to the top of the game, and what’s keeping me here. My father was a monster, but he taught me quite a few valuable lessons, such as the one about the two types of capital that exist in the world. Money and terror. Master them both, and you rule mankind. 

Making money and keeping people scared has become second nature to me, and we all learn to love what we’re good at.

So here I am, a twisted bastard that knows exactly what strings to pull to dominate people, simply because I accept the truth–under our skin, we are all monsters. And I enjoy pulling those strings. What beautiful music they make, especially when I tighten them around a fucker’s throat while I drain the life from him. I love that music.

I tilt my neck like a bird of prey as I consider that term–love. Vestiges of a feeling I never really felt. I think I came close to it with Mia Rogers, but it was a twisted version of what I saw in other couples, its acid-burned cousin. 

Which is why she would never choose me of her own accord. Why I have to condition her. If leaving me ever becomes an option, she’ll take it.

I remember that night seven years ago,  when I taught her bully a lesson right in front of her. That’s when she saw the real me. The reality of Declan Santori is far from the pretty billionaire mask that women like Lucretia Steinard are masturbating to, and Mia Rogers is the only woman who knows that.

The only one who ever understood me, even before she knew me. She felt the darkness in me just like I sensed the little deviant in her from the get-go. It’s what drew us to each other before we spoke a single word on campus.

I met many women after Mia Rogers. Countless women, from the most stunning models to the most sought-after It-girls, many of them quite adept at getting under a man’s skin. But none of them has managed to awaken my senses the way my little spy did. And none of them came even close to the fantastic fuck that she is. Once you taste her, there’s no going back.

No. This woman either belongs to me or to no one.

I swipe to unlock my phone, and press Call. 

“What can I do for you, sir?” my assistant responds.

“Send out the invites,” I reply. “We’re advancing the event by two weeks.”

Pause. He can’t say no to me, but I know I’m asking for a lot. For anyone else, this would be impossible. The biggest names in the game are coming, the most powerful men in the world, one doesn’t just mess with their time like that. Together, we wield so much power it would blow up like a fucking nuke if we combined it, and these people have crazily tight schedules. But they wouldn’t miss The Rite if it killed them.

For many people, The Rite is the highlight of the year. It’s when they can let go of control, and get their darkest desires fulfilled, their secret cravings they keep under lock and key. Sometimes, their true desires catch even them unawares. That’s my talent with people, I know what buttons to push before they even know those buttons exist. When they recognize the price they must pay for that, it’s always too late.

For the rest of the world, The Rite is an exclusive ball, an opportunity for the crème-de-la-crème of society to flaunt their most extravagant outfits, and be treated to an ostentatious show that could rival any festival in Monaco. But what The Rite is supposed to be and what it really is are two very different things.  The Rite is my own personal death trap.

And now, Mia Rogers is getting a VIP-pass into it–and into hell. 

***
[image: image]


Mia

I’VE BEEN DISTRAUGHT all day, still thinking about my conversation with Declan in the car yesterday. The fucking butt plug is making it hard to move comfortably from one place to the other on set, fetching all sorts of stupid things for Lucretia.

She’s been rabid ever since the show with Declan. He must have pulled some strings really high up to keep me in this job, because there isn’t a chance in hell that Lucretia didn’t try to get me fired. And because she couldn’t, she’s been acting crazy, grabbing onto each and every chance to make not only my life impossible, but also everybody else’s.

“She wants me to replace this button now, which is fucking stupid, because this is a custom-made Dolce,” Kristen squeaks desperately, holding one of Lucretia’s tops in one hand, while pushing her large glasses up her tiny nose with the other. They’re always slipping off. She’s the one who usually brightens everyone’s lives here with her cuteness, but she’s been really strung up lately. “And she wants you to call the chandelier guy to switch the tiny bulbs for stronger lighting, which needs to be done by the time her guest arrives.”

I cuss under my breath. Of course, another impossible task.

“That cannot be arranged so quickly,” I say, just to vent. We all know I’m going to do even the impossible to get it done. “Those damn bulbs don’t matter for the lighting anyway, we have the spotlights for that.”

“This is utter nonsense!” someone calls from the other side of the set.

Kristen steals a glance in the direction of Lucretia’s dressing room, as if the uber-bitch could funnel her ears this far. 

“She’s been a maniac ever since the Declan Santori show.” She brushes a strand of thick brown hair behind her ear, “she hates that he preferred you, even if only for, well, you know...for what happened.”

“Yeah,” I breathe, still aware of everyone’s stares and gossiping behind cameras and equipment. Clusters of people that I used to laugh with and have a good time with, and look forward to coming to work for, now speaking to me between tight lips. 

“It seems that even talking to me has become an effort,” I say under my breath. Kristen looks up at me, and I hurry to correct myself. “Everyone except you and Liam, of course. You guys have always been amazing.”

As if on cue, Liam walks over from the main set, struggling with a huge tripod that should have stayed fixed, his bear-like frame hunched under it. He curses as he comes to a stop next to us, and I swear the ground shakes as he puts the thing down.

“The woman has totally lost it,” he mumbles, his face turning crimson. Making Liam angry is an almost impossible feat. I’ve never seen the man breaking under stress in the time I’ve known him, but it seems Lucretia finally managed it. “What the fuck do we need a tripod like this all the way back here for? If she didn’t need it anymore, she could have just ordered it be brought away to Storage. She’s just doing it to fuck with us.” Failing to stabilize the tripod, the thing crashes on top of his foot. Liam cusses like a million devils, scrambling to grab his foot, but his belly is in the way. He hops around, barely managing to regain balance as the set director walks in. 

The man’s eyes sweep over us, and he seems to want to say something, but decides not to in the end. All three of us breathe out in relief. We don’t need any more tasks on top of Lucretia’s ridiculous demands, and everyone seems to know that. Even pricks like the set director. 

“One thing I learned about bullies,” I say under my breath. “They won’t stop bullying you around until you put our foot down. I’m gonna go have a word with her.”

Kristen’s eyes go wide behind her glasses, and she trails after me as I stomp towards Lucretia’s dressing room.

“Mia, but what if she fires you?”

I huff, putting one confident foot in front of the other. “Yeah, I’d like to see her do that.”

I don’t even bother to keep my voice down, so everybody knows where I’m going and why, their eyes stalking me. To my surprise, I catch a strange expression on some of the faces. If I didn’t know better, I’d say it’s respect. My eyebrows dip as I grow more determined. 

Declan might have used me in front of the people I work with, and those who didn’t witness what happened found out about it, but he’s also used his power to keep me safe from any leaks. He won’t allow Lucretia to fire me in a million years. He needs to keep me wanting fame and glory in order to manipulate me. That’s why people don’t look at me like I’m his whore. They do like I’m his protege. 

I might as well use that.

I raise my hand to knock on Lucretia’s door, but then I change my mind. Why bother? It’s not like she can get rid of me. And now I’ll make sure she won’t burden me or my colleagues with any more meaningless tasks either.

I push the door open and step inside, my chin high, my shoulders back. 

Lucretia is sitting at the make-up table in her red silk robe, working on her tablet while a team of make-up artists fuss around her. A few interns from Outfittery shuffle costumes around that she no doubt barked at. They look positively terrified. Her hair is half done in cascading blonde waves down one side, while the other half is still up in hair rollers, a stylist behind her. 

“Yes, Mia,” she says lazily.

“This needs to stop, right now.”

She raises an eyebrow and grins, knowing perfectly well what I’m talking about.

“Well, well, well,” she says. “The little mouse finally takes the bait.”

I draw my lips into a hard expression, my jaw set. “Bait?”

She leans back in her chair, rotating to face me properly. At a wave of her hand, the staff flies away from her like someone blew into a pile of dust. A show of power, for my benefit.

“If this place is becoming a nuisance to you, you’re free to go, you know. Nobody is keeping you here by force.”

“You can’t fire me, so you’re trying to make me quit,” I draw the conclusion. 

She forces out a laugh. “Oh Em Gee, of course not. But it’s a tough life in this industry, and honestly–” she looks me up and down, faking a pout, “–I don’t think you’re cut out of it.”

My palm itches to land on her face, but I take a deep breath, and keep quiet. In one thing she’s right. This is a tough industry, and you need to keep your shit together. Not easy in a field littered with scumbags, of which Lucretia Steinard is one of the worst.

“And honestly, if we are to address the elephant in the room,” she continues, “you’re a person without scruples. You’d sleep your way to the top. I must say, I don’t condone that kind of behavior. It’s not fair to your colleagues.” She pauses for the others’ benefit. “Everyone here is working so hard.”

“I work hard, too.” The words slip from my mouth, even though my jaw is tight. Fuck, I hate standing here like I’m on trial, while she sits down in her red silk robe like a fucking queen. 

She nods her head slowly with a fake long face, almost kind. “Of course you do. But the competition is fierce, and you felt tempted to take a shortcut.” She exaggerates the kind face, like it wouldn’t even matter to her under other circumstances. “I understand, many people do. But not all of us use those kinds of methods, and it’s not fair to keep a competitor in the game that does.”

The entire room heats up with tension, my colleagues staring at me with growlingly accusing eyes. They didn’t think about this before, because they know me better than that, they know how hard I’ve hustled, but the bitch has slipped the worm of doubt into their ears.

I should strike back, but indignation is choking me, and I have to ball my fists tightly in order to keep from shaking. I can’t move an inch without her noticing how she affects me, let alone speak.

“It wouldn’t even be the first time that a powerful man secures you a position, would it?” she keeps pressing, now that the ground is fertile. “Your best friend is married to Jax Vaughn, the richest man in America. The only man who rivals that kind of power is the one whose dick you sucked a few weeks ago.” There it is, her first bite of meanness. The stylist flinches. “You have to admit it, Mia, your presence here is unfair to everyone.” Lucretia gestures around at the others behind her, but there’s a disdain in the way she does it that no one misses. “You’re capable of walking on dead bodies to attain your goals. Our dead bodies. We thought you were different, but now we can all see who you really are.”

“And what happens if I don’t quit?” I say, managing to keep my tone in check.

“Well.” She turns her attention to the open makeup kits on her vanity table, in front of the bulb-studded mirror. “Then I suppose I’ll have to put up with a very stressful work environment, and that’s not good for anyone. Stressed boss, stressed workers.”

The pressure she puts on everyone’s shoulders to make sure I get kicked out is fucking palpable. I can feel the fear and hatred rising in the air, coming from people that once liked me. Hell, I used to bring coffee for everyone from the shop downstairs, now they find all sorts of excuses not to accept it. Tomorrow, they’ll probably throw it in my face, without even trying to be nice. As days go by, things are gonna get worse.

Except, of course, like Lucretia, if they’re worried about what Declan might do. 

I chew on the inside of my cheek nervously, not sure how to react. Feels like anything I say can and will be used against me somehow. This whole thing is a fucking deadweight on my chest and, for the second time in my life, I panic. Last time, I saw a way out–I ran away from the man that scared me and turned me on like crazy at the same time. But now all exits are blocked, and my bitch-boss is taking full advantage of it. 

“Think about it, Mia,” she concludes, her voice honey laced with vinegar. “Maybe it’s not a bad idea for you to start fresh somewhere else. Somewhere where people don’t know about, well, the incident.”

I wish the ground would split open and suck me in. Between this nasty woman and the butt plug my nemesis planted inside my ass, I’m thoroughly fucked from all sides. I’m a tough woman, but I can feel myself begin to crack. No one can hold their own against so much pressure. I need to get out of here, before I break down and cry in front of Lucretia Steinard, and make a fool of myself in front of everybody else. 

I’m still facing Lucretia and the others, feeling nothing but shame, when my phone dings, and my heart jumps into my throat. It’s the special sound I set for Declan, so I don’t need to fish it from the back pocket of my jeans and look at the display to know who it is. And yes, I have been wearing jeans at work lately. I’ve downgraded even from the non-descript black two-piece suit, because I stopped feeling worthy even of that. With the image people now have of me, it seemed beyond ridiculous to keep wearing suits.

“Excuse me,” I manage, not waiting for Lucretia to dismiss me. At least it doesn’t look like I’m running from the situation.

I slide the phone from my back pocket as I walk back to the dark recesses of the set, my hand trembling so hard it takes a few tries for the face ID to unlock.

NASTY A$$HOLE: Tough day at work?

I slow down, my eyes roving around, checking for hidden cameras or spies, then look back down at the screen. My thumbs start typing.

ME: Courtesy of my nemesis.

Purposefully avoiding the place where Kristen and Liam are waiting, I slide by the audience seats, and find a place tucked in the shadows. The set back here is dark, and this spot is especially secluded. I sit down on a loudspeaker with an out-of-order sign by the curtains that separate the set from the staff lounge. Worked up as I am, and in this position bent over my phone, the butt plug is doing even weirder things to my asshole. Not unpleasant things.  Tense as I am, squatting back here, and obscured by the cacophony of voices coming from the staff area, I feel an overwhelming urge to masturbate.

Of course, I won’t do it, not with the big ass chance that Declan is somehow watching. I’m not gonna let him see me orgasm all over the mess he’s made of my life. But what bothers me most is how horny his all-around abuse makes me. I’m choking on my own tears, biting into my lips so hard that I taste blood. 

Try as I may, I end up sniveling for the first time in years. I need to release this tension, or I’m gonna break under it completely. 

NASTY A$$HOLE: You know what you need. Go ahead and give it to yourself.

ME: I’m not a puppet on your string like Lucretia.

NASTY A$$HOLE: If you’re referring to the chat you had with her earlier, I had nothing to do with it. 

I wipe the snot from my nose with the back of my hand, then cup the phone again in my palms.

ME: You have informers everywhere, don’t you?

NASTY A$$HOLE: And then some. Pause, my eyes fixed on the three bouncing dots that tell me he’s typing. They’re long-ass seconds. When the text finally pops up, a hot feeling shoots from my heart to my limbs. But you’re still my favorite, little spy. And you’re never alone. I’m always with you. Always watching you.

I try to ignore the thrill that travels through me, but I can no longer deny that I enjoy being stalked by this bastard.

ME: You’re one of the top one percent richest men in the world. Don’t you have better things to do?

NASTY A$$HOLE: I have a lot of things to do. Running this country, for example. But none of them are better than watching you. It has become my new addiction.

My lips part as I lose a sigh, my eyes darting around, checking for privacy. It’s insane, but I’m actually considering slipping my hands into my jeans.  

ME: You’re not gonna actually gonna let me opt out of this, are you? 

NASTY A$$HOLE: You know it.

I let my eyes run around the place one more time, wondering where he could possibly be watching me from. It’s too dark in here to see anything without a spotlight.

ME: Lucretia is gonna be looking for me.

NASTY A$$HOLE: Then I suggest you quit stalling. Make sure you don’t get caught in the act. Even though, if you’re honest, that would only make you come harder.

I hate how well he knows my soft spots. But I know his, too. As I place the phone down, leaning it against a pile of coiled cable, it hits me–he must have bugged it. It’s the only way he can watch me unzip my jeans, lifting my butt a little in order to reach in where I need to go. Our first night together at his frat house comes back to me, when he filmed me with his phone while he used me dirty.

Maybe I’ll make this just as dirty. 

My pussy is soaked as my fingers slide through my pubic hair, and then inside. I lose a whimper at the delicious sensation, and it’s not just the butt plug doing a wicked extra trick. It’s the whole thing, the entire scope of how Declan fucked up my life, from my career to my mind. It’s how he’s got me cornered here, doing myself on a speaker with only a few curtains separating my hideout from the staff area. 

His name–Nasty A$$hole–appears on my display as the phone rings. I bend forward to swipe and answer the video call, and the butt plug pairs so wonderfully with my fingers, that I lose a groan just as his face appears on the display. I swear it’s enough to make me come, but I hold back.

Those smoldering black eyes pin me to the speaker, the curve of his lips mouth-watering. I just love the shape of his blade-sharp jaw shadowed by a hint of scruff. His face is the image of untouchable godliness, yet something about his gaze, maybe the lack of blinking, gives him an edgy, unhinged quality I find disturbingly alluring. It’s always turned me on like crazy, and now it’s no exception.

Determined to make the sexy bastard suffer as much as I do, I lean back, pushing my pelvis forward and giving him a good view of my hand working inside my jeans. My knuckles periodically make an appearance through my open zipper. 

He groans, his lips curling up in that telltale way that sends thrills down my spine. 

“Just imagine how much more fun this would get if you let those pretty tits out.”

“Fun?” I pant. 

“Think what it would feel like if your colleagues caught you like this. Fingering yourself in a video chat with the bastard that fucked your mouth in the dressing room. Imagine if they found you with your fingers plunged deep inside your pussy, and your tits wobbling from their jerky movements.”

“Ah, fuck.” The words escape my mouth, and Declan responds with a masculine chuckle. He knows exactly what his words and his mocking tone do to me. How horny I get for his degradation. For all the other men in my life, I was always a bold dominatrix. For him, I’d crawl on all fours with a choker around my neck and my tongue stuck out, ready to suck him off anytime he demanded it, and I’d come as hard as a bitch in heat while doing it.

He leans forward, loosening his tie and opening his collar. From this position I can see a hint of the muscular chest underneath. He stares into the camera like a vampire tormented by barely controlled thirst, and my hand moves faster, my clit swollen and so wet that my fingers are drenched in cream. My hips jerk up to meet my hand, the butt plug driving me over the edge while I offer myself to the screen.

“Come on, show me those pretty tits,” he coos. 

Fuck, I won’t be able to resist. It’s not a question of whether I’ll fall, but when, and we both know it.

“Let me see those perky nipples, Mia.” His voice drips with power. But he likes what he sees, and it’s weakening him too, which spurs me on. “I bet they’re hard for me. I won’t tell you to imagine my mouth wrapped around them, because that’s not what I’d do if I were with you right now. No, I’d pinch them between my fingers, and then put metal clamps on them while you fucked yourself for me, your whole body begging for mine. I’d do a live on a porn site, let people watch you pant and come for me. Let them see how much of a whore you are for me, of your own volition. That you didn’t run away from me all those years ago, but from yourself, from your own desires. Come on, bare those tits for me.”

My black sleeveless top clings tightly to my toned chest, highlighting the countless hours I spent in the gym. On the outside, I'm the perfect image of what I once desired –– yet inside, I feel like the insecure teenage girl from years ago. I mean, look at me engage in self-abuse, obeying a cruel master, hooking my hand into my black top and yanking it down along with my bra so that my tits are exposed to him.

My nipples are so hard they hurt, my cheeks burning and my swollen lips stinging. Declan lets loose a poisonous laugh.  

“Ah, how you love being subjected to my perversion. Admit it, deep down, you were yearning for the day when I’d find you again.”

I lick my lips, fucking myself faster, pushing my hips into the camera while I ride the loudspeaker. I had every intention of doing this on mute, but I can’t hold back the moans, imminent pleasure pooling in my core, my tits quivering and my teeth plunged into my lip. Declan watches without even blinking, savoring the show with that devilish look on his face. Soon I’m writhing like a horny snake, leaning back with one elbow on the speaker, giving Declan a good view of how I’m pleasuring myself for him. 

Voices move closer, and Declan’s grin widens. 

“Just in time,” he says, and for a moment I think that, somehow, he must have planned all this. He must have done something to attract my colleagues here from the staff area. After all, nothing is impossible for the great Declan Santori. 

But what baffles me over and over again is how well he knows me, as if he can feel me in his bones. So close to a shattering orgasm, I won’t be able to stop. I do myself faster, harder, my knuckles showing through my open zipper, even as the voices approach. Even if, by some miracle, I’ll finish before they rip the black curtain aside and discover me here, there’s no way I’ll be able to hold back the scream lodging in my throat. 

“They’re coming, Mia,” his voice ripples. “They’re gonna find you playing with your greedy little cunt, and they’re gonna think that I’m paying you to do it.”

Those words cut off the weak thread of control that I’ve been holding on to, and I come hard on my hand, pleasure ripping through me. My back arches and my eyes roll back as I lean my head back, giving in to the feeling as if there is no one left in the world except my tormenter and me. He wants me to serve his perverse pleasures, and I’m all here for it, fucking ecstatic to do it. My pussy clenches around the three fingers I ended up plunging in, my ass tightening around the buttplug, creating a tension in my core that drives me out of my mind.

“What are you imagining inside your pussy now, my fingers or my cock?” Declan pushes, but before he even finishes the question, music blasts so loud from all the speakers around that it pierces my eardrums. Startled, I jerk upright, but the curtain that I expected to rip open any second stays put. If there are voices behind it, I can’t hear them anymore. The music only lasts for another few seconds, but they feel like forever as my eyes dart around, searching for whatever just went wrong with the technology. I bet everyone else is doing the same thing. The noise finally dies down, but a zinging lingers in my ears, confusion clouding my head.

My eyes on the curtain, I tuck myself back in, making sure everything is covered before I jump to my feet. But if people were on their way here, the malfunction that battered their ears must have their entire attention now. But if there is a voice deep and powerful enough to reach me even after such an abuse, it’s Declan’s.

“They were only a few steps away from catching you getting yourself off for me,” he says. The dimples in his cheeks deepen with his grin. “But you would have liked that, wouldn’t you?”

I open my mouth to deny, but he cuts me off. “Don’t lie,” he warns.

“We’ve been apart for seven years, Declan. People change. What was true about me then might not be true now.” And yet I’m panting, the aftereffects of my orgasm still rolling through me.

“It might not be. But it is.” He sounds so sure of himself, it shuts me up. “You forget, little spy, our bond is out of his world. From the start, we were pulled to each other by some kind of cosmic force. I’m not remotely esoteric, but sometimes I wonder if we’ve been together over lifetimes, cursed to find each other over and over, struggling to close a loop that refuses to budge.”

“Maybe, if the loop does close, we implode,” I whisper. “Maybe we cancel each other out like matter and antimatter. Unable to exist without each other, and yet doomed–” I better stop here, before I get romantic and embarrass myself completely. I close my arms over my chest, suddenly feeling even more exposed that I was moments ago, while I jacked off for him.

“My colleagues,” I change the subject. “They surely heard me cry out before the music blasted loud. You didn’t really save me from anything. Don’t pretend you had my best interests at heart, that’s just preposterous.”

Intelligence glints in those eyes, sharp and scary. 

“They’ll think it was part of the malfunction. Your voice got lost in the sound.” He winks. “Trust me.”

That I do. I always know where I stand with him. In fact, I trust Declan more than I trust anyone else in my life, except maybe Addie. More even than my own mother, who was too busy with herself and her ever-consuming toxic love affairs to pay attention to my needs. There’s no point even mentioning Dad, who made it abundantly clear he’d never wanted kids, was emotionally absent, and invested only in his business. 

But it seems that, as much as I tried to be everything my mother wasn’t, I ended up just like her. In a toxic, dangerous affair with Declan Santori, who doesn’t cease to humiliate me.

“Now go out there with the phone in your hand, pretending to be startled, too, and look for what went wrong. Keep this call going while you do it.”

“W-what?” 

“Just do it, Mia. Just walk out there while still on video call with me.”

With my knees still weak, my pussy throbbing and my panties pasty wet, I push the curtain out of my way, and stroll towards the others. The sound and light technicians run around the set, while the others stand around in clusters. 

The closer I get to them, the quieter they grow, especially when they notice who I’m on video call with.

“So good to see so many of your colleagues gathered in the same place,” his tone crackles out of the speakers spread around the room. Startled heads swivel to and fro as they attempt to gauge what's happening, but it doesn't take long for them to understand. It isn’t any real surprise to any of them that one of the most powerful people in the world can hack into the systems of HQ. Like me, they might be wondering why, though. 

“Let’s take the opportunity and make things official,” he continues, not even bothering with explanations. “Don’t you think it’s a good idea, little spy? Let’s tell them that we decided to take things to the next level.”

I stare at the display with a face that screams ‘What the hell are you talking about?’, but all I get in return is a chuckle that oozes from the speakers everywhere. 

“How about we tell everyone the great news at The Rite on Friday night.”

Whispers travel through the large hall, more people walking in from different other areas of the set. 

Wait a minute. 

Declan orchestrated this whole thing. 

More of those who witnessed me giving him a blow job in the dressing room a few weeks ago walk in. Lucretia hurries in too, Kristen and Liam right behind her. Sirenna’s face appears in their wake–she came to pick me up for lunch. I totally forgot about that. Her eyebrows dip low over her intelligent slanted eyes, her dark red lips thinned as she evaluates what’s happening here. 

“Oh good, your boss is here, too,” Declan says, and the confusion that drove Lucretia to storm in with a fierce look on her face, ready to scream at everybody, fades off her face like a passing wave. 

“L-lord Santori,” she babbles. “I didn’t think, I, I, I didn’t realize–”

“I couldn’t think of a better way to get some important news to all of the employees on your show. I’m sorry for the inconvenience. For my voice booming from all of your loudspeakers, I mean.”

“No, I suppose–” Her fake eyelashes flutter, her injected lips opening and closing a few times before an uncertain smile appears. Her eyes dart from the phone in my hand to my face, not sure what to make of this. She can hear him clearly from the speakers, but it makes no sense to her why he would be on my phone.

My turn to give her a small grin. One way or the other, this is a small victory. 

“I was extending an invitation for everyone present to attend The Rite,” Declan says, “You, Lucretia, darling, you are of course also invited. I will be making a great announcement, and it wouldn’t make much sense if you weren’t there.”

She giggles, acting like a blushing schoolgirl. I can’t help but snarl through my teeth, wondering if she has any idea how stupid she looks.  

“The Rite,” she repeats, a reverence in her words that makes it clear she knows exactly what it is. And she’s feeling honored to the moon and back.

The Rite is an event reserved for such an elite society, that not even celebrities can boast about attending. For most of us here at HQ, despite it being one of the most influential media outlets, it’s a myth. We’ve heard tales of opulence, of rivers of liquid chocolate and diamond chandeliers, of pools of the most expensive champagne and decadent pleasures. 

But why would the great announcement not make sense without Lucretia? 

“If you think I’m going to The Rite with her there, you’re delusional,” I grunt into the phone mic.

“Oh, you will be there, little spy, and you’ll play a very special role.” That was for everyone’s ears. 

My eyes sweep around, finding everyone’s attention set on me. 

No. I’m done with this shit. I choose to feel powerful and in control–it’s the only way to fight back against Declan’s bullying. So I square my shoulders, forcing myself to hold Lucretia’s stare. I won’t let her see this is bothering me.

“I’m honored, Lord Santori,” Lucretia says. “I’ll make sure to look fantastic for you.” Then, remembering, she looks over the hall. “We all are. After all, The Rite is The Rite. A one of a kind event, and a once in a lifetime opportunity.”

“Of course, there will be no electronic devices. No recording. Just an experience to remember.”

“Of course,” she says. 

One last chuckle fills the hall from the speakers before there’s a click, and my display goes back to my screensaver. 

He ended the call. 

“I suppose I’ll hold off my resignation until after The Rite,” I tell Lucretia, loud enough that everyone can hear, a smile plastered on my face. I can’t help but feel that Declan’s inviting me in front of everyone, of speaking to all of them from my phone, was a slap to her face–only that she wasn’t there to receive it.

A second standoff between the two of us in just one day would be too much for me under normal circumstances, but I’m grateful for the chance now. There’s no way I’m leaving with my tail between my legs again. Not even Declan’s wicked ways have ever made me feel so stepped-on, my ego so ripped apart.  

“He must plan for another show like the one he had you give in the dressing room.” Lucretia’s mouth curls up with venom. “This time for a bigger audience, maybe.” She gives me a once-over, making me feel that I look like shit. I’m pretty sure I tucked everything back in before I emerged from behind the curtain, but I must still look like someone used me. 

I open my mouth to retort with something that would get me fired on the spot if Lucretia had her way, when Sirenna walks around my boss and heads my way. Her high heels click against the floor as she puts one foot in front of the other. She holds her chin high, her features locked in an expression that would make a gangster think twice about getting in her way. Such is the demeanor of Sirenna Carter, soon to be ex-wife of Joseph Carter. The respect she awakens in people will never change. She stops by my side, looping her arm around mine, her eyes grazing over everyone present, not least of all over Lucretia. 

“If you think that Mia Rogers has a knack for making powerful friends, you’re right. Yes, Jax Vaughn intervened to move her from an internship–that had already been going on for too long–to full employment. The interest that Lord Declan Santori shows in her now may be dirty, but it seems to me like it’s pretty damn serious. And just like Jax and Declan, I would step in for her and defend her in front of all of you, saying that, if you have a problem with her, you have a problem with me. But have you ever stopped to wonder why that’s the case? Why powerful people want to be around her?” She gives them a few moments to answer, but if anyone is thinking about opening their mouths, they decide against it. Not many people know about her plans of nailing her husband, about the hell that she’s had to live through with that monster, so they’re convinced it’s better not to antagonize her. They have no idea that her power is just a cloud of smoke, because her asshole husband wouldn’t lift a finger for her if push came to shove.

“Because we feel we’re in good company,” she continues, her eyes searing their way towards Lucretia. No trace of the vulnerable woman in her face, just the impenetrable mask of the powerful Sirenna Carter. “A wolf recognizes another wolf, and Mia was born to run with wolves. In your place I’d be very careful how I treat her along the way. She will come to rule this industry sooner or later. She might have forgotten who she is, lost her balance a little bit, but make no mistake–the strong-willed, red-wearing goddess will come back, and when she does, it will be with a vengeance. And, the way I know her, she’s not the most forgiving person.”

“I’ll take my chances,” Lucretia spits out with a triumphant attitude. She makes sure to give me another mean look before she turns sharply on her heels, and makes her way back towards her dressing room. 

She’s probably taking Declan’s invitation for more than it is. Feeling it puts her on a pedestal above everyone else, and that no one can knock her down from there.

Or maybe I feel more confident than I should with my own invitation. Before she came in here, he’d gotten to tell everybody he was going to make a great announcement about the two of us. He almost made it sound like an engagement. 

Then he told her the event wouldn’t make sense without her.

Hard to believe, one way or the other. The Rite is an event the highest elite of the world is looking forward to the entire year, a one of a kind experience. It will be epic, and it will certainly not depend on me or Lucretia. 

No, Declan must have some machiavellian plan. I just hope it doesn’t drag everyone down the way it did me, that he’s not playing with these people’s enthusiasm and hopes.  My colleagues sure seem giddy and anxious, the way they murmur and shift. Only a few follow Lucretia down the hallway towards her dressing room, when usually they would hurriedly flock behind her. 

Now, it looks like they’re not sure where to pledge their allegiance, their eyes darting from the place where Lucretia disappeared to where I’m standing.

The corner of my mouth lifts up.

And so it begins. 

“I guess you’re done for the day then,” Sirenna says, angling her body to me. “How about some shopping?”

I take only a few seconds to make my decision. I shake my head. 

“In fact, I think I have more work to do today than any other day.” I say it loud enough to catch everyone’s attention. My eyes travel to meet every pair of eyes set on me as I continue. “Lucretia has been fucking us up for too long. Today, she’s harder at work than ever to give us shitty, meaningless tasks just because she woke up on the wrong side. I’d say it’s time we put a stop to that. Work hard to make things happen? Maybe sometimes overtime if the situation is desperate? Yes. Miss children’s birthdays and dinner with our friends and family because Lucretia Steinard  is a bully? Hell no.”

I turn to Sirenna, who stares at me with her lips parted as if she doesn’t know what to make of this. But soon her confused expression morphs into a sly one.

“We’ll do lunch, like we planned to,” I say. “Addie must already be waiting.” Jax is adamant about a dozen bodyguards surrounding her wherever she goes, and she doesn’t want to make things awkward for me at HQ, so she went straight to the restaurant. “But I’ll need to be back here in an hour tops. My colleagues need me.”

A squeal and the clapping of hands rip through the hall. It’s Liam and Kristen, of course, inspiring the others to cheer me on, too. Many nod their heads with a smile on their faces if they’re not clapping. It’s strange, because it’s not like I made the speech of the century, but I guess the wounds we share are deep. The long hours, often for pointless reasons, the stinging remarks, the possibility of getting sacked hanging over our heads. Everyone has suffered at Lucretia’s vicious whims at one point or another. 

But I’m used to bullies. I’ve had the worst possible one after me for years, and now that the shit hit the fan, I can’t afford to be weak. Or scared. Much less coy or intimidated. No, if I am to weather this, like the born she-wolf Sirenna painted me as, then I’m gonna have to pull myself together. 

It’s strange, walking among my colleagues towards the hallway elevators and be met with nothing but friendly nods and even handshakes.

“Look at you, turning from the underdog into the unexpected leader,” Sirenna sys as the elevator doors finally close with us inside. 

“And all in the span of just about an hour,” I reply quietly. My heart beats like crazy, and I rest a hand on my chest. The old Mia is coming back. 

“Maybe tomorrow, you’ll finally start wearing red again. Wait–why an hour?”

I tell her what happened in Lucretia’s dressing room on our way down, finishing the story by the time our elevator arrives at ground level. 

“She must see you as serious competition if she’s so bent on squashing you like a bug,” Sirenna argues, her amused giggle echoing around the marble-clad reception area. More pairs of eyes find us. There must be something in the air today.  Or maybe it’s our resting bitch faces. 

“I’m not so sure about that,” I muse as we reach the revolving doors. “She never liked me, from the start not. She had to agree to the internship and take me on because, well, I knew my way around the city, I was well connected, and there was nothing I couldn’t get or solve for her team. She was never nice to me, but when the board decided to give me a permanent contract, she turned really disgusting. She always said it was because Jax had intervened for me, while she had to work her way up.”

“Work her way up my ass,” Sirenna grumbles as we step outside into the golden autumn light. “No one gets that far without support in this industry. I heard she sucked a lot of dick before she made it ‘on her own’.” She makes quotation marks in the air, car keys in her hand. “But you? It was your competence that got you the internship in the first place. And that’s probably the real reason why she hates you.”

“Yes, but it was Jax’s influence that got me hired, with a full-time contract.”

“Then we better make sure that influence and power meet competence, and get you right up there in Lucretia’s place.” She walks around the car, saying over the top, “her show is dying anyway. It’s why she needed Declan on it, to get the audiences surging again.”

I hesitate for a moment before I yank the door open and lower myself into the car.

“Taking over Lucretia’s show?” I never thought about it, but I really like the idea. “That’s quite the ambition.”

“If anyone can and deserves to replace her, then you.”

“It was always my dream to become a host or a news anchor.” I didn’t even realize that dream died every day a little bit ever since I started working behind the cameras. The job sucked me in, I got good at it and then I got better, and then I guess I forgot how to dream. The entire mess a few months ago with Snake and the cage dance club had my plate full. I had to recover after all of that, make sure my identity didn’t leak. I’d settled into the idea that time would need to pass before I appeared anywhere in the public eye. We all used to wear masks while we danced in those cages, but you never know.

Still, I don’t regret my past. I’m not the girl who makes decisions only to squirm about them later, especially since she met the best friend a girl could ever hope for at that club. And even if Sirenna is married to one of the most powerful bankers out there, I didn’t exactly meet her at a charity event either. It was at the underground arena where Jax used to fight illegally, and for quite a while, she was Dakota, my secret source of information.  She and I had quite the dirty deal, too–she would help me get to the bottom of things with Jax for Addie, and I would help her get dirt on her husband, something for her to weaponize when she’d walk out on him. Without that dirt, he’d squash her. Once, when she was drunk, she said she wouldn’t put it past him to have her killed. I still shudder when I remember that night.

My eyes flying to the rearview mirror, I notice a black SUV behind us, and my heart flutters in that way it does only when I think of Declan. I wonder if those are his men, but somehow, this tail feels different. Paranoia must be getting the better of me.

“Really, doesn’t he have better things to do than to stalk me the entire time?”

“Who would have thought that the great Declan Santori would lose his mind for a woman like that?” Sirenna says, hands on the steering wheel and eyes on the rearview mirror. “The pretty boy that rocks the red carpet, the one every top model in America wants to fuck, fixated on only one woman–my friend, Mia Rogers.” She laughs, but it’s true.

It’s still baffling that he should be so fixated on me. I mean, I shouldn’t even be on his radar. 

“I’m still not sure what I’ve done to earn the honor,” I think out loud.

“You just existed–and stalked him at the showers.”

“Ah, that.” We laugh, the tension easing in my bones. 

I look out the window, watching the city of all possibilities glide past. When I get back to HQ, I need to have my shit together. There’s nothing I can do about Declan Santori, but I’ll be damned if I let Lucretia Steinard bully me. 

No, I will turn this around, and when I’m done, she won’t be bullying anyone again for the rest of her life. I know just how to do it, because I learned from the best.
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CHAPTER IV - Tainted Love
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Declan

––––––––
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IT’S NOT THE FIRST time I’ve stalked Mia outside her apartment, but today is special. After watching her do herself in the limo, and then writhe in her own cum atop a speaker on set, I couldn’t fucking control myself anymore. There’s only so much an obsessed man can take. Staying away from her was pure torture. I was this close to canceling all of my meetings and just storm over to fuck her greedy little cunt in front of the entire staff, including Lucretia, blowing my entire plan. I have a serious case of blue balls, and my pants threaten to snap around my cock.

I’m lurking in the shadows, just about to slip inside, when I see him. Nicco Shitface, heading down the street towards her building. I draw behind the stairs that lead up to the front door of her pretty little brownstone, watching him stop in front of it and look up at her window. The night is obscuring the heavy rain clouds, but not his face as the first drops splash against it. He stands with his back to the fuzzy street lamp, thinking that nobody can see his face, but my eyes are razor sharp.  

His boots crush twigs and leaves under their soles as he walks up the stairs, the collar of his coat up to hide the sides of his face, obscuring it from possible cameras around the house. Which of course I have installed, in angles he can’t even think of. He’s worked as security half his life, but I’ve had to kill to stay alive ever since I got out of diapers. Been molded into a weapon against men like him. Navy SEALs haven’t been a problem for me since I was fifteen.

It’s that experience that keeps me put like a stalking feline despite my burning jealousy, watching from the shadows while every muscle in my body screams for me to leap out and snap his neck. He’s a big guy, but I’ve taken down bigger. Of all my brothers, I was the leanest one. Not anymore, but it’s where I started. I became deadly long before I could crush a man’s skull with my fist. 

I wait for him to jimmy the door, and start after him, my steps light like the wind. He has no idea how close I am behind him, a deadly ghost in the shadows, eyes fixed on his back. Gauging his weaknesses, nostrils flaring as I sample his scent. I bare my teeth, holding back a snarl. He’s been drinking. He’s a nasty asshole even sober, but drunk there’s no question about what he intends to do with my little spy.

He stops in front of her door, leaning on both his hands against the doorframe, dipping his head. He spits on the doormat that reads, ‘Home’ in front of her apartment, and mutters, “fucking cunt,” before he runs a hand through his wet hair. 

I clench my fists so hard that my knuckles threaten to break skin, gritting my teeth against the urge to bash his skull in. I won’t stop until Mia is a horny mess at my feet, but all other men are to worship her like the goddess she is. They either do, or they die.

Yes, I would have fucked her deep-throat right in front of this dickhead at the restaurant, but it would have been for his humiliation, and not hers. I would have marked her as mine. Soon, I’ll make sure that everyone in this city knows their place around her. 

For seven years I dreamed of revenge, but reality turned out very different from what I imagined. Hurting her feels like hacking into my own fucking flesh. Now I want so much more than revenge. I wanna own her, be inside her body and inside her mind, to see the worship in her eyes when I give her the most shattering orgasms she’s ever had. I wanna be an experience that possesses her, that flows through her veins. I want her blood and her cum on my tongue.

I’m beyond insane for her.

And watching this piece of shit lean against her door, muttering how he’d use her like a whore at the roadside stirs the madness in me. I’ve never had such a hard time controlling myself while stalking a man with the intention of killing him. I usually keep my cool, always level-headed, but with this asshole it’s a fucking tour de force, especially thinking what could have happened if I’d gotten here ten minutes later.

Yes, I would have known that he came to see her. I always have her monitored, day and night, every single second. My men would have cut this asshole’s dick off before he got to touch her. But I want to be the one to do it, because I practice torture as a form of art. And he deserves a form of art. Coming here will be the last thing he does in his entire miserable life anyway.

Or maybe I should do it right now. Whip out my wire and snap it around his neck. But my little spy deserves a show after everything this asshole did to her. Besides, why waste a perfectly good opportunity to make her understand in her bones that she belongs to me, and that any man who challenges that is a dead man. 

So I watch him let himself inside her apartment. He makes smooth work of it, I have to give him that. It’s clear he’s done this before, professionally at that. Once inside, he closes the door but doesn’t lock it again because, of course, why would he? He doesn’t expect a bigger wolf to follow in. 

My little spy yelps in surprise when he reaches her bedroom, and I use the moment to slip in, closing the door with a soft click. Then I stop. It’s awfully quiet for a few seconds.

“What the fuck are you doing here?” she finally demands. My cock twitches at how well she hides her fear. She must be terrified to wake up with this fucker inside her apartment, but she holds her own anyway.

The spirit I sensed in her from the first time I saw her on campus. Behind those baggy goth clothes, the braces and the books she held to her chest like a barrier against the world, a ruthless fire was burning.

A predatory laughter follows, low and grumbling. The sound a horny pig would make when he imagines forcing himself on a woman. Maybe it’s rich coming from me, but these are the worst kind of predators, and they deserve to die. Do I think that I’m better than him? For my little spy, hell yes. 

First of all, I know for a fact she wants me. She craved me before she even knew I wanted her just as badly. She was the one that stalked me first. Now, she fights herself like a lioness only to keep herself from giving in to this sick attraction that consumes us both to our bones, but I won’t let her. 

I bare my teeth in a quiet snarl as I listen to Shitface’s steps walking around her bed.

“We didn’t finish our conversation yesterday,” he says. 

“And you want to finish it now?” she screeches. “In the middle of the night, breaking into my home?”

“I tried to reach you, but you blocked me.”

She scoffs like she can't believe his guts. “And can you blame me? You fucking watched another guy drag me away to use me,” she snarls, and something crashes into the wall. 

The asshole laughs. He dashed out of the way when she threw something at him, of course. Big and strong, quick and efficient as he is. Just a few more minutes, and we’ll see how good he really is.

“You and Richboy seemed to have unfinished business,” he says derisively. 

“Unfinished business? He circled me with his men. He made me go with him!”

“Cut the crap, Mia. I know you two have a history together. I’m not gonna fuck with that, it’s none of my business. You getting me to the restaurant only to humiliate me by going with him right under my nose, on the other hand, is.”

She scoffs again, the contempt unmistakable. “Just say you didn’t want any heat with Declan Santori for me.”

“Months ago, when I first met you and still thought you were worth something, I might have risked it. But now that I know you’re a whoring piece of ass–” I can almost hear the shrug, “–why bother?”

Anger sends a zing straight to my ears. I grind my teeth so hard that my jaw threatens to split, but I manage to hold off. I won’t be able to for very long, though, if he continues running his mouth like this. With every word that leaves his lips, the fucker is sealing his fate.

“If I’m such a worthless whore, then why are you here?” She stays calm, but I know she’s seething. 

Another mean chuckle. “Because the two of us have unfinished business, too, Mia. You made me look like a fool in front of Richboy.”

“I thought we established that was your own fucking fault.” She’s losing it, because he’s getting closer to her. Slowly, I slide out the wire, wrapping one end around my fist, my muscles getting ready. I’m going to fucking enjoy this.

“My fault? You got me there to talk about our relationship.”

“Relationship?” she snaps. “We don’t have a relationship, even though you see to think I owe you one.” 

“No, Mia. The only thing you owe me is a dirty, kinky fuck. Maybe a blowjob, like the one you gave the rich guy in the toilet. To wash away the shame of how all those people looked at me when you left with him, while you were on a date with me.”

I walk softly down the hallway, my steps so light the floorboards hardly move under them. No trace of the creaking that must have woken Mia up before Shitface even set foot in her room.  

“First of all, it wasn’t a date, you idiot,” she spits out at him. “I was only giving you the closure you were pushing for. And second of all, you know damn well I didn’t choose to go with Declan.”

“But you did choose to film him at the showers years ago, didn’t you?” Even I can hear the grin behind his words. Slinking along the wall, I peek inside to get a view of what’s happening inside her bedroom. 

Sure enough, I find her in the most vulnerable situation imaginable. In bed, duvet pulled up to her neck, eyes up at the large man standing next to her. He bends down, causing her to draw closer to the headboard, and he bares his teeth. He enjoys making her feel trapped. If this were anyone else I’d give him just another few minutes. Let him bare more of his true ugly face before I tortured him in front of his victim to give her the satisfaction of watching him go through the same terror as her.

But this is Mia, and I can’t take it any longer. I spring out from the shadows, reaching the moonlight filtering through her window in a couple of long strides. Shitface begins to turn around, but before his eyes can make contact with mine, I’ve flashed the wire around his neck, and yanked him down to his knees, positioning myself behind him. 

Mia’s cry is muffled behind her fists, clenched around her duvet as she brings it up to her mouth. It will take a few seconds for her mind to fully grasp what’s happening. I use those seconds to drag the asshole back to the foot of her bed, so she can get a front view of him struggling, his fingers desperately trying to reach under the wire. All it would take is a slight twist of my wrists for the razor part of the copper to draw blood, which my little spy would then watch leak from under the wire while his wide pale eyes would make contact with hers.

But everything in due time.

“Don’t you know it’s rude not to remove your shoes when you walk into a lady’s place?” I demand calmly.

Mia stares at me with wide blue eyes sparkling in the night, holding the duvet to her chest. I cock my head, my eyes narrowing to gauge whether she’s naked underneath. Probably what this piece of shit wanted to see when he braced himself on the side of her bed, leaning in close to her–too fucking close. What would have been his next move? Maybe I should ask him. 

“I could let that piece of rudeness slide, but ignoring a lady when she gives you a clear No–,” I click my tongue disapprovingly, “–now that’s a crime, you know that?” I burst into a low, deadly laughter. “Oh wait, you can’t answer.” I loosen the wire just enough to hear him gurgle, desperately gasping for air, his eyes bulging. “To think that you were once on Jax Vaughn’s security detail,” I say, my voice laced with contempt. “You don’t even deserve to get your throat slit so fast. Maybe I should move lower first.”

All it takes is one hint that I’d use the wire to cut off his dick and Mia sits up straight in the bed, her eyes wide with despair. For a moment, we’re back at that fated moment in time.

“For Christ’s sake, Declan, no!” 

I let loose a low chuckle that raises the goosebumps all over her and the bastard I’m holding down. 

“Here you are again, little spy,” I drawl, “begging for a man’s life again. Seems to be a pattern between us, doesn’t it?”

I bend down to his ear, tugging on the wire to make him rise from his knees. He struggles, but my arms are like steel. A surprise for him, being as large as he is, but I’ve beaten larger to a fucking pulp. “I never liked you much, you know that? I knew you were a weird bastard ever since you worked for Jax.”

He can’t do much else but choke and try to fight, but he must think it’s rich of me to call him weird. He knows my past, he’s heard stories about what Jax helped me with years ago–which is also why he should have known better than to mess with my woman. 

“Had I known that you were after Mia Rogers, I would have gotten you fired much earlier–and then gotten you killed. But you know what they say–better late than never.”

Spittle flies out of his mouth as he gurgles out a curse, pushing his feet against the bed and yanking it out of place as he throws himself against me. Mia screams and I laugh, holding him in place. He stills, his chest heaving. He didn’t expect me to pose such resistance that he couldn’t even move me. Most expect it from a guy like Jax, but I’m all lean muscle, like a feline, my hidden strength part of what makes me deadly.

“Few people know,” I say with murderous calm, “but I beat every one of my opponents at raw strength in the ring. It’s why they call me The Bull.”

He stiffens. I bring my cheek next to his, my jaw pressing like a weapon into his flesh. No one knows better than him, there’s a fine line between violence and tenderness. 

“It surprises you. Don’t worry, it’s natural, really. I’ve found this kind of camouflage to be quite useful in the underground.” I move both ends of the copper wire into one hand at the back of his neck, using the other hand to stroke the other side of his face. Thick sweat sticks to my fingers. I hold them up in the moonlight, my eyes finding Mia’s wide eyes as she stares at them. My face remains a mask of cold and calm, but on the inside I’m dying to bite off his jugular.

“I can give you his blood, you know,” I tell her. “It would be my gift to you. All you have to do is say the word.”

“You know what I want, Declan,” she says, her voice small and trembling. “Let him go.”

“The past has a way of catching up with us, doesn’t it?” I purr. “You know what they say, ‘you can run, but you can’t hide’.” I cock my head to the side, my eyes piercing into hers. “Do you think you made the right decision last time I held a man hostage for you, little spy?”

“Of course,” she breathes, careful about her tone, her eyes fixed on mine.

I nod slowly in mock-understanding. “Sure you’d think that. You believe you saved a life. But you don’t know what happened after you left.” My stare pins her to the headboard. I know my irises turn molten black when I relive those moments, and it must scare her to death. 

Shitface uses the moment of connection between Mia and me to slam his feet as hard as he can against the bed, hauling himself against me with all the strength he’s got left, and shoving the bed to the side. Focused as I was on my little spy, he manages to get me off balance this time, but only for a moment before I strap the wire tighter, both my hands at the back of his neck.

This time I draw blood, causing him to thrash like a madman. 

“Hush,” I hiss in his ear. The wire cuts deeper into his skin, and a line of blood emerges. “Don’t worry, it’s not deadly yet. Just making sure you don’t pull a stunt like that again. Now, let’s be quiet and let my girl decide your fate.” 

A shiver goes through her form, and I turn my head slowly to watch her. A grin pulls at the corner of my mouth. She liked the sound of that. I scare her, but not enough that she doesn’t want to be with me. By the way she squirms under the duvet, I’d say she’s wet for me, for the man who’s about to kill for her. My girl wants me, she always has, and always will. We were born for each other. I almost died for her years ago, and I’d do it all over again just to see this look on her face. 

“Can you feel the power run through your veins, my love?” I inquire, my voice a caress for her as much as it’s a whip for Shitface. She shudders with pleasure, her lips now rosy and parted, her face gaining color. “This man’s life is completely in your hands. You decide whether he lives or dies. Or rather–” my grin widens, “–how he dies.”

Shitface breathes heavily in my hold, his feet skidding as he tries to gain a footing on the floor. He ignores my advice, probably out of instinct, but he also knows it’s only gonna be worse for him if he pushes against me again. 

“Just say the word, little spy?” I say in the voice of death. “I’m an executioner serving at your pleasure.”

Shitface gurgles desperately.

“Oh, look, he wants to say something,” I coo. “Surely, he means to protest. What do you say, my love, shall we give him the chance to?”

She gasps again, as if those words–my words–feel like honey to her ears. “Y-yes,” she says.

I loosen the wire a bit, and Shitface coughs like he’s fucking dying. It’s music to my ears.

“You can’t do this for a whore,” he rasps. Seems he’s not only desperate, but also stupid. 

I look down at him, my hands steady on the wire. 

“Whore,” I repeat, my tone low. “Mia Rogers is my woman. I give her what I know she enjoys, but that doesn’t mean you get to disrespect her. Not if you want to walk away with your balls still attached.” My eyes flack back to her. “On second thought.”

Before either my sweet little spy or the man wrapped within my power realize, I unwrap the wire from around his neck, bend him over the foot of Mia’s bed, and coil it around his cock. The razor part of the wire cuts right through the material of his slacks and briefs before I expertly wrap it around his flaccid dick. And then there he is, whining like a little girl. I grin, barely holding back a laugh. This is so fucking funny.

“What the hell, Declan, don’t do it,” Mia screams, and it’s my little spy’s desperate plea that stops my hand. I do raise my eyes from my victim to meet hers. I cock my head, playing confused. 

“Aren’t you satisfied with my methods, mistress?” 

“I don’t want you to cut off his dick,” she says, calmer this time, but her voice still trembles with fear. “I don’t want to destroy his life. Anyone’s life. If you want to do something for me, just–” she holds up her hands, the duvet falling to reveal her in a red silk camisole. My cock immediately reacts, taking just a second to grow hard, and pulse for her. “Just never do shit like this again.”

She squints her eyes to make a point.

Shitface whimpers, and when I look down, I notice the dark stain spreading over his crotch. 

“I would go further, you know,” I tell him, taking time with each word, speaking clearly so he understands. “Much further. I would cut you slowly, I could slice your cock bit by bit, until my woman, my mistress, my queen told me to stop. I hope you realize how lucky you are that she’s feeling merciful tonight. And that you’re grateful.” I press the wire just a little harder, making him grab the footboard of her bed with both hands, as if holding himself steady would give him some measure of control. I have the wire in one hand, the other hand free beside me. It might seem like it’s idle, but he knows better than that. He heard about The Bull. All I need is a split second to reach behind my back, and whip out the hunting knife holstered to my belt. He’d be dead before he could call for his mother, and he knows that would be the best case scenario. If he didn’t understand the full scope of my viciousness so far, he sure does now. 

“So thank her,” I order him. “Persuade her that you’re sorry for the way you treated her.”

His throat works, but nothing intelligible comes out. 

“A little incentive, then,” I mock.

His hair is too short to grab, so I shove him hard into the headboard, the move as quick as lightning. He groans, barely realizing anything but the pain. He grunts, his eyes rolling in their sockets as if he’s seeing stars.

“Tell her, Thank you, queen. Come on. It shouldn’t be too hard. You’re already on your knees in front of her.” 

“Th-thank you,” he manages, his voice thick with saliva, blood still trickling from the line around his neck.

Mia just stares at him out of her beautiful blue eyes, her eyebrows arched so high they almost reach her hairline. Those eyes that usually look so much in control, except when she’s on her knees in front of me, with my cock shoved deep down her throat, are beyond shocked. 

I laugh, the sound filling the room that is only a fine line away from becoming a crime scene.

“Good to see that I can still surprise you after all this time, little spy. Most couples would say that we hit pure gold.” I emphasize the word, couples, for both their benefit. If I’m gonna let this bastard walk, then I’m gonna make sure he knows exactly what she is to me, and never to mess with her again. 

“Please, let him go,” she says quietly, barely still controlling her voice. She’s terrified that there’s going to be a bloodbath right here in front of her bed.

I click my tongue, staring down at the whimpering bastard, now a large mass of limp flesh resting back on his heels, the copper wire coiled around his cock. The ends hang to the floor. I hold him in place with a hand on top of his head like I’d submit an animal to my control, the other hand ready at my back to grab the hunting knife in a second, should he do anything stupid.

“That is quite out of character for me, you know,” I say with deadly calm. “Letting evil men walk away with their lives. Things can get messy. I mean, they’d pledge their lives and their mothers’ to save their asses, but once they’re free, the dread dissipates, and anger replaces it. Before you know it, common sense leaves them, and they start thinking of revenge.” I push my fingers into his skull, sliding them forward through his short hair. “On the rare occasions that they’re able to come get it, I make sure that death comes slowly and painfully. So be sure to feel deeply grateful to my woman. She saved your life. But know that I’m a weapon in her hands, and she can wield me against you anytime. You get a pass tonight, but not for life.”  I grab his hair, sliding my knife from the holster behind my back. “Be sure to make the most of your freedom tonight. I’d use the chance to get as far away from here as possible, if I were you.”

I let go of him, shoving him forward. He catches himself on the footboard and tries to scramble to his feet. 

“On second thought, let’s make sure he can’t become a threat to you again, shall we, little spy?”

With that, I slice my knife over his tendons. That’s all it takes to change a man’s life–a single instant. He cries out, but I grab his face in time, holding a palm over his mouth.

“Hush, we wouldn’t want to wake the neighbors now, would we?” 

I expect Mia to whimper in her bed, but not this time. This time she watches, those eyes big, more curiosity in her eyes than terror. As if a door has been kicked open, and she’s like a child, marveling at what she’s feeling. No longer worried that it’s completely unacceptable for the world, for society, for any sane person. 

Shitface bites his lip bloody when I let him go, his face crumpled in pain, but he doesn’t make a sound besides low grunting and heaving. He drags himself towards the door, but instead of watching him and the traces of blood curving in his wake, I keep my eyes on Mia’s. Drinking in her feelings, watching a veil being lifted from her eyes. It’s almost as if she’s having an epiphany.

“Don’t worry about the mess, my love,” I tell her. “A clean-up team is already on their way. In the morning there won’t be a trace left of what happened here tonight.”

My eyes drag towards the crawling Shitface. He grunts louder as he reaches the hallway and then the door, heaving himself up to reach for the doorknob. With the blood trailing after him, it looks like a scene from a horror movie.

“Remember to keep it down, boy,” I tell him. “Or I’m gonna have to cut out that tongue, too.”

I let loose a malevolent chuckle as he makes that sound men make when they bite down on their tongue so hard they almost hack it out. It’s incredible, really, what you can make a person do to themselves in order to keep you from doing it to them. I’m glad that Mia is beginning to see that, too. Maybe she can take what happened here tonight as a lesson in more than just one way.

“And this, my love,” I tell her as I drag my eyes back to her, drinking in the sight of her in the bed that Shitface has kicked askew, “is how you deal with the world’s scumbags.”

She looks deliciously vulnerable in that red camisole, her hard nipples piercing the silk. Her skin, a beautiful shade of peach, is flushed on her chest and her cheeks, the ebony waves of her hair cascading down those pretty, round shoulders. My villainous heart skips a beat. She’s ravishing. The only beautiful thing in my life, like a sparkling diamond in a sea of coles. Like a blue lagoon in the middle of an ancient hellscape earth, the only source of freshwater for a doomed bastard with a scorched destiny.

My very own corner of paradise.

My heart swells so much, it’s hard to breathe. The feeling rises like a phoenix from the ashes of time, of the hurt she gave me seven years ago, bigger and stronger and more majestic than ever. It’s hard to keep my mask on, but I can’t let her see it just yet. I’m a tough bastard if there ever was one, but she could wipe the floor with me if she wanted to. She could nail me to a cross and gather my blood in a goblet, and I’d still be hard as fuck for her. I’d still kill for her. And I’d die for her.

“I hope tonight you finally understood that trying to leave me will always have the same consequences.” I walk slowly to her, the knife dripping blood onto the floor. I take my time with every step, my eyes intensely fixed on hers. I know the black of my irises disturbs her, and now, in the filtering moonlight, it must scare her out of her mind. 

“Wherever you go, a trail of blood will follow. Because this time, I’m not taking my eyes off of you. This time, I’m caging you in. Ah, don’t be sad.” I reach out and stroke her cheek with the back of my fingers, ever so lightly. “It’s not like you have a future with any other man except me. Any guy that ever touches you will die a slow, painful death. What happened here with Shitface was just a taste. A warning, if you like.” I lean into bed, my knees pushing into the mattress, the bloody hunting knife glinting in my hand.

She stares at it with her lips parted, breathing quickly, a film of sweat glinting on her neck. She’s terrified of me, of being reminded of what I am, but she’s also horny as hell. I smell it in the air around her as I place the blade under her chin, pulling her face closer to mine.

Her eyelids flutter.

We’re so close now that I can almost taste her. 

“I know, little spy,” I whisper, my lips an inch from hers, “you hate me for doing this to you. For trapping you. But I can’t lose you again.” My heart is a fucking volcano. I would start a fucking war for this woman.

“I–” Her voice trembles on a whimper, her face relaxing with pleasure as if she were high.

My lips curl up. 

I knew my little spy was more twisted than she realized when she stalked and filmed me at the showers, but now it transpires her deviance goes much deeper than that. And I’m going to unlock it level by level, until she can’t help but throw herself into my arms, into my control, begging for me to own her. 

Fuck, I’d give her my last name in a heartbeat.

“You liked watching me fuck up that guy for you,” I raise the blade, pulling her closer, and she comes along. She trusts me. My heart pulses with warmth. “I can give you a show like that every time a man disrespects you.” 

“No,” she whispers. “Never do that again.”

“Then don’t give me a reason. Because I would do far worse to keep you.” 

Her lips are soft and hot as roses on fire when I crash mine into them. She moans, leaning into me, all instinct and desire. Her hands run up my arms, clad in a black knit sweater fitted to my body. Her fingers curl around my triceps, moaning into my mouth at the hard feel of them. 

I kick off my boots and kneel on the bed, my blade still under her chin. 

Tonight I’ll take her, just like I dreamt of doing all these years. It’s going to hurt, but she’s going to love it all the same time. 

“I’m going to remove what I put inside you now,” I whisper against her lips, sliding the duvet slowly off her body with my free hand. She shivers as he’s being exposed to the chill, her skin heated. Probably from my performance with Shitface, or from our closeness, or maybe from both. Fact is, my cock is hard as a motherfucker inside my pants, expanding the steel around it. “And then I’m going to ravish you.”

Looking down at her bare legs makes me wild with lust. All she’s wearing is that tiny camisole and a pair of red lace panties, making me salivate. Jealousy knocks me in the chest when I imagine Shitface ripping the duvet off of her, and seeing her like this. It would have driven him as mad with desire as I am now, and he would have taken her against her will.

But she’s willingly arching herself into me now as I slide the knife gently down her throat and chest, letting it ride all the way down her stomach over the camisole to her pussy.  A dark stain spreads over the triangle of lace that separates her pussy from my eyes. 

“Quite telling,” I purr, running my tongue over my lower lip. “How sensitive that sweet little spot must be now. Begging for attention.”

“Declan, please.” Her entire body shivers along with her voice as I slide the glinting blade under the lace, wiping Shitface’s blood on the fabric before I turn the cutting edge upward and snap it with a single tug.

Mia hisses, her tiny hands fisting into the satin sheet under her. 

“He might never be able to walk again,” she says with residual guilt. 

“Nothing a few surgeries can’t solve,” I dismiss. “I’ll pay for them, if it makes you feel better. We’ll fix Shitface’s little life, give him a chance to redeem himself.” My eyes move slowly back up to her face, finding her flushed and biting into her lip. Having the hell of a hard time keeping her cool. “But next time he even looks at you wrong, I won’t be as lenient.”

“Lenient,” she repeats, fire and in her cat-like blue eyes. “Is that what you’d say you were tonight?”

When my only answer is a dip of my gaze to her lips, she sighs.

I turn the blunt side of the blade to her pussy, and push it deliberately between the soaked lips, resting it right next to her clit. The blade is wide enough that the curved sharp edge is a few inches outside of her pussy, posing no danger. Still, she can hardly control her breathing, fear and thrill running through her veins. 

“Wow, you’ve gone all the way psycho, haven’t you?” she says, staring at me like she really wants to hate me. 

“Oh, you’ve barely scratched the surface, little spy.” My words drip with suggestion. But instead of being terrified, she seems to love the blade between her legs. Barely still able to control herself, she pushes her hips up, sliding that soaked clit against it. My cock rages inside my black cargo pants, but I won’t give her satisfaction just yet.

“Now, be a good little whore and bend over.” 

Her eyes, hooded until now, snap back to reality, the silk clinging to her pointy nipples. I move the blade between the lips of her pussy, along her clit, keeping my eyes on hers as I lower my face and close my mouth around a nipple through her camisole. Her eyelids flutter as she watches me do it, her knees falling wider apart, my blade glistening with her cream in the moonlight. Just as thunder claps in the distance, I sink my teeth into her breast.

She sucks in a sharp breath, her chest arching into my mouth, her hips lifting as she supports her weight on her palms behind her. She offers herself to me like a sacrifice on the altar of a god, and I love it. I’m hooked on her, her smell, her reactions, the sounds she makes. My cock is a fucking weapon in my pants, raging to plunder her, but all in due time.

“You are my own, personal whore, and not just because I’m punishing you for your betrayal,” I say darkly. “But because you’re loving every second of it. Come on, say it. Let me hear the words out of that pretty little mouth. Tell me you love being used by me.”

She whimpers in that delicious way she does when tendrils of pleasure run through her, prompting me to move to the other breast and abuse it the same way with my mouth. The tip of my blade rips through the bed sheet as I anchor it into the mattress. Mia doesn’t even realize I’m no longer moving it as she runs her soaked little pussy along the blade, angling herself so she can press her clit to the wide metal side. Keeping my hand on the hilt, I grin against her chest before I move up to graze her neck with my teeth.

She breathes harder, leaning her head back to offer me her throat while I run my tongue along her pulsing jugular. 

“Ah, Declan,” she muses, giving me pause for a second. She’s high on the sensations, the danger, otherwise she wouldn’t have let my name slip out of her mouth. But she’s too taken with our twisted love-making to deny herself anymore. Her true desires. Her true feelings.

I close my lips on her skin, and her entire body shudders. Her jugular pulses under my lips. It wasn’t the plan to indulge in this sweetness, but she’s fucking irresistible. I kiss my way up, along her jaw, licking her cheek before I claim her mouth in a deep kiss. She gives in, allowing me to do what I want with her, and I fucking lose it. I groan into her mouth before I sink my hand in her hair and remove the knife from between her legs so I can shove her onto her stomach across the bed.

She moans in protest at being parted from the blade, and it sends my blood in a rage. Grabbing her hair roughly, I tug her head back so she can watch me lick the blade, tasting the cream of her pussy. Her lips part, and I let out a low growl.

“So fucking good,” I growl. “And only mine.”

“Please.” The whisper trembles on her lips. “Please do that again.” Her eyes fall on the blade. I grin. 

“There you are, discovering your deepest desires,” I purr. 

The mattress shifts under my weight as I position myself behind her, reaching around her and running two fingers between the soaked lips of her pussy. I clench my jaw, holding back the groans of pleasure that threaten to escape. Not just yet.

But I won’t be able to keep my control for long, not with Mia abandoning herself to me, raising her pretty little ass, naked in the moonlight. 

“Now, I’ll start by removing what I put inside you,” I say in her ear, bending over her back. She wiggles uncomfortably, realizing I mean the butt plug. 

“Hush,” I say, my lips brushing the shell of her ear. “You’re going to enjoy this like the shameless little slut that you are.” I grip the end of the plug, and start pulling it back slowly. Mia stills under me, but I can see her reflection in the window across from us. The rain patters against the pane, thunder ripping through the sky as I slide the plug from her butt, and then throw it down on the floor. 

“Now let’s see how ready you are to please me.” Slowly, I run a finger through the dripping cream of her pussy, and slide it inside her ass. It’s deliciously warm, clenching around me, but it will allow for a second finger if I try. I have to go even slower, her flesh not giving in easily, the discomfort still there. My fingers are thicker than the stainless steel plug, harder to take, but Mia keeps her ass up in the air, ready for me. Panting, fisting her sheets, wanting this. 

I let go of her hair only to grab the knife again, reach around her and bring it back to her pussy where she likes it so much. All it takes is for the metal to touch her inflamed clit once and she throws her head back, full of satisfaction. 

“I’m gonna fuck all your holes,” I promise in a low, dangerous voice. My real voice, the voice of the madman that would kill a thousand men for her. She called me all-the-way psycho. She can’t even imagine the lengths I would go to for her. “I’m gonna make you feel me so deep, you’re gonna call me God.”

She meets my hungry stare in the windowpane. Hers is so full of lust that I’m not sure what hit me. I knew that my little spy wanted me, but seeing it unveiled like this is a whole new thing. She lets it all show when she breathes out, “My God, Declan,” pushing her ass up into my fingers.

I snarl, barely still keeping it in my pants. Dressed in all-black like an assassin in the night, I’m fucking this girl’s ass with my fingers and teasing her pussy with my hunting knife, while she stares into my eyes provocatively like this is the porn she always wanted to star in. How am I supposed to stay sane? The only thing that would have saved me would have been her marrying me seven years ago instead of walking out on me.

I realize now that I wouldn’t have stopped until I made her my wife.

And I’m not gonna stop now.

“You should have never left me,” I rasp, my fingers punishing as they fuck her ass. My knuckles hit her asscheeks like bolts, causing her to cry out. “Ah, how I want you. I’ll never get enough of you.”

“Come on, make me your whore,” she pleads, her tits bouncing back and forth through her camisole as I fuck her ass.  

“You want me to fuck you with my cock, little spy?”

“Yes, yes.” She’s losing it. I keep watching her in the window pane, so close to everything I wanted. 

“Then beg. Beg for your own demise.” I need to put my cock inside her, or I’m gonna come in my fucking pants. 

“Please, Declan, I’ll do anything, just shove that cock in me.”

I remove my fingers from her ass, and fumble with my belt. She wiggles, trying to haul herself on her back and get a visual of me doing that, but I drop the knife and grab her hair, keeping her in place.

“I’m gonna put my cock inside your pussy, little spy. I’m gonna fuck you so hard, you’re gonna feel me inside you for days.”

“Let me suck it first,” she begs. “Let me feel you on my tongue.” My fingers sink into her cheeks. I tug on her hair, keeping a firm grip on her jaw when I meet her eyes in the windowpane. Lighting splits the sky, flashing the face of the psycho holding her from behind.

“Oh you’re gonna suck on it. I’m gonna shove it deep down your throat, right in front of the altar when I make you my wife.”

I grin like a madman, one hand fisted in her hair and the other tight on her jaw.

“I know I’m not the future husband you dreamed of,” I drawl. “Fuck knows I’m not the knight in shining armor the media makes me out to be. But I am the only husband you’ll ever get. And any other man who aspires to that position will have to part with his balls.” I pick up the blade, and put it to her throat, now exposed to me. I run the blunt side along her skin, and a shiver courses through her.

I know fear when I see it, and this isn’t just fear. It’s arousal and need. It’s her going crazy over something she never realized she wanted before we first eyed each other on campus. 

“I’m afraid that’s the best I do in terms of a proposal. Also, yes is the only choice of an answer. Not that you were wondering, were you?”

I grab my cock at the root and push the tip inside her pussy. The first ring slides in, and her body tenses with a sharp intake of air.

“Don’t worry, this isn’t gonna cause damage,” I say in her ear before I lick my way from her jaw to her ear. I do it slowly, deliberately, making her shiver like a schoolgirl with a crush before I say, “but it will hurt.”

The second ring slides in, and she starts to shift under me. I flip the blade to the cutting edge, and graze her skin lightly. 

“Steady, there,” I purr. Keeping my voice under control is a superhuman effort. Her tight little pussy gives me sensations that would drive the fucking devil mad. “I’ve never fucked such a good pussy before in my life. So juicy and tight and perfect. A man only has two options with you, Mia, you know that? If he wants his freedom, he needs to run away and never look back. Or get hooked on you like on fucking heroin. I choose the latter.”

Her hips gyrate onto my cock, seeking more depth. She’s so fucking tight it drives me bonkers. I give it to her, sliding in to the root, ring after ring, letting her feel me completely for the first time in seven fucking years.

She moans my name like it’s honey on her tongue, the high of her tingling in my veins. The knife slackens in my hand for a second, but she doesn’t notice before I hold it firmly at her throat again. I have far dirtier planned for her at The Rite tomorrow, but right now, this is perfect–my fist tangled in her hair, my blade at her neck and my ironclad cock inside her pussy while her asshole glistens from my finger-fucking. 

It takes torturous moments of gentle thrusting before she’s comfortable enough that I can bury myself inside her all the way. My balls and my ass clench, and I pull back only to slam back into her, again and again, the last time going in to the hilt. 

“Ah, you were born to rule the world, little spy. You’re a gem, and you’re completely mine.” I’m dangerously close to releasing myself inside her. But I won’t do it if it kills me, not until I feel her come all over my cock and my balls. “I’m going to make you my wife. And then I’m gonna watch you become famous, rich, and powerful beyond your wildest dreams. The only thing that will shackle you will be me. And whenever resentment gets the better of you, you can ride my face until it’s soaked with your cum. And then I’m gonna fuck you in the mouth so you remember who owns you.” 

I hardly get to finish my sentence before her pussy starts milking my cock like a ravenous demoness. I drop the knife, bucking and cursing under my breath as strings of cum squirt from my cock inside of her. 

Yes, she might get pregnant. And yes, I didn’t ask. Also, I don’t really care. 

In fact, the thought does cross my mind that a child might be just the right thing to tether her to me. Only imagining how strong of a binding glue a kid would be, a girl with her laughter and sparkling eyes, sends a unique kind of joy through me. 

Yes, this is it, this is what I really want. Whether she likes it or not, Mia Rogers is going to have my baby.

Curling my hand around her neck, I finish coming inside her, the smell of fucking and our sounds of pleasure filling the brownstone. The traces of Shitface’s blood might be gone by morning, but the neighbors are sure gonna remember the fucking. Mia and I fall down on the mattress, my hand still coiled around her neck.

“It would be so easy for you,” she pants, licking her lips, her face up to the ceiling. “A simple twist of your hand would snap my neck. I sometimes wonder if it wouldn’t be better for the both of us.” She pauses, not sure whether to continue. I roll on my side, folding an arm under my head, my eyes locked on her mouth. 

“If you just killed me, and got it over with,” she explains. 

My heart twists inside my chest like a stabbed snake, but I don’t let it show. One thing is certain–that little mouth will be the next thing I fuck hard, making sure such words never come out of it again. But right now I just let my fingers graze her neck up and down, the gentleness of it only emphasizing how spot on she is. How easily I could break her neck, or obstruct her airpipes. But I’d rather die than ever hurt her.

“I prefer to pick on somebody my own size. Physically, that is,” I offer.

She turns her face to me, her cheeks flushed and her eyes sparkling with the satisfaction that only sex gives. God, she’s beautiful. My control has already cracked today, she’s seen too much of my true weakness for her. I swallow the words, my hand now reaching for the tendrils clinging to her cheek, and brushing them softly away to free her skin. My eyes meet hers, and the sparkle in her irises speaks volumes. There’s more than just forbidden desire for a murderous bastard in there. 

There’s deeper emotion. As if she has access to depths of my pain that I’m not even aware of.

“What was it, Declan?” she inquires softly, rolling to her side as well, mirroring my position with an arm folded under her head. “What did you do, years ago, that Jax helped you with?”

My lips tighten, but I can’t look away from her. 

“I don’t want to talk about that,” I say curtly.

“Well, you’re gonna have to. Because I need to know, if I’m going to be your wife.”

I smile, marveling at her beauty and the power that emanates from such a delicate creature. She’s not someone you’d expect to crash a baseball bat into a guy’s teeth, but you’d sure expect her to fuck up your entire life with those piercing, inquisitive eyes and that razor-sharp mind.

“Listen to you say that word,” I mumble. “Wife. I love the sound of it. Much better than when you said it would have been better if I killed you.”

“You don’t understand,” she whispers, her fingers stroking my cheek like she’s touching a priceless sculpture. “I didn’t say it because I don’t want this. Because I don’t want us. I said it because I want it so much, I’m losing my mind.”

Tears glisten in her eyes, and I stare like at starfall. 

“What we have,” she continues when I fail to produce a single word, “it feels like–” she traces the bridge of my nose with her finger, then my jaw, and then my lips before she whispers, her eyes locked on my mouth, “what we have seems to be an immortal connection that compelled you spend seven years trying to find me, and me to spend them stalking you online. Simply because it was the only kind of stalking I could do in secret, without anyone holding me accountable for it.” Her eyes rise to meet mine. “The way you held me accountable last time. Even after I saw what you did to Timothy, I still...I still wanted you, more than I wanted my next breath. And when I saw you with all those models on social media, I–” She can’t finish, stumbling over her own words, but I don’t need to hear more.

My throat is working, and there’s a salty taste in my mouth. 

“I shot you up my veins like a drug, little spy,” I rasp, barely refraining from grabbing her neck and shoving my tongue inside her mouth. “And you’re one hell of an addiction, so there’s no turning this around. You and I–” I grab her hand that’s been stroking my face, and kiss the inside of her palm, “–we were made for each other.”

It could be the autumn rain or the lightning, but the shades playing on Mia Rogers’ face make her look like she’s basking in my words. And then I start talking.

“Seven years ago, after you left, I went after Timothy again. Part of me was convinced you left because of him, while the other part–” pain goes through my heart as I remember, “–the other part feared he hurt you in order to punish you for what I’d done to him. All kinds of scenarios ran through my head, driving me insane. I basically took my frat house apart, I tore the wallpaper, yanked off the banister, shattered every single piece of glass. When one of the guys finally tried to stop me, I went after him with a kitchen knife. 

“The boy I’d once been, the wild animal desperate to survive was suddenly back. I thought I’d gotten rid of him forever, but there he was, in rags, angry, hungry and demanding his piece of me. And boy, it was a huge chunk that he wanted. My past came back to haunt me because I’d lost my life raft. The salvation my heart unconsciously clung to. So I went after the man who’d taken it all away. Or the one I thought had taken it away.”

“Timothy,” she whispers. I bare my teeth in a hiss, because I hate that name on her lips. I hate the name of any male who’s not me. I only want my name coming out of that pretty little mouth, and I’m ready to fuck it hard to get what I want. But that is the sicko in my talking, and this isn’t the time for him to rear his ugly head. 

“So I found him, hiding out at one of his guys’ garage. He’d been wise enough not to tell the guy who’d fucked him up, and he was wise enough to send him away when the door rolled up and I walked in.” My eyes drift to the window as my mind goes back to that moment. “One of the things I already knew well how to do was to extract information from people. And I knew just how to get the truth out of him. I hung him on two hooks under his arms, and lifted him on the wall. Then I started carving ‘Mia Rogers’ Bitch’ on his ankles. By the time I reached his knees he was driven mad with pain, but he still wouldn’t admit he’d done something to you. Taken you away from me.”

I pause, remembering his screams.

I wasn’t the only one who had the privilege of hearing them. 

“By the time the police came, he’d passed out, pissed and shit himself, and he was dripping blood. I’d worked my way up his inner thighs, and I was preparing to start on his balls when he woke up. I didn’t even try to hide from the police, or explain myself. When they found out why I’d done it however, they informed me that you had been seen two days before. They’d lost trace of you, but you were alive, and well, and you’d left me of your own accord.”

My eyes slowly drift back to hers. “It took two shrinks to help me understand I was delusional. My mind just couldn’t accept that I’d never reach you again.” My voice cracks. “That I’d never see you again.”

For a long time, there’s silence between Mia and me. And during this silence, I finally understand that the salty taste in my mouth comes from tears I never shed.

I expect Mia to jump out of bed, appalled, terrified and disgusted, calling me all kinds of names, but she keeps calm as a mountain lake in the tempest.

“And Jax helped you get rid of the police,” she concludes softly, but it’s more of a question.

Deep-seated anger bubbles up to the surface. “The police were corrupt. Jax was big back then, and well-connected, but not in the city. He was powerful only in the underground at the time. His form of help was getting me into the underground ring without preliminary tests, so I could take part in the fights. The highest ranked members of the police earned a lot of money by placing bets on those fights. They used me to make a ridiculous amount of money. It’s what they do, given the chance.”

She nods with an understanding that borders on angelic. But then I remember what she does for a living. As a journalist, she’s witnessed her fair share of human corruption, even if never a true story quite as fucked up. But if it knocks her off her feet, she doesn’t show it. Fuck, I’d take her out into the night right now, drag a priest out of bed, and have him wed us on the spot. But it would be a shame to spoil all the beautiful perversions I’ve got prepared for her at The Rite. 

So maybe she’s seen enough of my ugly side for one night.

Reaching around her, I roll myself on top of her. 

“I’ve never told anyone that, you know?” I drawl as I lower myself towards the apex of her thighs. All the while I keep my eyes locked on hers in both a warning and an intimate connection. Still wearing nothing but her camisole and no panties, she squirms under me as she realizes what I’m about to do. I grab the knife that’s been resting idle on the satin sheets, and raise it up to her throat, making her freeze.

“Now, as you surely realize, that’s a lot of power in your hands,” I warn as I part her quivering, naked thighs with my black-clad knees, and position myself between her legs. I’m still holding the knife at her throat when my breath first touches her wet pussy, her pubic hair glistening. “I need to make sure you’re gonna keep it to yourself. That you understand the consequences if you don’t.”

Sticking my tongue out like a devil, I run it between the lips of her pussy once before I clamp my teeth down on her clit. She curses under her breath, clenching her thighs around my head.

“I’m going to be your wife, aren’t I?” she pants, her legs relaxing a little to allow my tongue to continue lapping at her clit. I keep my strokes long, slow, running through her entire slit from back to front. 

She lifts her hips, rolling them forward to fuck my face while keeping her head down on the pillow, my knife at her throat. Her hair spreads out like ebony rays of sun on the satin, her chest heaving while I torture her with pleasure. 

“My wife, yes,” I say hotly against her clit before I lick it again, deliberately. “Yes, and I’m going to be your husband, until death do us part.” I bare my teeth like the animal I am, and graze her clit with them. 

She shudders, feeling the danger behind the pleasure. 

“You need to understand exactly what you’re dealing with,” I tell her, licking her pussy in between the words, using her lifting her hips to slip my hand between her body and the bed, and stick my fingers into her ready asshole. 

She impales herself rough and fast onto my fingers while my tongue laps at her, sucking her clit into my mouth the moment she’s about to come. She thrashes in the bed, rubbing her pussy against my face like there’s no tomorrow.

“Ah, yes, make me come for you, husband,” she mewls before she releases herself, leaving the cream of her pleasure all over my face. I drop the blade, remove my fingers from her ass and grab both her asscheeks greedily, determined to eat her out until she passes out.

I don’t stop until her body falls limp on the mattress, her thighs quivering from the exhaustion. Late into the night, orgasm after orgasm draining her body, she finally drifts off, her eyes rolling back in her sockets. Her beautiful lips, now red from all my biting and sucking, part as she sinks into the pillows. I stand, staring down at her from the foot of the bed for a long time, basking in my feelings for her.

I’ll keep her, no matter how many men I have to kill or castrate.

Speaking of.

I take out my phone to check on the clean-up guys, walking over to the window to check for their cars.

But something else catches my attention.

Outside, a black van drives off from the curb.

I squint after it as I watch it drive into the distance. 

That van–it wasn’t me.

So I’m not the only one watching Mia. 
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CHAPTER V - Haunting Past
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Mia

Addie didn’t exaggerate when she described Declan’s place. The level of luxury surpasses any notion of common sense. This isn’t a house, or a villa, or even a nice little chateau, it’s a fucking palace in the woods away from the city, and it’s not registered on any of the route planning apps. You can’t find your way here, you must know your way around, as my driver clearly does.

The deeper he drives into the forest, the more it feels like I’m being transported into another world, and when the trees clear to reveal a large fountain held by huge, intricately carved gargoyles and a driveway full of expensive cars, I realize I’ve stepped into a wholly different bubble.

The building rising behind the garden, the fountain and the gravel driveway all resemble the premises of a Scottish castle more than any of the mega-expensive houses I’ve seen around New York before. The lights waving along the walls in tune with the music seemingly oozing out of them give it even more of a fantastic vibe. It’s a level of glamor that’s just jaw-dropping.

For how exclusive this event is, the driveway is swarming with guests, most of them wearing masks. They drop their keys into the valets’ hands before Porsches and Maseratis and Rolls Royces are being driven away one after the other around the...shall I call it palace? Castle? I decide on ‘mansion’ just to keep myself grounded.  

At first I found it strange that Jax and Addie weren’t invited, since Jax is Declan’s best friend, but now that I see the people attending The Rite, I understand.

The women are obviously not wives. And if they are, their masks help make them unrecognizable as they stroll up the terrace stairs towards the open terrace doors. The newcomers join the people already standing at the welcoming tables, the servers waiting on them moving like a breeze.

Models clad in lace dresses and stilettos gobble up all the attention, emanating a force of seduction that could rival that of goddesses. Some of them seem taken right out of BDSM movies, but with an elegant touch to their outfits, just like the one I’m wearing now. An outfit that my fiance selected for me with his own hand–it said so in his card this afternoon.

I originally planned to go shopping for this occasion, but Declan wouldn’t allow it. He told me this morning he noticed a suspicious vehicle outside my building, and he wanted me highly protected at all times until he figured this out. I wouldn’t have admitted this to him, but I was looking forward to trying out outfits with Addie and Sirenna. I may be a bad bitch, but girls will be girls. So I had to make do with a video call after a couple of ladies in black with expressionless faces delivered my outfit to my door.

“You look like a sex goddess,” Addie said as I presented it to them, while Sirenna stared with an open mouth, her glass of wine tilted in her hand. She had a couple more than she usually does and, halfway through the call, her eyelids were drooping. But that’s when her hard facade dropped, and she cracked jokes that had Addie and me bending at the waist laughing. Still, her drinking is a problem. On the other hand, with her asshole husband and the shit he puts her through, it’s a miracle she stuck to booze. 

“Why am I not surprised that sicko boyfriend of yours proposed while holding a knife to your throat?” she eventually said.

Propose. The finest hairs stood up all over me at the sound of those words. My whole body went soft, and I leaned against the headboard for support. Flashes from the night before came back to me, the way I took his dick in, how those steel rings felt inside me. His hand squeezing my neck, his darkly sweet words dripping into my ear as he claimed me. I sighed, and I could tell by the smiling look on Addie’s face in her window on my phone that she knew exactly how I felt.

She’d been where I was now. And I honestly wished Sirenna would experience it one day, too. Yes, such a love is dangerous and draining, but so beautifully worth it in the end.

“What he gives me,” I whispered, “it’s fucked up, and sometimes it feels like it’s straight out of hell, but you know what? It feels divine. The truth is that I never stopped thinking about Declan in all the years I’ve been running away from him. I’ve been searching for him in every man I met. While I dominated them, I was subconsciously trying to tame him. When I watched videos on YouTube of red carpet events that he attended, I–” I stopped before I spilled the beans. Before I admitted that I used to slip my hand into my panties and fuck myself while I watched him online.

I also didn’t tell them what happened with Nicco that night. The fewer people know, the better. In the morning there was no trace left of him dragging himself through the hallway, leaving blood in his wake, but you never know. I don’t want to risk saying anything that might incriminate Declan in any way.

I’d rather die than put him in harm’s way. Yes, he learned how to kill when other boys still played with Spiderman and Batman puppets, and he defeated all of his brothers in brutal flights before he was crowned the only legitimate heir of his father’s empire. I’m aware of the amount of badass that requires, but also of the level of trauma. Yes, he fought his way out of his legal problem in the underground for what he did to Timothy, and got acquainted with a world as tough as a war zone in the process. But his soul is wounded.

And his soul is my guilty pleasure. My twisted love.  

An intense feeling of loyalty has taken over me. Declan showed me his true colors that night, and it shattered the barrier between us. He loves me, and realizing that drove me over the moon. I dove right down into these feelings like into a pond of rippling tar without a second’s hesitation.

I bite my lip as the feeling swells in my heart. Yes, I love him, savagely. I denied my true feelings for too long, and now that the dam is broken, they’re pouring out like the Niagara Falls. I’m ready to embrace everything he gives me, especially his sheer dominance. I crave it like it's a lifeblood that I’ve deprived myself of for far too long. 

So I wear my outfit proudly as I step up the stairs towards the terrace, making an absolute show of it. One I hope he’s watching.

Eyes drift toward me with every step that I take, voices dying down as the music takes over. Everyone is dressed provocatively, all outfits and masks designed to arouse, but mine is vampiric in terms of the attention it demands. All that covers my body are basically straps of leather that stretch over my nipples and across my midsection, three straps crossed between my legs. There’s a little metal buckle between them that only needs to be snapped open to expose my pussy, and buckles on the straps across my thighs that enhance the dungeon look. The latex boots riding up over my knees and the mask on the upper part of my face top the outfit, the latter making me unrecognizable to the public, even if a closer look from someone who knows me would probably reveal my identity.

Still, I feel safe and confident as I reach the terrace, stepping between the guests and gracefully picking up a flute of champagne off a server’s tray. Then I face them, the people staring at me like the queen of the party just arrived. Strange, because I’m far from the most provocative appearance here. Only a few tables away there’s a lithe woman with a black dildo sticking out of her ass and nothing but nipple clamps to cover her tits, cradling her champagne as if it’s just another day at Gucci. 

I hold my chin high, not really caring if any of them recognizes me behind my red painted lips, my smile, or even my eyes behind the mask. And it’s not just because I’m regaining my confidence, but because seeing people here gives you power over them. 

Declan was right this morning, when I opened my eyes to find myself wrapped tightly in his arms, and him whispering sweet things in my ear. The feeling is beyond fantastic, having the richest, most powerful and influential people in the world in the palm of your hand like this. If they discover my secrets here, at The Rite, record what I do and tell the entire world about it, I won’t have much to lose. Thanks to Lucretia, everything teeters on the brink of destruction for me anyway. She’s waiting like a sniper for the moment when Declan will take his protective hand off of me so that she can fuck up my career for good.

These people, on the other hand, have everything to lose. Those masks and outfits protect their identities to a certain extent, but not enough. Their main protection is that they’re here among themselves, taking pleasure in their own little bubble. Burst that, and they’re all the way fucked. 

Taking my first sip of champagne, I step through the doors into the inner hall.

I almost choke on my drink at the majestic scenery unfolding in front of me.

There are actual cascades of booze, with lit bars around them, standing in the middle of blue swimming pools and canals snaking among the gargoyle-held fountains. I’ve heard about places like this before, seen pictures online that I always suspected were fake, but this is beyond any of that. And with all the people dressed for sex, each one surpassing the other in terms of depravity and opulence, it’s surreal.

There are many more people inside than on the terrace, so mingling should be easy, but no. Not with all the eyes shooting at me like spears from the dark. 

Servers snake among the clusters of guests holding a hand behind their back and a tray at the level of their shoulders, laden with all sorts of exotic foods. I lick my lips, eyeing some grapes, when I hear a voice behind me.

“Mia.”

Startled, I whip around and, to my surprise, I see Sirenna on the arm of her husband. 

“What on Earth are you doing here?” I mutter, not even aware that I thought out loud until her husband gives me an alligator-like grin. Sirenna’s usually slanted eyes are wide open and her lips tight, her husband’s hand wrapped around her elbow instead of hers being looped around his. 

“Oh, look, darling, if it isn’t your journalist friend, the one who dreamed of becoming a news anchor,” he says. “Or was it a talk show host?” His baggy eyes roll down my body, dirty lust lighting up in them. “A girl with those kinds of dreams shouldn’t be here. One wrong person snapping a wrong kind of picture, and all those plans are down the drain.” He scoffs, as if the way I look speaks volumes. “Or maybe she’s here specifically for a better chance at fame and glory. Wouldn’t you say, my love?” 

Sirenna doesn’t answer any of his questions. She knows as well as I do they are simply rhetoric. All she does is stand stiffly at his side in her transparent white dress, through which red Xs are visible, the only things covering her nipples. A bigger red X covers the spot between her legs, her feet in white platform sandals with transparent straps, like those that strippers wear. I’ve never seen her wearing anything this revealing before, and I suspected her frame to be rather bony underneath her clothes, but it’s not the case. She has small round shoulders, feminine hips and perfect skin. It must have been the forbidding look on her face that led me to believe she was bonier and harder.

It’s clear my friend isn’t here because she wants to, but this asshole has found a way to twist her hand. It hits me now what an ill-fitted couple they are. He seems to have deteriorated since last I saw him at Addie and Jax’s wedding. His stomach is bigger, his cheeks and the bags under his eyes hanging lower, as if he spent all this time on booze and drugs. 

“Maybe we should stick together,” Joseph says, squaring his thick shoulders. He’s so much larger than Sirenna, which, I suspect, was one of the reasons she was attracted to him in the first place. She once told me she felt attracted to much taller and broader guys than herself. A woman used to make hard decisions and pay her bills tends to want someone who gives her a feeling of ease, of lifting a weight off her shoulders, and Joseph seemed to give her that, at least in the beginning. 

Until she discovered he was part of the city’s evil Triad. That he ran underground fights and fucked underage girls at gentlemen’s clubs and sold fentanyl to kids. When she and I met, we had a deal–I’d help her uncover her husband’s shady dealings so she could hold them against him when she filed for divorce, and she’d help me discover information about Jax. Now, the way Joseph has her grabbed by the elbow like he dragged her here, wearing something I know for sure she would have never chosen for herself, tells me he discovered all that. 

And we all know what it means when a woman betrays one of the Triad members. Jax is the only element of balance in that Triad. He keeps the other two under control, but whatever happened between Sirenna and Joseph, it must be too fresh for him to have gotten wind of it and intervened. 

My eyes fly around as I search for a sign of Declan, but Joseph grabs my elbow before I can say a word. His thick fingers push so hard into my flesh that I drop the glass of champagne. He catches it mid-movement though, and places it smoothly on a passing server’s tray before he grabs his wife again. 

“I will see you safely to your master,” he says, that alligator grin plastered on his drooping face. 

“Let her go, you bastard,” Sirenna says in a hushed yet desperate demand, but he keeps dragging us both through the crowd. 

“Oh, but why? Things can get wild at a party like this, it’s not good for a girl to be without protection.”

“I have enough protection,” I bite out as I try to tug myself from his grip, but he laughs, yanking me harder. 

“Yes, but it won’t be easy to reach your protector tonight. It is, after all, his party, and one of the most important events of the year for many of the people present. He’ll be busy, and he won’t forgive me if I don’t take care of his little treasure.” 

His eyes crinkle at the corners when he looks at me, letting me glimpse the cruelty in them. My heart beats faster as we lose ourselves in the crowd, realizing he’s planning bad things for both Sirenna and me. 

Moments later, we reach a place by a set of stairs spiraling upward to the upper levels of the mansion. Instead of one set of main stairs, this place seems to have like five, with canals of blue water slithering among them. They fade up toward the higher levels, to where the chandeliers that seem to dangle down from invisible threads hang. The bars, cascades of booze, canals and pools are illuminated from within or underneath in pastel colors, easing the guests into a sensual atmosphere, making the blend with the music and the lights hypnotic.

With an atmosphere like this, I wonder who would need booze and drugs though. The set-up is an exquisite kind of high in itself. People go leaning into the music and each other, women throwing their heads back in laughter, men’s hands slipping between their legs with more confidence. Joseph takes his time dragging Sirenna and me among them, picking drink after drink from the trays and stopping at different bars to speak to people.

It doesn’t bother him in the least that they recognize him or his wife, even though Sirenna clearly would like the ground to split open and swallow her. I’ve never seen this tough woman’s shoulders sink forward like this, her cheeks pink and her eyes full of tears. She chooses to make this easier on herself by grabbing a few drinks too. By the way Joseph is looking at her, he actually intends to get her drunk, preferably sucking on a number of cocks for him to film. She told me enough about him for me to know exactly how the bastard thinks.

“And who is this other beauty on your arm,” a lithe man with a face like a dried fig asks Joseph, his tongue tangling in his mouth, his eyes not quite focused. Most of the guests are already drunk, which should come as a relief, since they are less likely to remember what happens here, but Joseph seems to keep a level head, and that worries me. He won’t relent from his plans.

“Oh, this pretty little gem?” he says maliciously, stroking a finger over my jaw. “Just a little something I brought for good business.”

Business. Both Sirenna and I stiffen, with her eyes flying over to me.

“What the hell do you mean?” I ask.

Next thing I know, his heavy palm makes contact with my cheek. My ears ring, and I bring my hand up to my face, not sure what just happened. I just keep blinking behind my latex mask.

“Watch your mouth, cunt,” Joseph bites through his teeth, the foul smell of alcohol wafting from his mouth. “You don’t get to ask questions, not after what you and this other piece of trash did. You will take the shit that I give you.” He shakes Sirenna by her arm. Her face tightens, her eyebrows dipping, the expression of her mouth pinched as she tries to hold on to a thread of dignity. 

Panic shoots through me, my eyes flying around desperately for Declan. He should recognize me by my outfit, considering that he bought it himself, but Joseph has sunken deep into the most crowded areas with us. People pour into the place by the minute. 

“A lot of guests for how secret this event is supposed to be, right?” Joseph says, probably reading the question in my body language. “And, as you see, most of them are not wearing masks. Do you want to know why, little bunny?” I don’t reply, and neither does Sirenna when he addresses her the question, but he continues anyway. “It’s because they have been brought here for the pleasure of the top one percent of us, those who do wear masks–I simply chose not to tonight. The masks help you separate the ones who matter from the ones who don’t–I simply chose not to. But the women without masks are cock-suckers, pieces of ass ready to let men gang-bang them for a taste of the high life. And we all know there’s no taste like The Rite. These whores have been blind-folded on the way here, of course, so they don’t remember how they got to this palace. Most of them are drugged too, or they will be soon, so they don’t remember who fucked them and how, either.” He yanks me into him, causing me to knock into his body, his snarling mouth too close to my face. “So if you expect your protector to make an appearance and offer an official speech, forget about it. He will give a talk behind closed doors to the highest ranked guests, yes, but it won’t be in here, where powerful men get their dicks sucked, and fuck trash in the ass. So there’s no way he’ll see you.”

“He will find me,” is all I manage before he slaps me again, then shakes me painfully by my elbow. I swear to God I’m gonna scratch his eyes out by the time tonight is over.

“He won’t find you now, not anymore. Besides, I have much better plans for you tonight.” His eyes roam my face as if he considers licking it. Sirenna sees it too, because she grabs him from behind. The intervention earns her a slap with the back of his hand, which makes her lose balance, and fall into a man’s arms.

The man, probably thinking she’s one of the women brought here for his pleasure, grabs her hair, yanks her head back, and slips his tongue into her mouth.

The whole place spins with me as I watch. And Joseph does nothing but laugh. When the man finishes, licking his lips, he notices Joseph and lets her go.

“Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t realize she was taken.”

“Don’t worry about it, mate,” Joseph croaks. “I’ve got a little bit planned for her tonight, but you can have her later. You’re free to film it too, for all I care.”

The man grins. 

“You’re fine to join, if you like,” he says, but Joseph dismisses him. Clearly, he’s not into guys. The man walks away with a wink over his shoulder at Sirenna, who is reeling on her feet, all pink in the cheeks as Joseph drags us deeper into the crowd. The place heats up, the space now smothering.

As the other guests lose themselves into the atmosphere, Sirenna and I can barely keep our shit together. When our eyes meet, I can see the terror in hers, as I’m sure she sees it in mine. Joseph gulps down drink after drink while his body starts moving to the music. Soon, his shirt is soaked with perspiration, his body grinding into mine and Sirenna’s as he holds us close.

He clearly hates her more than he hates me, since he pushes her into other men too, letting them rub their cocks against her ass, laughing as he watches with lecherous eyes, but he hardly lets go of me. Still, despite his arm steadfast around my waist, I can feel a man’s thighs against the backs of mine. He pushes and rubs into me, but when I try to move away, Joseph’s arm holds me in place. I look up at him to see his eyes meeting mine, looking like he’s finally getting what he came here for.

He only lets go of me when the other man’s arm replaces his, his chest blocking me from turning around to look at him, and starts dragging me backwards.

The word Joseph used comes back to me like a hammer–business.

This is the business he meant.

He wants to see this so badly, his eyes so full of lust, that he lets go of Sirenna and follows as the man drags me back towards one of the cascades. The water is loud as it falls over a wall of river stones, perfect insulation for the cavernous space behind it. 

I’ve been in dangerous situations before, not least of all with the man who hosts this event, but I was never this scared. Not even when the police found me naked and used at the frat house, where Declan left me seven years ago to make a point. My eyes widen as the dim lights in here, coming from the gadgets behind the cascade that make it look so fantastic on the outside, cast a sick shade on Joseph’s face. 

Like he’s about to watch the guy behind me do really sick things to me, and it thrills him to the bone.

“Ah, look at this ass, as juicy and whorish as I remember it,” the man’s voice vibrates behind me, his lips to my ear. I grip the arm around my waist, my eyes wide. I know that voice. It’s familiar, and yet...

Just as he turns me around in his arms, the voice comes back to me–and the blood freezing in my veins.

Timothy Meyer’s face leers at me, that face that I’ve known for almost as long as I’ve known myself.

Timothy and I have been in high school together. He tried to fuck me “even if I was fat”, but I never liked him enough to let that happen, even if he was one of the popular guys. That hurt his ego beyond repair. He never really forgave me for it. Later, in college, when I fell for Declan, he tried to turn my own crush against me. He encouraged him to finger me at the showers and then let him have his turn, but Declan had other plans with me. 

More decadent plans.

Until he fell for me.

And he tortured Timothy right in front of my eyes. After I ran away, he did even worse to him.

Worse than he told me.

Timothy’s face, as he stares down at me with a mixture of hatred and want that I’ve never seen before and that no human should be capable of unless they went through hell, is a shocking sight. I’m too scared to be mindful of the way I’m staring, making it easy for Timothy to read my mind. 

“So your lover didn’t tell you what happened after you left, did he? Then what can I say? I’m glad he didn’t spoil the surprise.”

While his face isn’t beyond recognition, the scars on his lower face, running across his cheeks and his lips, would knock me off my feet if he didn’t hold me so tightly. I can tell at first sight that they were originally tattoos that he had removed. He grins.

“He tattooed ‘Mia Roger’s Bitch’ all over my face, in small writing at that, to make sure he could do it a whole bunch of times. I could take care of that though, along the years as I planned my revenge. The tattoo on my dick, on the other hand.” He cocks his head to the side, his eyes sliding lecherously down my body while he licks his lips. “That one is harder to remove. But then I thought–since your name is forever stamped on it, I might as well take your cunt.”

I use all of my strength to swivel around in his arms, and brace myself to run away. He laughs behind me, while Joseph bends forward in front of me, grinning with his arms open, ready to catch me if I do make it out of Timothy’s hold.

I struggle like my life depends on it, which it probably does. Timothy grabs my hair and tugs until I scream.

“Shut up, or I’ll tear out your fucking skull,” he says sharply, biting hard into my ear. 

My eyes water. All I can see now is the glee in Joseph’s face as he approaches and slaps his hand over my mouth, while his face expresses what he truly is more than it ever did before. Now I see the real him, the sleazy monster sitting in the loge of the underground, watching men mutilate each other until even death seems like a better option. My brain freezes before it can even imagine what these two men will do to me, if they think they’ll get away with it.

And they must be convinced they will, because Joseph doesn’t waste a single moment before he starts grinding into me, trapping me between his sweaty body and Timothy’s. He gained weight over the years, layers of fat covering large muscles as if he’s been training as a strongman. Joseph grabs my thigh with one hand, forcing it to the side, while reaching to the buckle between my legs with the other to snap it open.

“Don’t fuck her just yet,” Timothy says. “I want to see the bitch suffer first.”

Joseph stills and grabs my jaw, his erect dick pressing against me. If it weren’t for the buckle holding the straps together, he’d nestle himself between the lips of my pussy.

But I’m still squashed between the two men’s bodies, stifled by their smell, desperate that no one is going to find us in time and stop them having their way with me. And if they do, I’ll never be the same woman again. It will finally break me. Yes, Declan did humiliating things to me as well, but he knew I wanted him, that I’ve always been crazy about him. He wouldn’t have done it otherwise, I could always feel that in my bones, from the moment he caught me spying on him. These two, on the other hand, they enjoy raping women that are disgusted by them.

“I must say, Mia, there’s something about you that attracts a very twisted kind of man,” Timothy says in my ear while Joseph runs his tongue over his teeth like he’s about to eat me. His grip is so hard on my jaw, I’m sure it’s gonna leave bruises. “Even Joseph here had a soft spot for you from the moment he laid eyes on this pretty face of yours. So I’m gonna have to share you with him tonight, you see? Because he helped me get to you. It’s only fair that I let him have a piece of that fine ass. And then I’m gonna have your ass and your pussy. Maybe we’ll invite a third party to have some fun with your mouth. You know I’ve always fantasized about watching guys take turns with you before I impaled you on my cock. See you criss-crossed with ropes of sperm from different men.”

He pushes the length of his erect cock against the crack of my ass. I stiffen everywhere. The only thing that stands between his cock and my ass is the leather strap that runs between my buttocks, and his black jeans. His upper body is naked, and his hair disheveled like he slept in a dumpster. He smells like that, too. Piercings dangle from his ears, his nose and his nipples as if he discovered pleasure in physical abuse after what Declan did to him. 

“Declan kept a tight eye on you,” Joseph says, his hand now slipping under my thigh that he still holds against his hip, his fingers fumbling with the straps that cover my pussy. Timothy mock-fucks my ass, grunting like he’s living out his ultimate fantasy. “And I must say, it’s really hard to remain under his radar. He caught wind that someone was after you in the end, but it was too late. Timothy and I already had everything in place. Declan didn’t realize who it was quickly enough to ban me and my guests from the guest list.”

“Or maybe Declan just didn’t want you off the list,” a familiar voice sounds from behind Joseph.

I lose a sigh. Relief and pure happiness run through me when I recognize Declan’s voice, even though he sounds more like a demon and less like a man than I’ve ever heard him. His tone is controlled, but laced with aggression that could lash out like a whip and split these bastards’ flesh open. 

“Let go of her this second, or I’ll impale your heads on your dicks, and put them on display right out on my patio. If you stop now, you might get away with just your balls removed.” 

Both men’s hands drop off of me instantly. I fall down on my feet and scramble to find my balance. I grip both of their arms to steady myself and, a moment later, looking at the three of us almost holding hands, I burst out into laughter, sounding more hysterical by the second.

“Incredible,” I articulate, wiping the tears running down my face over my mask. “How big you look to the little guy, and how small you are actually are.” 

Joseph grunts something under his breath, but all it takes is for Declan’s eyes to flash at him to render him quiet. 

“How epic,” Declan says, her shoes clicking against the checkered floor, “that you should try and take the woman I love away from me a second time, Timothy.” He stops in front of us, taking my breath away. His men trail after him, flanking him but keeping their distance. “I must say, I’m not sure whether to admire your resilience, or pity you for your stupidity.”

“Declan,” Joseph manages, but his mouth snaps shut the moment my fiance looks at him again.

“I knew that Timothy would seek revenge sooner or later,” Declan drawls, every word a covert threat, “but I must say, I didn’t expect your involvement, Joseph.” His eyes are impenetrable coals, while Joseph can’t stop blinking. “I thought you were smarter than that.”

A small rumbling sound comes from my side, and I turn my head to look at Timothy. He laughs, looking at Joseph.

“He’s smart until his dick takes control,” he says with a sneer. “And it turns out his dick has wanted your big love from the moment he saw her. It didn’t help that he discovered she was snooping around his business, helping his soon-to-be ex-wife get dirt on him.”

Declan clicks his tongue, shaking his head so very slowly.

I swallow hard. He’s irresistible in that white shirt and fitted golden vest, his black slacks and shoes impeccable. He’s a modern-day god, as handsome and ruthless as they come. 

“What were you thinking? You, Timothy, I can understand your lust for revenge, but why risk it? You knew better than anyone what I was capable of for her. Now, I’m afraid I won’t be able to let you keep your hands, after you put them on her.”

Timothy chokes on his own sneer. There’s something in the way Declan said those words that has the hairs standing all over me, too. Yes, these men have put me through hell, and they would have done vile things to me, but Declan’s resolve to do much worse to them is adamant. I shudder, remembering how, seven years ago, he tattooed my name on Timothy’s dick to punish him for bullying me.

Turning his attention to Joseph, he says, “And you? As a member of the Triad, you saw first hand how I deal with those who touch what’s mine. And you knew Mia Rogers was mine.”

“You took her mouth on a television set, and her ass in a public toilet,” Joseph reacts in a shaky voice. “You treated her like a cheap piece of ass, how was I to know she meant more to you than that?”

Declan clenches his jaw, silent for a moment.

“She means the fucking world to me,” he eventually says, quietly, but clearly enough that everyone in this space can hear, despite the muffled roaring of the cascade on the other side of the wall. “I spent years looking for her, wrestling with the feelings inside me. They got the better of me. That battle is the only one I ever lost. But that shouldn’t even matter, Joseph. We are all criminals here, but there’s a code of conduct, even for us.”

Joseph laughs, even though he’s terrified, and everyone can hear it. 

“You humiliated her! She was a slut you fucked in the mouth and the ass because you’re a twisted bastard.”

“It was never against my will,” I say. Licking my lips, I decide to continue, no matter what anyone thinks of me. “In fact, he knew exactly what I liked. He did it for my pleasure too. I like things filthy, as long as they happen with the man I love. And God knows I’ve drooled after Declan Santori since the moment I laid eyes on him back in college.”

Declan sucks in a deep breath, his chest inflating. His hands still behind his back, he walks around the men, his shiny black shoes clicking against the marble floor. 

“Now the question is, how do my fiancee and I make sure that you learn your lesson, and never prey on what you think are defenseless women again?”

Joseph falls to his knees, breaking down. But Timothy knows Declan longer. He also knows that begging is useless. He’s gonna do things to them that would make a devil weep. I catch the movement of his eyes as they dart towards the cascade wall and back before he makes a run for it.

Declan moves sleekly out of his way, his hands still behind his back. Two of his men emerge from behind the wall just in time to block Timothy and grab him by both arms. The man struggles and screams like an animal on a hook, but to no avail. He has no choice when the security guys turn him around but to watch with the eyes of a caged animal how his nemesis closes in on him, cladding every second in terror. 

When he’s close enough, Timothy manages to rip one arm from the security guy’s hold, sending his fist towards Declan. The move looks fast and desperate, but my fiance seems to be moving out of the way in slow motion. A second later, his fist flies out towards Timothy, his deadly knuckles making contact with the man’s scarred cheek and sending him careening right back into the bodyguards. 

Groaning and spitting out blood, Timothy clearly considers throwing in the towel, but then he remembers who he’s facing, and that his future will look much worse than a battered face. He yanks himself away again with a cry, only to be met with punch after punch in a destructive onslaught until he collapses to his knees and bends down to the floor with his face in his hands. 

“As much as I enjoy fucking up your ugly fucking face,” Declan says while walking around the bucked-down Timothy and rolling up his sleeves, “I have something much better planned for you tonight.” Timothy tries to get himself back to his feet, but Declan’s hand dashes down so quickly to grab his jaw that I barely even see the movement, and it catches Timothy completely by surprise. He whimpers like a child, the flesh trembling on his body.

“Bring the other one over,” Declan commands. 

His men drag Timothy and Joseph to the back of the cascade wall and pin them to it, slashing their belts and their pants with knives until they pool down at their ankles. Then they grab their wrists and fasten them to the wall, spread-eagling them. Shackles snap around their wrists and ankles. Timothy is too exhausted to struggle, and Joseph looks like he still believes he can reason with Declan. 

If he believes that, he doesn’t know him like I do.

“I hear you like the idea of taking turns,” My fiance says, something lethal lurking behind his calm. “Then you’ll surely enjoy this.” 

He snaps his fingers, and some of his men nod before they disappear behind the wall. 

“What do you think you’re doing, Declan?” Joseph says. He tries to keep a cool tone, but his voice is shaking. “Think about it, boy. You’re powerful, but I am too. If you kill me, there will be consequences.”

“Oh, I won’t kill you–just yet,” Declan replies with a sly grin. “But I’ll make sure you won’t forget this night for the rest of your wretched life.”

A moment later, laughter and voices echo into the space before a group of people walk around the cascade wall, drinks in their hands, having a good time. Some of the women are holding cigarettes between their fingers, while the men pull from thick cigars that look and smell expensive. 

Timothy gives in to his fate with a lunatic’s grin. 

“I won’t give you the satisfaction of my screams even if it kills me,” he calls out. 

“Oh, I will,” Declan says calmly, watching the guests approach with a twisted hunger in their eyes. Men and women holding their cigarettes and cigars at the ready like rifles, the pupils wide with whatever they consumed.

“Many of them are your clients, Joseph,” Declan says. God, how can a smile be so charming and so malicious at the same time? “You provide girls for their sadistic pleasures. It’s funny how the wheel of destiny turns, doesn’t it?”

With every step these people take closer to the now struggling, wailing men, I realize.  They find sexual satisfaction in putting their cigarettes out on living flesh, see it, hear it and smell it while it sizzles, and Declan had them gathered before these two bastards even dragged me in here.

Cigarettes go out on their balls, causing them to scream like they’re being roasted alive, the roar of the cascade swallowing the sound. Declan bends down over my shoulder, his warm breath touching my cheek as he speaks.

“You know the only reason I’m sparing their lives is to please you. But that doesn’t change who I am, Mia. I’ve done this in front of you before, and I would do it over and over again, if that’s what it takes to keep you. I’ll torture men who try to harm you, but also men who try to take you away from me.”

“But I would never leave you,” I mutter.

He chuckles, yet there’s no amusement in it. “Even the sound of your voice as you say it rings like a lie. There are places you won’t go for me, Mia, there’s no point in fooling ourselves.”

His arm runs around my shoulders, keeping me in place as his scent of lemongrass and cinnamon takes over my senses. Making me feel so much at home and so exhilarated at the same time. But when I try to turn around and wrap my arms around him, persuade him of the contrary of what he said, he won’t let me. He keeps me put, because he wants me to watch. 

“Just look at them, getting what they deserve for ever thinking they could treat you like a whore,” he says, loud enough that Timothy and Joseph hear him. Their eyes, bloodshot and full of terror, fix pleadingly on Declan as they wail and swear they’ll be kissing my feet if that’s what he wants, but all he does is laugh. He nods at the people licking their lips, lustfully waiting to continue their work on the men’s ballsacks.

The cascade drowns their screams, but their distorted faces speak volumes. I struggle against his grip on my shoulders, but it doesn’t budge.

“Please, Declan, I don’t want to see this.”

“Oh, but you need to,” he says, enveloping me in his warmth. “So you understand that I never run out of creative ideas to make all the men that dare touch you prefer to burn in hell than to end up in my hands. Also, I need you to understand you’re completely safe. Neither one of these bastards is going to bother you again.”

“But Sirenna,” I invoke in a desperate attempt to get him to stop. “We have to find her, otherwise those horny assholes out there are going to–.”

“All taken care of. She’s safe. My men took her away while I came after you. I would have stepped in before these pieces of shit got to put their sleazy hands on you,” I can hear the pain behind his voice as he says it, the frustration, the anger. “But they had minions helping them, and they got in the way. I still haven’t decided if I’ll have their hands cut off, or just their fingers.”

“Please, I don’t want you to kill anyone.” I would feel like a murderer if he does, because let’s face it–I would be the moral author of the crime.

“I won’t kill them, and I told you why. You’d never marry a murderer of your own volition, even if you craved him with your entire being. But I want you to know exactly who I am. The lengths I’m capable of going to for you. I think you got a taste of that when you saw Timothy’s face. 

“I couldn’t bring myself to tell you that I did that to him because–” he hesitates for a moment, “–because I didn’t want to see disgust in your eyes, or even hatred. That would have been the fucking end of me. I was addicted to the way you wanted me, to how your body craved mine, and losing that would have killed me. I’d force you to marry me anyway, then make you rich and famous to sweeten the pill. Maybe to earn your forgiveness, or earn some form of positive sentiment. But it would be torture for me to live knowing that you abhor me. I can’t deny that I want your love, little spy. Pure and simple.” He kisses my cheek gently from behind. “Can you imagine loving a monster like me? A beast with a man’s face?” Despite his bitter tone, his words are buttery cashmere all over my skin. 

“Yes,” I whisper, my eyes falling heavy as I lean against him. A delicious sound escapes his chest. There’s no describing the bliss that runs through me at the way those warm hands wrap around my upper arms, at the feel of his body against my back, his scent wrapping around me.

It’s incredible how safe I feel in the arms of such a dangerous man. 

I turn my head halfway to him, my lips absentmindedly seeking his. Declan is a high in himself, taking away my self control and the ground from under my feet, making me want to beg for his kiss, for his love, for his abuse.

Which prompts me to say, “I’m curious. What would you have done if I did run away from you again?”

His body becomes taut behind me, his hands gradually turning to steel. His fingers bite into my flesh. 

“The only way I’m ever gonna give you up is if I’m dead. And even then, I would come back from the grave to haunt you.”

Immediately after that last word he disappears from behind me, and something cold, heavy and metallic snaps shut around my neck. I open my mouth to cry out, but all that comes out is a faint croak. The thing is too tight. I grab at it with both hands, trying to push my fingers between it and my skin, to relieve some of the squeeze, only to realize it’s a shackle. 

An actual shackle around my neck. 

Declan walks in front of me and curls a finger through the hook sticking out from the front of the shackle, his black eyes smoldering.

“Hell, little spy, isn’t an ugly place,” he says in that darkly seductive voice as he leads me around the wall where the cigar group is now swarming around Joseph and Timothy, seemingly eating them alive. “It pulls one in with its beauty and its pleasures.” Those black eyes arrest mine, and I can hardly breathe. Keeping my eyes on him instead of his screaming victims isn’t even an effort, he arrests all of my attention like a magnet.  “And when it’s got you firmly in its grip, it tightens its tentacles around you, pulls you into its ink-dark depths, and never lets you go.”

Like his eyes...

We emerge into the crowded hall, the cascade roaring behind us.

Hardly anyone notices us at first, the guests now completely immersed in the experience of The Rite.

And what an experience it is.

The place has become one huge orgy. People float in clusters in the canals in what looks like Venetian gondolas, men’s hands between women’s legs, and the women’s mouths wrapped around other men’s cocks. You can hardly make out who’s fucking who, but the sounds of pleasure fill the places.

Flashes go through my head from the party at the frat house seven years ago, the night that changed everything for Declan and me. People had lost it back then, too, and he fucked me over the banister from behind, so I could watch the orgy taking place on the ground floor.

It seems he wants to re-enact that now, but on a much grander scale. 

He leads me up a set of spiraling stairs to a large balcony that overlooks the snaking canals and pools of pleasure, bars and isles of marble among them. This might be Declan’s personal hell but it sure feels like heaven to these people. 

I stare down at a group of four men taking one woman, her body covered in nothing but red lace with a split between her legs and at the level of her tits. She’s slim, and her tits soft, bouncing hard as one of the men pumps her pussy from behind, the other two masturbating on top of her back while licking the pussies of other two women perched on the intricately carved banister of a marble island. They’re dressed as little devils,  even wearing pointy dark ears, tails snaking out of their asses. By the way they move, holding their weight on their hands while writhing onto the men’s faces, those tails are for more than just decor. Remembering the woman from the terrace with the dildo sticking out of her ass, I realize this must be a more or less usual practice.

“Wow,” I whisper, but I soon realize I’ve seen nothing yet.

A guy dressed in a leather vest and wearing Joker makeup sticks out his tongue at a big-bellied man with a naked upper body, grinning and inviting him with wild eyes to put his dick on it. The other man’s folds shake when grabs the Joker’s red hair, the Joker opening his jaw widely to take him in. A good-looking woman in her fifties comes behind him, dressed in red stockings and wearing Harlequin makeup, a strap-on fastened around her waist. She rubs it up and down with lube before she starts pushing it into the Joker’s ass while he furiously sucks on the large man’s dick, the latter’s folds of fat shaking.

Hell indeed. A hell full of pleasures, of irresistible pleasures.

And my own weakness with his infernal allure is standing right beside me, his finger still curled into the hook around my neck. He looks impeccable in that white shirt and the fitted golden vest, a black tie cutting its way down into it. Even though he beat the shit out of Timothy only moments ago, he looks like a beautiful sculpture that hasn’t been touched in years. But behind the heartbreaking beauty of his face, the moment his eyes meet mine, I see the carnality in them. The need. The reason why he’s capable of terrible things. 

He reaches up and grabs my face, his fingers sinking into my cheeks, my jaw fragile in his hand. It 

“There’s nothing I wouldn’t do for you, little spy. No lows I wouldn’t sink to. I’d go to hell for you.”

“And I would follow.” The words come out of my mouth like poetry. Nothing felt so good on my tongue before except his cock. I want everything this man gives me, I want to be the vessel of his depravity and his wickedness, I want it pouring into me to the last drop until only the real him remains, the hurt, naked, scared little boy who was forced to fight and kill when he should have been playing ball in the school yard. 

“Marry me, Mia Rogers,” he whispers, those coal eyes smoldering, his grip on my jaw painful. “And I’ll put the world at your feet.”

I smile, my cheeks pushing into his tight grip.

“It’s not the world that I want. It’s your corruption. Your sin. Your debauchery.” My eyes move down his frame. “I want you–naked.”

Grinning like the Declan Santori who caught me filming him at the showers in college, he steps into me. “Your wish is my command, my love.”
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CHAPTER VI - Ride or Die
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Mia

Nothing has ever thrilled me more in my life than the delicious depravity glinting in Declan’s eyes right now. There’s no denying that I’ve been wet to my mid-thighs from the show I’ve seen going down on the ground floor, and if I’m completely honest, I’ve been horny ever since he turned Timothy into a whimpering mess with a broken nose. 

So when he pulls on the hook around my neck, I’m ready for it. But instead of bending me over the banister, he grabs a mic. A small device that normal people wouldn’t even recognize as a mic, but working in TV, I know my way around them. I’m no less stricken though when he holds the device between his fingers to his mouth, and his voice booms from invisible speakers all over the humongous hall, as if it were radiating straight out of the walls. 

“Ladies and gentlemen, may I have your attention, please.” Even those simple words have one hell of an effect when spoken in his calm baritone. High on booze and sex as they are, people look up, their enlarged eyes on us.

A wave of fire travels all through my body. They stare up at us like we’re king and queen, while I’m actually on a leash in Declan’s hand, covered in nothing but straps of leather and latex.

“The Rite has brought us together again,” he says, his voice seeming to hypnotize everyone. “The special occasion when we get to relish the sweetest pleasures this earth has to offer.”

The crowd murmurs in gratitude. They’re still swarming with sex at the edges, and as my eyes drift over to them, I realize many are still getting it on. They’re in bliss, traveling to another world, looking high. 

“But this time I also have a special announcement to make,” he says, tugging me close. The murmuring dies down, only to increase a second later. “I know that I’ve had many women on my arm over the years. You’ve seen me with them at events, on the red carpet. But there’s a reason I never spent more than a night or two with any of them. And that reason is standing beside me right now.” He turns his face to me, giving me a dashing smile. “She’s had my heart for seven years. She also ran away from me when I showed her my true colors. She broke my heart, and it never mended. It probably never will.”

Anger is starting to grow in me. I love him to death, but that doesn’t mean he doesn’t mean this is fair. But as I open my mouth to protest, he does it for me. 

“Of course, as my closest friends know, I’m not an easy man to love. I’m lucky that she agreed to give me another chance. And her hand in marriage. She promised me she would never leave me again–because I wouldn’t survive this time if she did.” I can hear the madness rising behind the calm of his words, and it makes me fucking horny.

“I wouldn’t survive without you either, my king,” I say, slowly taking my mask off.

Now Lucretia can recognize me. I imagine her gasping in the crowd. She boasted about how she was a special guest at one of Declan’s most luxurious events, and a wave of satisfaction runs through me as I think about her watching every second of this.

Oh, how I want to give her the show her of life. 

“Now, I’m going to need a pledge of your loyalty,” he says, raising his hand. “Here, in front of everybody. Just to hold you accountable.” 

Loud rolling draws my attention. My head whips around to see men wheeling in what seems to be a wide black iron pole with an iron plate sticking out of it like a seat. Before I can turn around to ask Declan what this is supposed to mean, his hand splays over my chest and pushes me into the wide iron pole. My knees hit the plate, causing me to plop with my ass right down on it, the cold metal biting into my skin.

My feet skid on the floor as I scramble, my latex high-heel boots making it hard to gain any footing, and then the plate rising making it impossible. The moment the plate stops, my feet no longer touch the ground, and Declan grabs my hips, pulling me forward so that I lean back more.

I suck in a deep breath as he grips my breasts with one hand, producing the same knife he used to cut Nicco’s tendons from behind his back with the other and slashing the strap running across my breasts with it.

My tits spring free, completely exposed. The crowd shifts, and even some of the horny participants at the back stop their fornication in order to watch us. I get to run my eyes over the sea of participants before metal clamps close on my nipples, the sensation biting and cold. It courses straight down to my pussy, my hips straining to lift in search of contact, but without my feet on the ground, there’s nothing I can balance myself against.

“Come on, let’s show these people just how much you enjoy being used by me, little spy.” Declan snaps the buckle between my legs open, the straps falling and exposing both my pussy and my asshole to him, slid forward as I am. Rough hands grab my wrists and yank them behind the pole, a pair of cuffs snapping shut across them. A pang of terror goes through me as I’m being robbed of any means of control. But before I can open my mouth to protest, a  gag is pushed into my mouth and fastened at the back of my head, around the pole. 

The only part of my body I can move anymore with any amount of sovereignty are my eyes, and all I can see is Declan’s beautiful face. He starts unbuttoning his vest, oh so slowly, letting it drop to the floor before his tie follows. I swallow the saliva that pools in my mouth as he unbuttons his shirt, my eyes following every move before he reaches the last one and shuffles the shirt off.

It pools down on the floor on top of his vest and tie, and then Declan Santori stands in front of me in all his glory, his upper body completely naked, just as I wanted him. 

And I am unable to touch him. To run my fingers over the hard planes of his muscles, through the dusting of hair on his chest, down his flawless six-pack and his happy tail into his pants. Being a member of the elite he was forbidden from having any piercings or tattoos, but in college he had a dumbbell pierced into his nipple. Now there are two dumbbells in his nipples, and I’m dying to let my tongue swirl around them. 

I whimper and squirm, and those black eyes narrow into that slanted Anime gaze that made me horny beyond rhyme or reason back in college. There he is again, the boy I fell hard for. My body aches, my sweaty ass sliding further forward as I wriggle to seek contact.

So this is the crowning of my punishment. Not only does he have me tied to an iron pole with clamps on my nipples, my hands cuffed behind my back and a gag in my mouth, but he also keeps his god-like body out of my reach. Knowing full well how desperately I crave touching him. My breath turns shallow, my hard nipples rising and falling quickly with it.

I’m put on display for everyone to see, but a moment later his body moves in to block me from sight. Now I’m only exposed to his eyes that travel hungrily all over my body, while the crowd murmurs. Hearing the awe in it, I realize he’s never shown himself naked to anyone.

I mumble behind my gag, wanting him to do depraved things to me, my pussy so thickly creamed I should be embarrassed. My knees apart, and I manage to grind into the place, against my seat which is now slick from my arousal. I want to tell him that I need that steel clad dick inside my pussy, inside my ass, wherever he wants to put it, but the wicked Lord Declan Santori has something else in mind.

Retrieving his knife again, he grabs it by the blade, and puts the stacked leather handle at my pussy. Danger runs through my veins, but instead of making me stop I writhe harder, needing to be filled. Yet what he does is dip it in my wetness, only to slide it further down towards my exposed, pulsing asshole.

I choke on a sigh behind my gag, my wrists straining against the cuffs. I didn’t know a woman could crave a man inside her ass, inside every hole of her body. He pushes the handle a few inches inside my ready ass while lowering himself, holding my gaze the entire time.

“Welcome to hell, my love,” he says darkly. Then he sticks out that devil tongue and runs it along my slit while the handle of his knife pushes deeper into my ass.

My thighs clench of their accord as my body seeks some measure of control over the mind-blowing sensations, but the same rough hands that tied mine behind my back and gagged me grip my legs and yank them apart. From the corner of my eye I see two fully masked men dressed in black stand with their backs to me, only their gloved hands on my flesh. They are stiff like statue soldiers, as if they’re not even human.

“Don’t worry, little spy,” Declan says against my pussy, his breath hot on my needy clit. “They know that if they get a single glimpse of you, I’ll have their heads.” He pushes two fingers into my pussy, making me moan into my gag and my chest to arch forward. My pussy and my ass filled, he fucks me harder with the handle of his knife and his fingers, my head spinning. 

His tongue laps at my clit every so often to bring me close to the edge, my eyes rolling back as I grind and seek release, the seat coated in my juices.

“That’s it, show everyone how you like to whore yourself to me,” he commands huskily. I must look like a filthy mess, shamelessly offering myself to him like this.

I’m so close t coming, but he’ll only bring me to the brink of it only to pull me back like the ebb and tide. It’s like in one of those dreams where you can’t quite reach the shore, and you keep swimming until you’re out of breath. My skin flushed, I lift my hips towards his mouth, but he only laughs against my pussy before he rises back up to his feet.

He slaps my pussy, the sound wet and sharp. I yelp behind the gag, but instead of retreating, I push my pussy forward, wanting to be fucked where it hurts.

“Look at that needy little cunt, overflowing for my dick,” he says gruffly, while working on his fly, my juices glistening on his mouth and his jaw. My eyes dropping down to what he’s doing, I notice the knife still in his hand, and the blood trailing down the blade towards the handle that he’s holding downward.

He cut himself on the blade while fucking me with the handle.

“I would gladly bleed out for you, Mia,” he says, his voice resounding from the walls. Only now I notice the mic on the banister, right behind him, close enough to broadcast his words to everybody present. Everyone watching the show. “I’d carve the heart out of any man that ever dares lay his hands on you. After I chop off all of their fingers one by one.”

I didn’t think I was one to be aroused by blood talk, but Declan brought that part of me to life. When his cock springs free, it’s fully erect, the head purple with need, and his eyes those of a madman. 

“You have no idea how I dreamt of this moment,” he says. He nods at the masked men, who grab my ass cheeks, holding them open for his weapon of a dick. 

Pinching the clamps on my nipples, he pulls up, grinning down at me like a bully. My entire body is flushed and writhing, my screams muffled behind the gag, my cheeks hot and sweaty. Pain shoots down from my nipples, but reaches my clit in the form of electric pleasure, enhanced as Declan pushes his dick inside my ready ass. 

The hands holding my asscheeks apart pull wider, allowing him more access as he starts thrusting like he means it, my knees now close to my chest, the back of my head pushing against the iron pole. 

Grabbing the backs of my knees, he holds me doubled up with my high heels upward, fucking my ass deep and hard. And it is a form a torture, considering the pleasure pooling in my core, which I’m unable to release without stimulation of my pussy.

He laughs down at me like a prince of hell. “That’s it, little whore, take it all into your ass. Then get ready for me to pound that pussy until you pass out.” His black eyes flash, and I know it’s not an empty threat. “It’s only fair for the pain you put me through.”

He parts the lips of my pussy with two fingers, exposing my soaked, throbbing clit. His black eyes glint with cruel intentions, and a mocking grin curls up his mouth. 

He spits down on my clit before he rubs it with his thumb, his hips slapping into my asscheeks.

He won’t let me come, torturing me with his dick inside my ass and his thumb on my clit, but then I feel him swell inside me. His eyebrows dip and his face distorts, and God, it’s the most beautiful sight. Declan Santori, losing control, coming for me, bucking and cursing under his breath, and grabbing both my tits with his hands in a brutal statement that I belong to him. His cum fills my asshole, his body quivering for what feels like delicious forever before he lowers himself down on me.

He breathes hard, grinding his body lovingly into mine and, for a moment there, I think he’s crying. The “I love you,” he whispers in my ear is the most heartbreaking sound I’ve ever heard, his voice breaking over them. 

My eyes widen up at the endless ceiling. There he is, the little boy. Naked, scared, and clinging to me. 

“You’re the only person I’ve loved for as long as I can remember,” he says quietly in my ear. “Even before either of us knew it, you were my refuge. You were my happy place. Deep down, I knew that I could trust you. I never felt so comfortable showing my ugly side to anyone before.” 

I breathe in through my nose, my chest rising more quickly than I would like because of the gag, and that only seems to remind Declan where we are and what we’re doing. Lifting his weight off of me, he makes eye contact, and I swear the ground disappears from under my body. Those usually impenetrable eyes are filled with so much passion and despair that I want to cling to them. Keep him there, chest to chest with me. 

But instead, he reaches behind the pole, and snaps the strings holding the gag in place open. It falls down from my mouth, leaving it feeling raw. I suck in air like I’d been deprived for hours, my tongue wandering desperately to lube my mouth, but I don’t get to do much of anything before Declan moves on to my wrists.

He works too fast for me to even understand what’s happening until he’s lifted me off the iron seat and spun me around, sitting me on top of him.

He grabs the shackle around my neck, his teeth grazing my ear as he says against it, “Now you’re gonna lower myself onto my dick, and fuck me good, rubbing that pussy on my balls until you drip in cum.”

I moan, rolling my eyes as my body gives in to his command. My thighs tremble and my knees groan as I open my legs on top of him, facing the crowd with the clamps still on my nipples and the shackle around my neck, barely holding my weight in the latex heels. But my body, even though strained to the max from the rough fuckery, still craves release. The tension in my core mounts as I take him in to his balls, his hands tightening on my hips when he realizes I need more support.

He takes over the movement and my entire weight as he moves me on top of him, but he’s gotten his load out of his system so he’s gonna have his fun with me, punish me all the way. He’ll make good on his promise and fuck me until I faint. 

Grabbing my jaw, he turns my head and sticks his tongue inside my mouth, ripping a long, delighted moan from me as I lean against him, tipping my chin up for more. His tongue overrides mine, his grip so tight on my jaw that it hurts, but that only adds to the imminent orgasm.

When it comes, it shatters me. Pleasure, seeping into the marrow of my spine, permeating me to the core like Declan’s essence. I grip his hips behind me, gyrating on top of his cock, and sliding in a pool of my own cum coating his balls. But as I ride the aftershocks of my orgasm, I realize my cruel fiance isn’t done with me. 

He kisses me wildly while stimulating my clit with his hand, but when he senses that I’m coming down from my high, he grabs my hair and gets up to his feet. He’s still buried to the hilt inside my exhausted, soaked pussy when he bends me roughly over the banister, the chain between my nipple clamps dangling down over the crowd. 

My eyes are blurry, but I can see them getting it on in their gondoles, on the stairs and banisters and on the islands. A man in leather fucks a masked woman with the neck of a bottle while she’s spread-eagle on top of a bar counter right under my eyes, while another guy jacks off on her face, and she gives two other guys hand jobs. This whole place is a hellish orgy, and Declan and I are the king and queen of this hellscape of pleasure. 

“You are now queen of this castle, Mia Rogers,” he rasps behind me while slamming into my pussy, abusing it with his steel-clad cock in the most magnificent way. I’d let him fuck me limp every fucking day for the rest of my life. As for the show downstairs, I find it very much to my liking. Having the direct line to my heart that he’s always had, Declan says, “as a married couple, we can host more of these events. You’d be wearing a mask, of course, and no one would touch you but me, but we could have our fun watching.” He bends down over my back, ramming his cock roughly inside me. “Anything you want, my queen,” he whispers before he licks the side of my face, driving the tension up in my core. “As long as you understand that you. Are. Mine. I’m a dangerous man, and my sanity hangs by a thread– by my love for you. Don’t ever gamble that.”

I come for him again, and it’s the end of all my resistance to this raw, sinful love. 

***
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Declan

THREE MONTHS LATER

I walk onto the set of HQ like I do into our home.

Because that’s what it is now. 

Our home. 

I bought the place, if only to make Mia feel safe.

She protested at first, but I promised none of her old colleagues would know she owns the place now, so they wouldn’t change their attitude towards her. The only one who’s aware of the change is Lucretia, whose dressing room I pass by now, and she signed an NDA about it. From the corner of my eye, I see her packing her things into cardboard boxes.

I stop, leaning against the doorframe with my arms folded across my chest.

“Why are you still here? Your layoff was a week ago.”

Surprise fills her gaze first, then hatred, then a trace of lust. 

“Declan,” she whispers. Her injected lips draw into a straight line, remembering she’s not allowed to call me that. By order of her new boss, Lady Mia Soon-To-Be-Santori, she can only address or refer to me by my title and family name.

“Lord Santori,” she corrects herself.

I look down at her boxes. “Fabulous times we live in, don’t you agree? Who would have thought ten years ago that a celebrity could get canceled for treating their staff like shit. It was actually a flex, back in the good old days, treating people like they weren’t worth a spit. Could it be that’s what inspired you to want to become famous?”

“Believe it or not, I’m not a completely despicable person,” she counters, shifting uncomfortably on her feet. 

“No, not completely. But you still should have been out of here days ago. I’m surprised Mia didn’t kick you out.”

She scoffs.

“Of course,” she bites out through her teeth, sounding betrayed. She’d had dreams about the two of us, and she still hasn’t come to terms with the fact that they were just soap bubbles. “Because she can do that now. Your girlfriend flies high.”

“She’s not my girlfriend. She’s my fiancee. We’re getting married next month.”

Her fingernails pierce the cardboard box she’s holding. “What can I say? Congratulations.” But then she can’t keep the venom back. “But I don’t get it. Really. You treated her like a whore. You fucked her ass in public toilets–yeah, I heard about that. How do you end up declaring undying love and marrying her?”

“No matter how we choose to be intimate with each other,” I say, slow and pointedly, putting the right emphasis on every word, “Mia Rogers is the love of my life. And there’s nothing–” I arrest her eyes as I say the next words, “–nothing I wouldn’t do for her.”

Lucretia lifts her trembling chin, obviously holding back tears of frustration. Wanting to hurt me back, in whatever way. She still can’t believe I chose Mia over her. 

“Are you sure she loves you back? I mean, it’s no secret to anyone that Mia likes to take the men she wants. She’s a dominant, not a sub. If you think you have her tamed, you’re delusional. Her real self will bubble up to the surface sooner or later, and she’ll return to her old preference.”

I step into the room, darkening it. Lucretia flinches. 

“Maybe I am delusional,” I purr, my tone thickening like thunderclouds. “But she belongs to me now. And I know how to make her happy.” I pause, letting the feeling of Mia fill my chest. Mine. My engagement ring from Tiffany’s is on her finger, and that’s where it’s going to stay for the rest of our lives. In bed, she loves my dominance. She writhes with my cock inside her, wet mid-thigh, with a gag in her mouth and a knife at her throat. But out here, she plays me on her little finger, and I wouldn’t have it any other way.

“Oh, I’m very well aware of how you’d sacrifice anything, especially other people, to see her satisfied. It’s how she ended up with my job.”

“I know you like to think that it was unfair competition, but Mia didn’t take your place, Lucretia. It was a battle between the two of you for the audiences. Your ratings were plummeting. They shot up after Mia took over. Whether you like it or not, she is a good TV professional, and would have never made a decision to harm HQ.” 

“Everything all right in here?” Mia’s sweet voice sounds from around the door frame. I turn around, reaching out to wrap my arm around the only woman that I have ever loved. My heart fills with joy every time I lay eyes on her and feel her small frame against my body.

Fuck, I want her so much it hurts. She’s wearing red again, her power color, prancing elegantly in her stilettos as if she was born in them, my diamond ring glinting on her finger. She looks and smells like money, and after today’s show, the whole world will know who she belongs to. She will be one one of the most influential women on earth. 

And she earned it. This talk show was the most streamed show in the country last week, when no one knew yet who she was marrying and that HQ belonged to her. This is entirely her success.

“Yes,” I say, my arm wrapping around her waist. “I was just reminding Lucretia that you didn’t need me to achieve fame and glory. You were born for them.”

Mia’s thin arm runs around my lower back with a possessiveness that gives me the fucking butterflies. She lifts her chin to me, her lids hooding her eyes as she demands a kiss.

And I give it to her, closing my lips on hers and feasting on them. I moan, forgetting for a moment that we’re not alone, enjoying how she’s abandoning herself in my arms. 

Lucretia clears her throat, and when Mia and I finally peel our lips off each other and turn lazy eyes to her, she looks away.

“I get it, yours is a scorching hot passion, but you don’t need to rub it in everybody’s faces.” She grabs one of her larger boxes, balancing it on her knee before she tries to walk out with it.

“I can have some of the boys help you with that,” I tell her, but Mia stops her with a hand on her shoulder. 

“You can stay, you know,” she says gently. “You don’t have to start from scratch somewhere else. You worked your butt off to get where you were, and we could use your experience and competence.”

Lucretia looks at her for a few moments before her eyes drop to my lover’s hand. Mia lets it fall from the woman’s shoulder.

“Maybe you really are better than me, Mia Rogers,” the former host says, her voice somewhat less poisonous. “Maybe that’s why the most chased after man in America fell head over heels for you. And maybe, from the position you are now, you can help people that actually need it–such as your friend Sirenna Carter. She might have gotten out of The Rithe with her body unscathed, but her mind? That’s a very different story.”

Mia swallows hard, worry about her friend casting a shadow on her face. Sirenna has been strange since The Rite, and no one has managed to get through to her yet. I promised my queen that I would help with that, and I will.

But right now Lucretia is satisfied that she could remind her of something painful. She gives Mia and me a fake smile before she turns her back and staggers towards the elevators, barely managing with the box in her hands. 

I signal two of my guys to come help the former host with her boxes, then grab Mia’s shoulders, turning her to face me. She looks up at me out of the most beautiful blue eyes that ever existed.

“Sirenna will be fine.”

“I don’t know. With Joseph missing in action and all those hawks trying to get their claws on his money, she’s in danger.”

“I promise, I’ll help her. I can’t fight her battles, but I can have her back. Now come on,” I purr. “Let’s go tell the world how the devil found love.”

––––––––
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THE END

You didn’t want the story to end? There’s much more coming up in this universe! Stay tuned for Sirenna and Zayne’s story, scheduled for release in November 2023. Until then, there’s so much for you to read. First, let me suggest the story of how Mia and Declan’s relationship began here (Frat Boy Billionaire). 

Sign up for Ana C. Blacklace’s newsletter and be the first to find out when her upcoming novella, Boy Toy, is out (Dirty Billionaires series of novellas), as well as the next novels in the Ruthless Alphas series (series of novels). The titles include: Dirty Arrangement (scheduled for end of November 2023) and Unholy Intentions (scheduled for December 2023 - January 2024). There’s a naughty ass novella coming up just before Christmas, Taboo, and it will be scorching hot, so keep an eye out for that one, too! 

Plenty more where these came from. If you enjoy Ana C. Blacklace’s work, please feel encouraged to leave a review and let the world know. There’s no greater good you can do for an author that you enjoy. If you’d like to connect, sign up for her newsletter, or join her facebook group here - she’s always happy to talk to readers about all things Dark Romance!

Oh, wait! Have you read the FIRST BOOK in the Ruthless Alphas series yet? Get it here (His Twisted Fantasy). Enjoy!
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